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To my good friend, Lucy. Wren would have been a lot less cool without you. 





"We accept the love we think we deserve."

- Stephen Chbosky
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Chapter 1
Wren
 
Alpha Mercer was a fucking asshole.
Seriously.
He was the most obnoxious, sorry excuse for a wolf on the planet.
I didn’t know many people to compare him to, but I was pretty confident he was the fucking worst.
I listened to the sounds of my pack running together outside from my spot on the couch and gritted my teeth so hard I may have cracked them.
I’d never run with my pack. From the first time I’d shifted aged twelve, I’d been on house arrest. Not because I’d done anything wrong — I’d just committed the grievous sin of being a badass, dominant wolf.
Irritated with all the howling and general happiness going on outside, I stomped my way into the kitchen to make myself some enchiladas.
When in doubt, eat.
When in a foul mood, eat Mexican food. The cheesier, the better.
My parents were out there, running with the pack like they didn’t have a care in the world. They fit right in with the elitist assholes of the Azymus Pack. They sat comfortably in the middle of the food chain, submissive enough to not be seen as a threat. They never rocked the boat, never challenged the Alpha, and definitely never stood up for their only kid.
How they’d produced an alpha she-wolf as dominant as me was a mystery only the Fates knew the answer to. If I didn’t have my Indian father’s coloring, my mother’s face, and half of their scents, I’d think someone had swapped me at birth.
It couldn’t hurt to hope.
My wolf rose to the surface, but I fought the shift, pushing her back down. Maybe later tonight, when the pack had gone to sleep, I’d let her out. In the cabin, of course. If I left the cabin in wolf form, I’d have all eight centurions on me before I even got off the porch. 
Soon, I reminded my wolf. Soon we’d be free of the Azymus Pack. We’d be able to roam free, uninhibited by cowardly wolves who didn’t know how to handle us.
I represented a threat to the Alpha and his family. My wolf was a Luna at heart — an alpha female, meant to lead alongside an Alpha. My mother had let slip once that they were worried I would take a mate from outside the pack and bring him in to challenge for the Alpha position.
I’d have been a good Luna, once upon a time. Much better than our current Luna. When I was a kid, pack members would always tell my parents how caring I was, how sweet I was.
Six years on and my own family had sucked the sweetness right out of me. There was only bitterness left. And I’d rather chew off my paw than be the Luna of this ignorant bunch, so they really had nothing to worry about.
I diced the onions a little more forcefully than I needed to, trying to ignore the noise outside that was calling to my lonely wolf. It was unnatural for wolves to be alone. We were pack animals. I needed the interaction. The physical touch. But I couldn’t risk going out there. My wolf was tough as hell, but against an entire pack, they’d rip me to shreds.
The Alpha had permitted me to stay on pack territory until I was eighteen, but I wasn’t allowed to take part in pack events and was supposed to stay out of sight as much as possible. I lived in my parents’ cabin, right on the border of the territory, while they mostly stayed at the main pack house to avoid me and all the awkwardness that my existence caused them.
Every week, my mother would leave a crate of groceries on the porch, occasionally adding in some clothes or the occasional treat, like makeup or bath salts. It was probably her version of an apology. Or maybe it was how she would assuage her guilt.
I got the chicken breasts simmering in a broth on the stove and tidied the kitchen. Cooking had been my lifeline throughout my isolation. The sympathetic rebel next door, Marco, would come visit the cabin from time-to-time, but for the most part, my best friends were the chefs I watched religiously on TV. My TV chef friends never let me down. They didn’t have fuckwit alphas bossing them around.
The house filled up with the smell of simmering garlic, onion, and chicken, and my mood lifted. 

My eighteenth birthday had come and gone a week ago, and I knew my grace period was ending. Alpha Mercer would show up any day now with my parents in tow to officially excommunicate me. I wasn’t hanging around hoping to change their minds, I just needed to see my parents one last time. 

Not for an emotional goodbye.
I was going to guilt-trip the fuck out of them, so they gave me some money to get me set up. It was really the least they could do.
They usually felt bad for me after a pack run and would show their faces at the house. Tomorrow was the day I would take what I could get and get the hell out of here.
A quiet knock on the door pulled me out of my enraged thoughts. Shit. He was getting bolder.
I darted to the door and pulled it open a little, grabbing Marco’s arm and yanking him inside before he drew any attention.
Marco was my only friend. Friend with benefits, I guess, though it was more about quenching touch cravings for both of us. We were both black sheep in a pack of wolves — me because of my dominance, Marco because his wolf had yet to emerge.
I pulled him into a hug, nuzzling my head against his. We were a similar height and build, both on the lean side. His family was my closest neighbor, and we’d always played together as kids.
“I figured they’d come for you tomorrow,” Marco murmured, running his hand up and down my spine. “I had to say goodbye.”
“Leave with me,” I urged Marco for the millionth time. “Sorry, sorry, that wasn’t an order,” I added hastily when he made a pained noise, his submissive nature urging him to please me.
“Wren,” he sighed. “It’s not that bad for me here.”
“It’s not that good,” I retorted, pulling away and gently gripping his elbows.
“I wouldn’t survive without a pack. No other pack will want a dormant, Wren. You know that.”
“We’ll start our own pack.”
“Packs need an Alpha. You can’t do it all, Wren. Your wolf is a Luna, she’d be miserable with Alpha duties.”
“Don’t ask me to leave you here, Marco.” I gave him a pleading look.
“I’ll be fine. You need to go, Wren. This,” he said, gesturing around the room, “is no life for anyone, particularly not a dominant Luna wolf.”
The oven dinged, and I pulled out the enchiladas, putting some in a separate dish for Marco to take home.
“I’ll miss your cooking,” he said ruefully, giving me a small smile.
“Just my cooking?” I rolled my eyes playfully.
“And the rest of you,” he added. I pulled him back into a tight hug, wrapping my arms around his neck and swaying side to side with my chin resting on his shoulder. There would be no impassioned kisses or romantic declarations. Our sexual relationship had been purely a matter of convenience, but we’d been friends to each other when friends had been hard to come by.
I’d miss him like crazy.
“Take care of yourself, okay?” I sniffed, stepping out of his embrace but gripping his shoulders tightly. “That is an order.”
“I will.” He nodded, his eyes a little glassy. I grabbed the dish off the counter and pushed it into his hands, watching him walk out the front door, swallowing past the tightness in my throat. I took a steadying breath and shook off the grief as best I could. I couldn’t afford to feel sad about leaving the pack that had treated me like I was worthless.
If I was heading out into the world alone, I had to have my wits about me.
Even after washing the dishes and cleaning up the kitchen, the house smelled so potently of garlic, no one would ever guess Marco had been here.
I had a quick shower before curling up uncomfortably in my childhood bed, doing my best to ignore the howls and thundering paws of running wolves outside my window.
✽✽✽
 
His full lips drifted down the side of my exposed throat as his hands ghosted over my naked hips. I buried my fingers in his dark blonde hair, just long enough to get a good grip on, and moved to straddle his thigh, shamelessly grinding down on it. He growled in warning. Not yet. I didn’t need to hear him speak to know what he meant. He liked to be in control. His hand slid up my back as he slowly, oh so slowly, wound my long hair around his fist—
WHAM.
I woke with a start, jackknifing into a sitting position, clutching the sheet to my chest. Wings flapped frantically outside as the bird regained its bearings and flew away from the window.
“Little cockblocker,” I muttered, glaring as it flew off into the distance. I got out of bed, throwing the covers back into place with a little more force than necessary. My sexy dreams of my dominant blonde Adonis were the best part of my day.
It was a hidden fantasy, a guy who was dominant enough to earn my submission, my wolf’s submission. The beast of a blonde in my dreams owned me, moved my body like a puppet master, and acted like my pleasure was his personal goal.
He was basically the total opposite of Marco in the sack, and very much a product of the romance movies I spent far too much time watching.
I woke up early, dressing in black yoga pants, ankle socks, a long dark green t-shirt and a chunky gray cardigan that fell to mid-thigh. I pulled my hair into a messy bun on top of my head and combed down my blunt bangs. May as well be comfortable if I was heading on the road today. I didn’t own many clothes — it’s not like I ever went anywhere — so my meagre belongings easily fit into the threadbare duffel bag I found in the bottom of my parents’ wardrobe.
Even though my parents absolutely did not deserve it, I filled the base of the stovetop coffee pot with water and added coffee grinds to the basket, packing it in carefully and smoothing the top. After I screwed the top of the pot on and set it on the stove, I made bacon and egg cups in a muffin pan, and grilled slices of homemade ciabatta in the oven.
I had a lot of time on my hands.
Cooking for people was one of the few things in my life that brought me joy, and I rarely had the opportunity to do it. So even though my parents were spineless excuses for wolves, I was still making them breakfast. Fuck it, it made me happy.
They arrived around ten in the morning, late as always after a long night running with the pack, living their best lives. Even better, they had Alpha Asshole in tow, whose smug face stood in contrast to my parents' guilty expressions. It had been years since I’d seen him. His hair was graying around his temples and the frown lines on his forehead had deepened, but he was still every inch the dominant Alpha.
I kept my face impassive and gestured to everyone to sit at the table while I set the food and coffee in the middle. Alpha Mercer looked at me like he expected me to serve him, but he was fucking dreaming if he thought I’d do that. It’s not like I was against serving others. I just didn’t respect him enough to show him that honor.
“Wren.” Alpha Mercer’s voice was heavy with dominance, like it always was when he talked to me.
“Alpha.” I met his gaze easily, enjoying his discomfort. The brief twitches of his eye gave me unimaginable joy. He was definitely fighting the urge to break eye contact.
“Wren,” my mother implored, softly resting her hand on my wrist, pulling my gaze to her pleading face. Don’t be difficult. Don’t make life harder for us.
Fates forbid.
My mother and I looked eerily similar, except I had my father’s darker coloring. Mom and I both had golden eyes, thick eyelashes, a slightly upturned nose, high cheekbones, and lips that were probably too big for our faces. When I was a kid, my father had always proclaimed how fortunate he was to have two such beautiful girls in his life. It had been a long time since he said anything like that.
I had my father’s straight black hair — mine hung to my waist except for the blunt bangs I cut myself — and brown skin a few shades lighter than his. He’d come to the Azymus Pack from Kerala in India as part of a mating exchange program between “paradigm” packs twenty years ago.
I dropped into my seat, keeping my body language relaxed though my muscles were coiled tight. I was seated at a table with the people who had given me life and the Alpha who had taken an oath to protect every member of his pack, and I didn’t trust a single one of them.
“Unfortunately, the time has come for you to leave Azymus Pack. For many years I have struggled, knowing that there isn’t a place here for you. It has been very troubling for me,” he sighed, looking like the weight of the world was on his shoulders.
I couldn’t even smell the lie. He clearly believed his own bullshit.
“Thankfully, I have found a solution that will benefit all of us. There is a pack in Ohio. Their Alpha’s son is only sixteen, but he will need a mate, eventually. A Luna.”
The word hung in the air. My parents sat so still, I was pretty sure they’d stopped breathing.
The offer to join another pack was tempting. I wouldn’t have to worry about my wolf going feral if I was anchored to a pack. Being a Luna, though… I didn’t have it in me anymore. The three wolves in front of me had ensured that.
“They follow the paradigm, like us,” Alpha Mercer continued, enjoying the attention he was getting. “They are diligent wolves, not slaves to their baser desires. You should be grateful that I’ve found such a match for you.”
I hadn’t been allowed to attend pack gatherings since I was a child, but his spiel about “baser desires” apparently hadn’t changed in six years. Alpha Mercer looked at me expectantly, presumably waiting for me to lick his boots or something.
“How generous,” I said wryly. “I’ll take my chances on my own, thanks.”
“Wren,” my father hissed, glaring at me from across the table. “No other paradigm packs want you. Think about what you’re giving up.”
I stared at him blankly because I knew it would unnerve him. Not that he could actually meet my eye, anyway. My parents always made a big deal about the following paradigm shit, but since I’d been cooped up like a dirty little secret for the past few years, I wasn’t super invested in following pack rules.
Besides, I’d seen a documentary on human cults once, and there were some eerily distinctive similarities to how the wolves around here acted.
“I’ll be fine. I have plans.”
“What plans?” my mother whispered nervously.
“Plans.” If they wanted me to confide in them, they shouldn’t have kicked me out.
“Wren.” There was so much anguish in my mother’s voice, I could almost believe it was me she was upset for, not the mistake she thought I was making.
“That is disappointing, Wren. The pack in Ohio were very excited when I told them about you, it would be a shame if they pursued you when you’re out there on your own, without a pack to protect your interests,” Alpha Mercer sighed heavily, like he wasn’t about to immediately run off and tell the Ohio pack that I wasn’t under his protection any longer.
“I’ll leave you to say your goodbyes. You have an hour to leave the territory.” He didn’t give me a chance to reply even if I wanted to before giving me his back. So fucking disrespectful.
“You shouldn’t have done that.” My father was aggressively rubbing his temples, hunched over the table.
“Let’s skip the lecture, hm? I’ve only got an hour,” I replied lightly. “I just need some money for the bus ride north, since I’ve been essentially imprisoned here for six years and haven’t been able to earn any for myself.” I was always hyper-aware of keeping the alpha command out of my voice when I spoke to my parents, so I didn’t force them to do anything against their will.
“How far north?” my mother asked. She looked alarmed, sitting stiff as a board in the seat next to me.
I shrugged because I didn’t have an answer for her. My wolf was pushing for north, so north is where we’d go. Maybe she just wanted a colder climate.
My mother hesitated for a moment, chewing nervously on her bottom lip like she wanted to say more, but her eyes lowered to her lap and I knew I’d lost her.
“Here.” My father pushed an envelope across the table at me. “$500. It’s all we can spare. Contrary to what you may think, we don’t wish for you to suffer, Wren. We have never blamed you for your dominant nature.”
“Good of you,” I remarked drily, picking up the envelope and moving back from the table. “I’m already packed. I imagine you’re looking forward to having unrestricted use of your cabin again, so I’ll be on my way.”
“Our contact details are in there,” my mother added hastily, nodding at the envelope. “Let us know where you end up.” I snorted. Don’t overdo it on the platitudes, Mother.
We didn’t need to say goodbye or talk about our regrets. Every time they’d avoided me over the past six years had been a goodbye. Every shamefaced look had shown their regret. It changed nothing.
I shoved my feet into my practically unworn sneakers, scooped up my duffel bag from where I’d left it in the hallway, and strode out of my parents’ lives without looking back.
I didn’t see a single soul on my way out of pack territory. Every member of the Azymus Pack was locked up safely in their house, away from the big, bad wolf in her t-shirt and yoga pants. Fucking terrifying, I was.
The scent of the centurions lingered in the air as they hid strategically along the route to the border, but I refused to look around or acknowledge their spying. I wasn’t afraid of them, and I had bigger priorities.
Namely, walking ten miles to the closest human bus stop, where I could take a bus to Fresno. I’d have more options from there to get myself further north.
✽✽✽
 
Humans were strange.
On a whim, I’d booked a ticket to Santa Cruz when I got to the bus depot, but the clerk insisted I didn’t need to pay. I half expected the bus driver to kick me off the bus, but he’d asked if he needed to move anyone so I could have the seat I wanted. I’d never taken a bus before, but I was sure this wasn’t how it worked. Maybe I didn’t know as much about humans from watching television as I thought I did. Seeing it on screen definitely didn’t prepare me for the smell. Navigating the human world was an assault to my senses. The perfume, the cosmetics, the cleaning products, the vehicle fumes… Nausea churned in my gut and my eyes watered as I willed my body to adjust.
Hopefully, it wouldn’t be so potent in Santa Cruz. It would take about six hours to get to, but it sounded nice, and I’d never seen the ocean. All I knew is I wanted to work in food service somehow, and there were always cafes and restaurants in the movies next to the beach. How hard could it be? 
I got myself situated in a window seat halfway down the aisle on the blessedly quiet bus and bunched up my cardigan to make a pillow, leaning against the window. The warm sunshine on my face almost made up for the bus stench. I hadn’t felt a lot of sun on my skin in my life. Even if I’d been allowed outside, and the tall redwoods had kept a lot of the sun off my former pack’s territory, anyway.
Former pack. Fates, what I would give for some headphones and a phone right now. I’d even settle for a cassette player. Some angry rock songs would be the perfect balm for my shattered soul.

Wolves were pack animals, social by nature. My wolf was already desolate, having been kicked out of the pack. Eventually, she’d go feral.
Eventually.
But I definitely couldn’t think about being a lone wolf right now. I didn’t want to ugly cry on the bus. That was a problem for Future Wren to deal with.
Ugh, maybe I should have just gone to Ohio.
✽✽✽
 
The smell of the ocean hit me the second I stepped off the bus. I studied it, cataloguing the unfamiliar scent. It was… salty. My nose wrinkled a little. The sea smelled more potent than I imagined it would. Maybe I wouldn’t like it here after all.
After my nose had adjusted to the stench of salt, my stomach dropped and my wolf’s ears pricked up in alarm. There were wolves nearby. Way too nearby.
I shouldered my duffel bag, winding my way through disembarking passengers to get to the street. The sun was setting; the world caught between that moment when the sky was darkening, but the lights hadn’t come on yet.
Trusting my nose, I followed the sidewalk away from the scent of wolves. I definitely had a tail, but hopefully they’d see me off their territory and leave me be. It would be great to not get into a fight on my first day of freedom.
“What pack do you belong to?” A voice called from the shadows behind me. I stopped, exhaling an impatient breath before spinning on my heel to face them. Three brawny male wolves were standing shoulder-to-shoulder, arms crossed, scowling like it was their job. Centurions.
“No pack,” I replied confidently, even as my gut clenched uncomfortably and my wolf howled in despair.
“Lone wolves aren’t welcome here,” another one of them rumbled, pitching his voice low and menacing.
“I’m not planning on sticking around.” I shrugged a shoulder, keeping my body language disinterested. “If you’d kindly point me towards the quickest way off your territory, I’ll gladly be on my way.”
The middle one glared at me, brow furrowed. “You’re a highly dominant female.”
I cocked a brow at him expectantly.
“We don’t tolerate human gangs near our territory,” he warned. Um, alright? I was seriously out of my depth here.
“I have no interest in either gangs or your territory. Can we wrap this up? I’m starving,” I replied, shooting for bored.
“We give everyone one chance to pass through the territory quietly. Don’t come back. Cooperate, or the entire pack will be on you before you can blink,” the quiet one on the right answered.
What a friendly welcome to the outside world this had been. Maybe it wasn’t just the Azymus Pack that were assholes.
Maybe it was a shifter thing.
“Lead the way.” I gestured magnanimously at the three hulking shifters in front of me. The sooner I got onto neutral territory, the better.
✽✽✽
 
I slept like shit. I hated my old pack, but knowing they were right outside and I was safe on their territory had obviously brought me more comfort than I realized. I’d never felt so vulnerable before. I was entirely exposed.
The motel I was staying in just outside of Santa Cruz had an ancient computer for guests to use in the reception lobby. I hadn’t used a computer since I was a kid and had attended school in the little classroom on pack lands. Fortunately, this computer looked like it was straight out of the nineties. Surely, I’d be able to figure it out.
I found the power button, waiting patiently as it made noises like a dying animal while it started up, and toying with the piece of paper with my parents’ information on it between my fingers.
One chance. I’d send them one email, letting them know I was safe and living in Santa Cruz. If they didn’t reply, I wouldn’t contact them again.
Maybe some distance between us would be good for our relationship. As much as I resented them, there was a little girl inside me who still craved her parents’ approval.
“Need help?” the teenage girl at the reception desk asked, looking eagerly at me. She had a thick Mexican accent and spectacular blue hair. I could dye my hair. Shifting wasn’t conducive to things like hair dye, tattoos, and piercings — the shift stretched skin and stripped dye. Maybe there was a small silver lining to living like a human.
My wolf howled mournfully in my head.
“I need to send an email, but I don’t know how,” I replied truthfully, looking between the icons on the computer. I’d met the girl yesterday when she checked me in and only charged me half price for the room. So far, my interactions with humans had been absurdly easy.
“Oh, I can totally help you with that.” The girl dragged her chair along the floor and I winced at the screech it made as it scraped along the tiles.
“What’s your name?” I asked as she sat right next to me, arm pressed against mine. It was very… wolfy behavior. Yet she smelled entirely human.
“Me?” the girl confirmed, looking flustered. Like she was honored I’d even asked. Shit. I focused on toning down my natural dominance as much as possible. Maybe it affected humans too.
“I’m Selena.” She gave me moon eyes again before turning her attention to the screen in front of her.
“I’m Wren,” I volunteered, watching her movements to figure out what she was doing on the screen. “I just moved here.”
“Seriously? We should hang out sometime. I mean, you can hang out with me whenever you want. God, you’re so pretty.”
“Oh. Thank you. That sounds fun,” I told her sincerely, cringing a little when she looked at me like I’d made all of her dreams come true.
Selena walked me patiently through creating an email address while I carefully typed using my index fingers. This looked a lot easier on TV.
To: Heather Marques


Hi Mom,
This is my email address. I’m in Santa Cruz.
Wren.
That’d do. I hit send and Selena returned to show me how to log out.
“Do you know of any jobs around here?” I asked casually, careful to keep the command out of my voice. “Waitressing or something?”
“You should come talk to my mom. Her and my aunt run a restaurant. They don’t pay family so I refuse to work for them, but their proper employees seem happy there. Do you want to meet them? My shift is finishing now. We could maybe get some dinner afterward, or go to a movie?” She gave me a hopeful look, eagerly awaiting my answer.
“Ah, sure.” Shit. Were all humans going to respond to me like this? My dominant aura might be a huge liability. I understood now why that centurion had been worried about gangs. It would be all too easy to build myself a human following.
“Great!” Selena replied, clapping her hand together. “Let’s go. New job, new start.”
New life.
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Chapter 2
Wren
 
Two years later…
Six months. Like clockwork. Every six months I had this undeniable itch to get back on the road and go north. Six months in Santa Cruz. Six months in Eureka, California. Six months in Twin Falls, Idaho. I’d just made myself comfortable in Jackson, Wyoming and gotten settled at work where I was a proper barista instead of just waitressing, and boom. Sorry, boss. My wolf wants to get back on the road.
I hadn’t let my wolf out in two years, too scared that I’d go feral if I did since I’d been packless for so long. But she was no less part of me than she was back when I used to shift. I knew the restlessness was coming from her. She wanted to go north again. If I wasn’t going to let her run free, the least I could do was listen to her.
So that’s how I ended up on yet another Greyhound, this time headed for Carson, Montana. I’d packed my negligible amount of clothing into the same duffel bag I’d left my parents place with two years ago and gone to the bus depot, no specific destination in mind. As soon as I saw Carson on the board, something about it connected. Like it was calling to me.
After a quick search on my phone, I’d discovered that there was a university, Carson College, that had been expanding over the past few years and had drawn a lot of coffee shops and diners to the surrounding area. Lots of hospitality jobs was a plus. At least picking up another barista job wouldn’t be too difficult. Though I doubted my wolf was guiding me there for the employment opportunities.
I was grimy and irritable by the time I got off the bus in Carson. The campus was at the very edge of the small city, and I ended up using some of my precious funds to get a cab there. Half an hour of wandering from the campus outskirts brought me to a motel that was small but looked reasonably comfortable.
I checked in and headed to a small apricot-colored room with a double bed, TV unit, table for one and a kitchenette. I sighed at the microwave, toaster and mini-fridge. I wouldn’t be able to cook anything here. Hopefully, my stay would be very, very temporary.
I had just enough energy for a quick shower. I had scented no shifters close by, but I mixed another batch of my scent minimizing spray just in case. It was a combination of water, witch hazel and lavender oil that I doused myself with each morning and kept in my bag for top ups. It muddled my natural scent long enough for me to pick up a shifter’s scent before they got close enough to pick up mine and had saved me a lot of hassle over the years. The less I had to do with wolves, the better.
Happy now? I grumbled at my wolf as I climbed between the uncomfortable starchy sheets. I don’t know why you wanted to come here, but I really need you to make the most of it because I am hella sick of buses.
My wolf’s content rumbling lulled me into a dreamless sleep.
✽✽✽
 
First thing the next morning, I pulled on my most presentable dark blue skinny jeans, maroon shirt and white tennis shoes.
I grimaced at the threadbare coat folded up at the bottom of my duffel bag. It was probably the warmest thing I owned. Shifters ran hot but still, hopefully I’d get a job soon or I’d freeze to death up here come winter.
I headed straight for a coffee shop that had opened recently on the edge of the campus. I only had a few months of barista experience, but I’d been waitressing for the past two years and my goal was to get into the kitchen. Not that my experience particularly mattered, I could talk a human into doing anything. I just tried not to. I liked to think I had some ethics.
The young guy at the counter gave me a warm smile and directed me to a booth to wait for the manager.
It was pretty chic for a campus coffee shop. The counter and all the tables were glossy wood, which looked earthy next to the black metal bar stools and finishings. The pendant lights were a mixture of copper and glass, and the exposed brick back wall was layered in hanging greenery.
“Wren, is it? Mark said you were looking for a job?” A harried-looking woman slid into the booth opposite me, yanking her blonde hair up roughly into a messy bun. She looked to be about thirty, and despite seeming stressed, she had a kind smile. An eager smile. A smile that showed she’d picked up my Luna vibes already.
“Yes, that’s right. My name is Wren Marques, I recently moved here from Jackson. I’m a barista with lots of waitressing experience, though my goal is to cook. I can make any coffee, and almost anything in the kitchen.” I took a deep breath and looked expectantly at the manager for her response.
Probably should have asked her name.
Not that I needed to. She was giving me dreamy eyes despite my conscious efforts to tamp down my air of command. From what I gathered on my travels as a lone wolf, the power dominant wolves had over humans went to a lot of their heads. That’s why lone wolves were associated with human gangs. I was adamant I would never take someone’s free will away from them.
“I’m Indigo, the manager here. Nice to meet you, Wren.” She reached tentatively across the table to shake my hand, waiting for me to close the distance. I took it, smiling tightly at her before pulling my hand back quickly, not wanting her to get too enamored with me. Two years living amongst humans, and I was still terrible at dealing with them.
“One of our girls just quit, actually. She used to work the till and make coffee. Do you want to start now? Just making coffee and clearing tables for today, I can train you on the till later. You probably don’t need it, you seem really smart. Your hair is so pretty. We could use the help. The students who usually work here aren’t back from summer break yet, but the teaching staff are, and they’re all in need of caffeine,” she explained, exhaustion seeping into her tone. “Only if you want to, I mean.”
I cringed internally as she subconsciously tried to please me. “Sure, I’m free now. Is what I’m wearing okay?”
“Of course! We’re casual here, I’ll just get you an apron to wear over top of your clothes if that’s okay?” she replied eagerly. I nodded, following her behind the counter to ditch my bag and slip the charcoal apron over my clothes.
The semester wouldn’t start for another week, but there was a steady stream of staff visiting the coffee shop as they prepared for the new school year. Four hours passed in a blur. It didn’t really matter which town I lived in, clearing tables and making coffee was comfortable and familiar. It settled some of my anxiety about being in an unfamiliar territory.
“Wren!” Indigo rubbed against my arm, unconsciously scenting me. “Do you want to sit for a bit? We’re done for the day, I can close on my own.”
I nodded, heading over to two barstools by the front window with Indigo following close behind and sitting far closer than necessary. The physical contact felt so good. I’d worked at a horrendous truck stop diner in Jackson, and my roommate had reeked like a brewery most days. I’d been running a little short on physical contact these past six months I realized with a wince. That could become problematic soon.
No wonder I wanted to snuggle my new boss.
“You did so great today, Wren! We’ve never had so many compliments on the coffee. Come back tomorrow morning? Are you a student? What kind of hours do you want?”
Fates, job hunting was easy. “I’m not a student, full-time hours would be great if you have them.”
“Of course! Seven am to four pm, Monday to Friday?”
“Perfect.” I gave her a warm smile and Indigo looked at me like I’d hung the moon. “See you tomorrow?” I stood, eager to get some fresh air. The scent of coffee and food didn’t bother me, but the underlying smell of cleaning products and cosmetics never failed to irritate my senses.
“See you tomorrow, Wren,” Indigo said with a dreamy smile.
✽✽✽
 
Another night in the loud motel was not great for my sanity, but I slept well, considering. My wolf felt calmer here than she had in a long time. Maybe ever. It made me nervous. To be safe, I doused myself in an extra coating of lavender spray. I’d need to find somewhere to stock up witch hazel soon, or I’d run out of the mixture.
I dressed comfortably in jeans, my trusty tennis shoes, and a dark green t-shirt, pulling my hair up into a ponytail and combing my bangs before walking to the coffee shop. Hopefully Indigo would be cool with me caffeinating at work.
Who was I kidding? She’d probably let me roll around naked in a pile of coffee grounds in the middle of the shop, then give me a promotion if I asked for it.
The coffee shop was already in full swing when I arrived, and I happily slipped the charcoal apron over my head and settled myself at the espresso machine. I enjoyed being busy, feeling like I was productive. Especially since my time outside of work was usually spent watching TV on my own.
“You’re so good at this, Wren,” Indigo panted, resting against the counter after two hours when we finally had a lull. “I’ve never seen someone make coffee so fast.”
I shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise. “Thanks. We all have our talents, I guess.”
“So, where are you staying?” Indigo asked, sticking to my side like glue even as she tried to wipe down the furthest part of the counter. I took pity on her and came along so she could reach more without breaking contact.
“I’m staying at a motel nearby. I haven’t looked for a permanent setup yet,” I replied, reorganizing the cups on top of the espresso machine. The motel wasn’t ideal, but I’d lived in far worse places in the two years since I’d left home.
Indigo frowned. “That won’t do. I know of a room for rent. My friend, Maria, owns the house but lives with her fiancé now. Students rent the other rooms, but it’s not like you’re way older than them or anything.”
She meant nothing by it, but the comment stung. I didn’t even particularly want to go to college, but it’d be nice to have had the option. Indigo’s arm pushed more firmly against my own as she picked up on my shift in mood.
“Sounds great. I’ll check it out,” I replied, forcing a polite smile that went entirely against my nature. Roommates had often made for good cuddle buddies, or more, in the past. Maybe I’d get lucky again.
✽✽✽
 
I met Maria at the slightly run-down home straight after work. It was a simple, white clapboard single-family home with a tidy, plain front yard. Nothing fancy, but I’d lived in worse. Maria — a bored-looking woman in her early 30s who was much more interested in what was happening on her phone until she’d gotten caught up in my aura — let me in through the front door, that led straight into a small, cozy living area. Aside from the garish blue paint that dominated one wall, it was nice enough. A well-worn, but serviceable sectional dominated the room, facing an old TV on a chunky wooden stand in one corner.
Off the living room was a separate nook for a dining room with an old, somewhat dilapidated table and mismatched chairs, with an old combination ceiling fan and light hanging over top of it. An archway led through to a functional 90s-style kitchen, with faded linoleum floors and laminate countertops. It wasn’t a chef’s kitchen by any means, but I could do more here than I could in the motel kitchenette.
 
It was only a ten-minute walk from the liberal arts section of the campus where the coffee shop was located, basically an ideal commute. Plus, the rent was cheap. I filled out the paperwork on the spot. Maria looked like she was about to faint with glee.
Two young women came down the stairs to meet me, both looking a little wary, but one with far more confidence than the other.
“Hello, I’m Wren,” I greeted them politely, sticking out my hand for them to shake. The awkward meet-the-roommate routine I could do. This was familiar territory.
“I’m Ella, this is my little sister, Madison,” the athletic brunette replied, stepping forward to shake my hand.
“I can speak for myself,” Madison muttered, pushing her chestnut hair behind her ear.
I grimaced as Ella not-so-subtly angled herself in front of her sister, dismissing her with her turned back.
Ella didn’t realize she was doing it, but she was angling for a spot as my Beta. She was naturally confident, a born leader, and her instincts told her to prove herself to me. That was the problem with living with humans. They fell into a pack hierarchy unconsciously, swayed by my Alpha presence, no matter how much I tried to tone it down.
“Madison’s a freshman this year, but our parents wanted us to live together,” Ella explained, ignoring her sister’s grumbling. “I’m a sophomore, like Cam, our other roommate. He isn’t back in town yet.” Ella was confident for a human. While she was finding it difficult to maintain eye contact, she never stopped trying. I respected her pluckiness.
“What will you be studying, Madison?” I asked the quieter sister, softening my tone to put her at ease.
“Oh, I haven’t decided on my major yet,” she replied, toeing the ground nervously. “I’m really interested in psychology though.” Ella’s mouth tightened a smidge in disapproval, but she said nothing.
“I’m studying education,” Ella volunteered.
“And you all work at Coffee at Carson,” Maria supplied helpfully, straightening out the paperwork she’d been looking over. “This all looks great to me, Wren. I’m sure the girls will answer any questions you have, but call me if you need me. Or if you want to hang out, or anything. I could show you around Carson.”
She looked at me expectantly, waiting for my permission to leave. I tipped my chin, giving her a small smile and she scurried through the front door. Definitely less dominant than Ella.
“Are you a freshman too?” Madison asked shyly.
“Ah, no. College isn’t on the cards for me,” I said, shrugging as if it didn’t much bother me either way.
“Then why are you living in Carson?” Ella asked dubiously. “Did you meet a man?”
I barked a laugh. “Fuck, no. I go where the wind takes me, I suppose. Carson is where I ended up.” Technically, I go where the wolf takes me, but I couldn’t tell them that.
“I want to travel someday,” Madison replied wistfully. Ella rolled her eyes.
“We’re going to pick up our books. Do you want to come for a walk? Otherwise your room is the second door on the right at the top of the stairs. Maria showed you, right? Though that room is so small, maybe you should swap with Madison…” Ella said hesitantly, looking torn.
“It’s fine, don’t worry about it,” I replied, already moving past them towards the hallway. I needed a brief human-free reprieve before trekking back to the motel to grab my bag.
As the last person in the house, I’d gotten the smallest bedroom. It had a twin bed, bedside table, chest of drawers, and a rickety freestanding wardrobe. Serviceable. Practical. Impersonal. A continuation of my life over the past two years. The sloped ceiling would probably drive me nuts eventually, though. I was about average height for a female wolf shifter.
Tall for a human.
At least my new roommates were nice and didn’t reek of booze. Humans were usually friendly. I’d had far more pleasant interactions with them than I’d ever had with wolves.
My wolf had been unusually calm since we’d arrived in this little nowhere town. She was up and snarling again now, hating the small confines and overpowering smell of human life. The entire house smelled like cleaning products, and the bleach used in the bathroom at the other end of the hall had my eyes watering from here.
If I got past the six-month mark and my wolf was still happy, I’d find my own place, I promised myself. I could handle living like a human, but living with humans was testing my limits.
I walked back to the motel to pick up my bag and check out, taking in the town and figuring out my surroundings. My wolf settled instantly once we were out in the open, happy to sit back and take everything in.
The sun was setting over the town, bathing the buildings in a warm glow and casting the surrounding mountain ranges into shadow. The sky was the most spectacular shade of violet; the clouds floating lazily through the air an almost burned orange. I’d lived in some beautiful places over the past two years, but there was something magical about Carson.
My wolf pined for the surrounding mountains, and guilt oozed uncomfortably through my system at the reminder she’d been cooped up for two years now. It was cruel. Worse than cruel. For the first year, I’d been scared that if I shifted, she’d head straight back to Azymus Pack territory. Since then, I’d been worried she wouldn’t let my human side return. That I’d go feral and lose myself to my wolf.
Aside from the longing she was feeling to run, she felt far more settled here than she had anywhere else. Maybe it was time to let go. To give her a chance and hope that it wouldn’t be the end for me.
I couldn't pretend to be human forever.
✽✽✽
 
I’d been working with Indigo and the cook, Jax, to get the place ready for the start of semester over the past week. Most of the other staff were students and hadn’t arrived back on campus yet, so I’d been putting in twelve-hour days to get things set up. It didn’t particularly bother me. Aside from having nothing better to do, the money had come in handy after I’d spent a sizeable chunk of my savings to move. Again.
Today was the first day of classes, so the rest of the waiting staff were back, and so far they were all remarkably friendly. I’d never worked with so many students before, they were a lot more relaxed than my previous co-workers. Probably because they were more worried about their grades. I envied them a little. It would be nice to have something else going on in my life that I could be proud of. Something that gave me a sense of purpose.
“Put Wren on the coffee machine whenever you can,” Indigo called out. “She makes amazing espressos.” I suppose that was a sense of purpose. Fates, I needed a hobby.
Customers trickled in as the campus filled up with liberal arts students starting the new semester. There were a lot of trendy hipsters and studious intellectuals seated around the coffee shop by mid-morning. It was a far more lively environment than the truck stop.
“You weren’t here last year,” a low friendly voice said from the other side of the counter. I looked up and gave the handsome human opposite me a slight smile. He was good looking in a clean-cut, athletic kind of way. Pretty green eyes, wavy dark brown hair, strong jawline.
He would do nicely.
"I just moved here," I replied, pitching my voice low and sultry.
“I thought so. I would have definitely recognized you.” He leaned forward onto the counter with one elbow, looking over at me but not quite meeting my eyes even as I toned down my natural dominance as much as I could.
“What’s your name?” I purred, grateful that he was the only one in the queue. I was no natural flirt. Fates knew that if my Luna aura didn’t lure the humans in, I’d never get laid.
"Derek. Yours?"
"I'm Wren."
"Beautiful name for a beautiful girl," he replied, a little too smoothly, and I suppressed an eye roll. "Maybe we could go out some time, Wren?"
"Sure, that sounds nice."
“Coffee?”
“Latte, please.” I flashed him my most winning smile before sliding back behind the coffee machine.
“What’s your number?” he asked, as confident as he could be without fully meeting my eye. I liked him. I rattled it off while I filled the basket with espresso grinds.
“I’ll message you later,” he promised. “Hopefully you haven’t given me a fake number.” He grinned.
“You’ll soon find out,” I laughed, preparing the milk. “So you’re a sophomore?”
“I am. I’m majoring in philosophy.”
“That sounds fun,” I lied, tuning out a little as he started talking about the philosophy papers he was most looking forward to taking this semester.
“Here’s your latte,” I announced cheerfully, sliding the cup across the counter to him and accepting the bills he handed me.
“It’s been nice talking to you, Wren.” Had it? I barely said anything. “I hope we can hang out again soon.” He flashed me his suavest smile before heading for the door. Jax, the cook, caught my eye through the pass-through kitchen window and wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, making me snort. He was at least in his seventies, an overweight man with deep crinkles around his eyes from a lifetime of smiling. I liked him instantly.
Usually a temporary fling, perhaps a couple of months, that would take care of my need for touch was an appealing idea. My wolf shifted restlessly, her discomfort bleeding into my emotions. Maybe at the ripe old age of 20, I was over the rush that temporary flings with humans that could go nowhere provided.
It was a dangerous line of thinking since my chances of a relationship with one of my kind were nonexistent. I’d yet to encounter a shifter more dominant than me. He only existed as a hot, alpha blonde fantasy in my dreams each night.
It was stupid line of thinking to indulge in. Any time I’d gotten near a wolf pack in the past two years, they’d warned me away from their territory. I was a lone wolf, and it looked like I always would be.
“Indigo, is there a drugstore around here?” I called, taking off my apron and shoving my things in my worn backpack.
“Sure, hun. On the other side of campus, cut straight through the middle.”
I waved in thanks, letting myself out into the groups of students milling around the campus, soaking up the sunlight. There were enough people around that they occasionally brushed against me or jostled me. It was heaven. Touch, how I have missed thee.
Weaving around the back of the large administrative building in the center of the campus, the most tantalizing smell drifted in on the breeze, making my wolf perk up and my mouth water. Fuck. What was that? It smelled like sandalwood and sexual promise.
I almost moved towards it, before stopping myself and my eager wolf, shaking my head to clear it. That smell was a colossal problem. That delicious sandalwood scent definitely belonged to a male wolf shifter. The faint trace of a second wolf had me rushing across the campus, desperate to find the drugstore, stock up on witch hazel, and get the fuck out of here. I’d covered myself in lavender spray this morning, but I’d been running low and I wasn’t confident it would hold if I got too close.
I finally found a town my wolf likes, and there are already shifters here. And one of them smells like my own personal fantasy in scent form. Just my fucking luck.
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Chapter 3
Archer
 
Fates, I loved college life. It was everything I’d dreamed it would be.
My best friend and future Beta, Miles, leaned against the wall of the administration building, chatting with a cute redhead freshman while I took stock of all the fresh faces on campus.
The campus wasn’t home — home would always be Audax Pack territory — but I’d come to like it here over the past couple of years. The campus was spread out, with red brick buildings dotted all over the place, connected by wide paths and surrounded by large expanses of lawn. Lawn that was currently covered in students, lying in the sun in groups, catching up after summer break.
I could practically feel the carefree vibes coming off the students as they lounged around, hanging out with their friends. It was addictive. I wanted to capture that feeling and crystalize it into a drug form I could take a hit of in the future. For when shit got a lot less relaxed for me.
Miles and I were the first members of the Audax Pack to go to college. The campus was only a ninety-minute drive from our territory, but a council of local pack representatives had decided that Carson College would be neutral territory from now on, giving young shifters a safe place to further their education. There was even a shifter on the Board, encouraging young shifters from packs around the Pacific Northwest to attend. So far, only Miles and  myself had taken the leap, but word of our success was spreading. Obviously, the human students didn’t know about shifters. They just thought Miles and I were into bodybuilding.
That the Council had deemed this college neutral territory was thanks in no small part to Miles and I pushing the issue with my father, Alpha Ellery, and the elders of our pack. We had dreamed about having a normal college experience since we were pups. I was the future Alpha and Miles was the future Beta. We were destined for a life of responsibility, and we wanted a few years to ourselves. Well, more me than Miles.
Classes. Parties. Sleep-ins. Hangovers. Women.
Camille sauntered over to greet me as she exited the administration building, her long chestnut hair swaying along with the exaggerated movement of her hips. She was a junior too, and we’d had some fun during the last school year. Nothing exclusive, I was always clear about that, but she didn’t seem to mind. Of course she didn’t. I was a dominant as fuck future Alpha. Humans were pre-programmed to give me what I wanted. Without realizing it, Camille would sometimes try to slip into the role of my Luna.
It’s not like I took advantage of it. I wasn’t some college playboy, getting my dick wet for the sake of it. The opposite, really. I hated sleeping with humans; they were unbelievably fragile. Camille was the only human I’d slept with, and only when the touch cravings got too much. Usually, I could manage them by making out with girls at parties and snuggling them a bit. It was that or make Miles spoon with me, which always made for an awkward morning-after chat.
I did my best to keep my expression neutral as Camille approached. Human perfume irritated my sensitive wolf nose, and Camille loved perfume. She always smelled like a cupcake. It was sort of sickly.
“Archer,” she purred seductively, leaning up on her tiptoes to kiss me on the cheek. I still had to lean down a little so she could reach. Shifters were naturally tall and as a natural-born Alpha, I was easily 6.5”.
I pushed my dark blonde hair back, cataloguing the way Cammile’s eyes tracked the movement of my muscles.
“Camille. Good summer?” I asked, scanning the campus again. It’s not that I didn’t like her, but talking wasn’t really our thing.
“Fine,” she said dismissively with a flick of her hand, leaning up against me. “I missed you,” she added with a coy smile. It was a lie, I could smell it, but I didn’t call her out on it. She felt compelled to please me, but that didn’t mean she liked me. Chances are, she’d seen a freshman in the courtyard eyeing me up and was just trying to stake her claim.
“We should hang out again soon. The girls are planning some killer events this semester,” Camille continued, leaning against my arm even as she scrolled distractedly through the notifications on her phone. It must be exhausting being so fucking on all the time.
Something to look forward to, I reminded myself. When I became Alpha, I’d always be on show.
“Arch,” Miles called, striding towards me, phone in hand. “Your father’s on the phone, he said you weren’t picking up.”
“So he called your bestie? That’s so weird,” Camille interjected, looking up from her phone and pressing her breasts against my arm. “Haven’t you ever heard of covering for your friend? Maybe Archer isn’t in the mood to talk to his old man right now.”
I grimaced, knowing my dad would pick up every word she said. Before she could make it worse, I eased away from Camille and took the phone from Miles, ignoring the thin-lipped look he was shooting at Camille. He was more of a romantic than me, forever looking around the corner hoping his fated mate would materialize out of nowhere and throw herself into his arms. He’d never sleep with a human. I wasn’t even sure he’d slept with a shifter.
“Dad,” I said into the phone, speaking in a low voice as I moved away from a crowd of students.
“Can’t say I think much of your choice of friends, son.” I’d already braced myself for the impact of his disapproval, but it slithered uncomfortably under my skin nonetheless. As both my father, and my Alpha, his judgment felt doubly harsh.
“She’s more of an acquaintance,” I muttered. Dad snorted and I could practically hear his eyes rolling.
“Is that what you’re calling them? Anyway, I didn’t call for an update on your bed buddies. I wanted to make sure you and Miles had got back to campus okay.”
Always the Alpha, forever checking on the pack.
“Fine, fine. How’s Mom?” I asked after a beat of silence, slipping around the side of the administration building where I didn’t have an audience.
There was a tantalizing hint of something on the breeze. It was like the subtlest, most angelic perfume, yet there was something incredibly sinful about it. Dad’s voice distracted me before I could investigate it.
“She’s in her fur again.”
Of course she is. For all I knew, my farewell to her a couple of hours ago where she’d stared at me vacantly would be the last time I saw her in her skin. My wolf was pushing for dominance, growing increasingly agitated as the seconds ticked by.
“I should come home-”
“Absolutely not, Arch. When your time comes, the weight of Audax will be on you. Let me shoulder it for now.”
“I could help with Mom. You spend half your day covering for her. I could help with that.” What I wanted to say was you’re spreading yourself too thin and you’re going to burn out. Telling an Alpha that he wasn’t coping was practically suicide though, so I bit my tongue.
“I’ve got it under control, son, and Flynn is here to help for now.” A hint of command laced his voice. “Focus on your education. You and Miles could change everything for this pack. Take it seriously. Less time with the acquaintances, Arch. I mean it.”
“I hear you,” I bit back, trying to keep the petulance out of my voice. I could never win with my dad.
There was a loud crash in the background followed by the snarl of an agitated wolf. “I have to go, son,” Dad said eventually, his voice tight. There was another painful sounding bang as the line went dead.
“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, striding back to where Miles was waiting for me. He was leaning against a tree, his dark eyes taking everything in like a good Beta should.
Miles was my opposite in many ways. Dark eyes and dark hair in contrast to my blonde hair and baby blues. Serious where I was playful. Intense where I was mellow. Romantic where I was not.
His ability to take everything seriously is what made him more suited to a Beta position than an Alpha. He lacked the confidence — heavily bordering on arrogance — that made the pack feel at ease with me. That made them trust in my ability to steer them in the right direction.
In that sense, my little brother Flynn was my only real competition for Alpha. It’s not something I liked to think too hard about. While Dad was around, I didn’t need to worry about challenging my baby brother.
Miles wasn’t an obvious choice of Alpha, but if the pack didn’t feel I was a suitable choice anymore and rallied around him... He was enough of a threat to my position for me to keep any news about Mom to myself. Which fucking sucked because he was my best friend.
“All good?” Miles asked, pushing off the tree and accepting the phone I was handing back to him.
“Nothing out of the ordinary,” I replied truthfully. The last thing I needed was for him to scent a lie on me. With Mom’s condition being what it was, my credibility was more at risk than ever.
“Fancy a start-of-semester beer at Barson? Or several?” I called over my shoulder, already heading towards the edge of campus. Miles’ mouth curved, practically a full-blown grin by his standards, as he fell into step with me.
I’d offered to go home, to take on more responsibility, and Dad had said no. Why not make the most of the last couple of years I had to myself?
✽✽✽
 
This entire week had been a steaming pile of bullshit.
My wolf alternated between howling mournfully and pacing agitatedly, occasionally breaking up his pity party by shoving against my skin, trying to get out. He’d been like this since my call with Dad a few days ago, constantly fighting me for control. It was disconcerting to be so out of sync with him, and my temper was fucking foul because of it.
The first week of the semester had gone normally — boring introductory lectures, sorting out my books for the semester, awkward meet-your-classmates exercises — so I didn’t know what the fuck was wrong with him. I’d never felt so out of sorts.
“Man, do you need a run?” Miles asked, exasperated as I slammed my glass down on the counter, shattering it instantly.
“What I need is a better glass,” I growled, annoyed that I’d just made more work for myself.
“Let me,” Miles sighed, already reaching for the dustpan and brush. “Your wolf is agitated. It’s making my wolf agitated. Let’s go for a run.”
“Not tonight.” I was worried that if I shifted, my wolf would head straight to pack territory to see Mom. It was the only reason I could think of why he’d be so worked up, even though her extended shifts had done nothing more than make him whine in the past.
Miles looked at me dubiously. “There’s a start-of-semester party at Phi Kappa Iota. You down? Maybe it’ll break you out of this weird mood you’ve been in,” he commented lightly, glancing over at me. I could see the curiosity pouring off him, but he wisely didn’t ask.
I said nothing as I moved into the now clean kitchen and got myself another glass of water. Usually a party would be the perfect distraction, but I’d been thinking of driving home tonight for the weekend. Maybe seeing Mom would calm my wolf down.
“I was thinking of going home for the weekend. I want to check on Flynn.” And my parents.
“It’s only been a week,” Miles replied suspiciously. “Think about it, okay? I think a night out would do you some good.”
I impulsively bristled at his opinion, even though he was only acting concerned for my well being.
“I’ll consider it.”
“Cool. Well, I’m going to run now, my wolf needs it. You sure you don’t want to come?”
“Positive.” I nodded. “Go ahead though.”
I had a shower while Miles ran. I’d get ready and get on the road to pack territory before he came back, save me the awkwardness of answering — or not answering — his questions. I didn’t bother packing anything; I had plenty of clothes at home. I barely made it to the truck before my wolf started shredding my insides.
“What the fuck do you want?” I muttered under my breath, clambering awkwardly into the cab of my truck and gripping the steering wheel, breathing heavily. “We’re going to see Mom, I thought that would make you happy.”
I could barely focus on anything except the mournful howling echoing around my head.
“What?” I shouted, slamming my hand down on the steering wheel. “What do you want?”
I leaned back, tipping my head against the headrest and breathing hard. Fates, what the hell was going on? My wolf and I had always been on the same page. It was part of why I’d always been such a strong candidate for Alpha.
Pushing open the truck door, I practically fell out of the truck. The fresh air washed over my face and my wolf calmed instantly, satisfied that we weren’t going anywhere.
Fuck it. Maybe Miles was right. Maybe a party would help. I let myself back in the house to change into a nicer tee, before helping myself to a beer from the fridge. My head was screwed up and my wolf was wired. A little pre-gaming was definitely in order tonight. 
Miles returned from his run looking a little disheveled. He raised a questioning brow at the beer in my hand and the three empties on the coffee table in front of me, but wisely said nothing.
“I’ll shower, then we’ll go, yeah?” he asked cautiously. I nodded, and he almost smiled. Obviously, he thought going out tonight would be the cure to all my ills.
Miles got ready quickly, and we cut through the campus to get to the frat house. It was a decent walk for a human, but we didn’t break a sweat. Maybe the fresh air is what my wolf needed. He was far more relaxed now than he had been a couple of hours ago. I’d shift tomorrow and go for a run.
The lawn of the Phi Kappa Iota house was overflowing with people at various levels of drunk and naked, and it was only ten o’clock. Tonight would be a fucking good night. I was going to make it happen.
Miles and I pushed through the crowd, deflecting the humans who clamored to get close to us, wanting to  be part of our “pack”. Their pushiness was the hardest part of attending a human college, but we’d gotten better at it over the past couple of years. Even humans seemed to recognize Miles as my Beta, so in a way he had it worse, they wanted to curry his favor to get my approval.
We made our way through the house to the kitchen, helping ourselves to drinks from the keg. We made ourselves comfortable, holding court with red solo cups in hand, while a group of girls hovered next to us, casting furtive glances in our direction. The one closest to me — a hot little blonde in a practically non-existent white dress — had her back to me under the guise of talking to her friend. I was guessing by the way her ass ground against my hip every few minutes that it was a ploy to get my attention.
Usually it worked. Archer, the man, liked a woman who went after what she wanted. Archer, the wolf, apparently disagreed. Tonight, anyway. I discreetly angled myself away from her before my wolf pushed through and took a chunk out of her.
Apparently my wolf didn’t want me to get laid, which was some serious bullshit. Shifters needed touch like we needed oxygen and while it didn’t have to be sexual, a cheeky make out with a more-than-willing girl was definitely my favorite kind. It had never bothered him in the past.
I turned to talk to the blonde, determined to show my wolf what the score was, when the most intoxicating, yet oddly familiar scent flooded my system. It smelled like jasmine and sin, the most dizzying, delicious temptation I’d ever scented. My cock perked up instantly.
It definitely was not the cloying perfume of the little blonde.  This scent was all she-wolf.
I angled myself discreetly towards Miles. He’d be able to hear my low whisper, anyway. It was beyond human ears.
“Do you smell that?” I murmured, barely moving my lips. I continued to scan the room, looking for the source.
“No?” Miles’ brow furrowed in confusion, he’d always been a better tracking than me. “What have you picked up?”
“Wolf.”
Miles’ eyes widened. It was neutral territory, but we’d never picked up other shifters on campus before. After a minute, his nose twitched slightly.
“She-wolf?” he confirmed and a low growl rumbled out of my chest. I didn’t want him smelling her.
“Arch,” he admonished, eyebrows in his hairline. “You scented her before I did and now you’re growling at me? I think you’ve just found your fated mate.”
Dread pooled in my stomach, unfurling through my veins like ice. That’s why my wolf had been losing his shit. It had nothing to do with Mom. My wolf had recognized that the delicious smell I’d picked up traces of while I was on the phone with Dad belonged to the she-wolf who was destined for me. The other half of my soul.
This couldn’t be happening. Not at 20. Wolves mated for life. If we found our fated mate, all bets were off. Once we laid eyes on them, no one else would compare. Surely the fates wouldn’t throw the girl I was destined to mate with for life into my path now.
I mean, I liked that idea. Someday. In the far-off future. A mate would expect everything from me. That was her right. I wasn’t sure how much I had to give right now.
Didn’t I get to live a little?
I stood, rooted to the spot, waiting for… I don’t even know. Her? She must have scented me by now. Why wasn’t she coming closer?
Was she waiting for me to go to her? Fuck that. I wasn’t going to go chasing after a destiny I didn’t want.
Miles silently took my cup and poured me another beer from the keg. He said nothing, but I could sense his disapproval as I hovered indecisively in the kitchen. He’d have bitten his girl there and then if he’d found his mate. Ever the romantic.
I drank deeply from the cup, too distracted to taste the lukewarm beer as it poured down my throat.
Still, the scent didn’t grow any stronger. Minutes passed, and the girl hadn’t moved.
Maybe she wasn’t ready to meet her fated mate yet either?
“Let’s get out of here,” I murmured to Miles, setting my cup down next to the keg. He gave me a reproachful look but nodded, following me towards the exit at the back of the house. Away from the smell of jasmine and sex and temptation.
Fate would shackle me to this girl eventually, like it or not. But it wasn’t going to happen tonight.
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Chapter 4
Wren
 
I’d had a long day at work, but the lack of physical touch I’d had recently was bothering me. That was why I was standing in the middle of a crowded frat house, surrounded by humans. It was kind of awful, but this was the first time I had hope that I could make friends and properly establish a life somewhere so, by the Fates, I had to at least try.
Derek was the one who had invited me along after stopping in at the coffee shop right before closing. He belonged to this fraternity and encouraged me to come to their party with him. I hadn’t even gone home to change. I was wearing the same jeans, white tennis shoes, and loose green t-shirt that I’d knotted at the side as I had worn to work under my apron. I’d pulled my hair up in a messy ponytail, with my bangs hanging low over my eyes, overdue for a trim.
Derek’s friends had instantly slipped into pack behavior the moment I stepped into the house.
I was kept in a constant supply of drinks and surrounded by bodies, brushing against my arms and invading my space. I didn’t even bother trying to fight them off or keep my distance. Nothing mattered except the presence of two other wolves somewhere in this house.
One of whom made my mouth water and my ovaries do backflips. And I hadn’t even seen him.
Mystery Sex Wolf was here. I breathed in his scent like I was starved for oxygen. How could anyone smell like they’d fuck you so hard into the mattress, you’d never get up again?
Because I hadn't gone home, I hadn't had time to reapply my lavender concoction, which had definitely worn off over the course of the day. Whoever those wolves were, they would know I was here.
I stood rooted to the spot, my common sense warring with my overly excited vagina. I didn’t like the idea of retreating now they knew I was here. It made me look weak. At the same time, my touch cravings had worsened considerably with the smell of Mystery Sex Wolf. Maybe I should just leave and drag Derek home with me for a quickie? I felt weirdly uncomfortable with the idea, and my wolf almost ripped through my skin in rage at the thought. It was a strange overreaction. She’d never objected to any of my sexual partners in the past.
“Wren! I got you another drink!” I barely paid attention to whichever one of Derek’s friends was pushing a refill into my hand.
After a few minutes, the scent had all but vanished and my libido with it.
So bizarre. I’d been worried that the two wolves I’d smelled around campus would try to scare me off, but it seemed like they were the ones running. Either my lavender scent mask was working, or I intimidated them. Or they were biding their time. Usually, shifters came right out and warned me away from their territory. The uncertainty of this situation was throwing me off. Maybe I was the big bad wolf on campus? I almost smiled. It was about damn time someone recognized what a badass I was.
What was it about that wolf that made him smell so mouthwatering? I’d smelled sandalwood before and it had never acted like an aphrodisiac for me. Maybe after two years of not shifting and all but denying my wolf’s presence, my senses were playing tricks on me.
Carson was definitely neutral territory — I’d walked the whole perimeter of the town looking for scratch and scent marks — the wolf shifters that lived here didn’t seem inclined to claim it as their own. They also didn’t come near the coffee shop, and I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing.
“Wren?” Derek asked concernedly, breaking me out of my reverie.
“What did I miss?” I asked with a smile, playing off my inattention.
“Jenna was just saying how her professor set a 3000-word essay due in the second week, isn’t that a joke?” One girl supplied helpfully. I nodded along, trying to get my head in the game and take part in the conversation.
Maybe a college party wasn’t the best place for me to make friends. Even though I was the same age as the other people here, they were all swapping stories about their summer vacations and complaining about their professors. I didn’t really feel like I had anything to add to the conversation.
My education had ended aged twelve, when my wolf emerged. I liked to think I was street-smart, but I wouldn’t be writing any 3000-word essays any time soon.
One of Derek’s female friends rubbed up against my arm again, subconsciously moving closer to me.
Why did humans wear so much perfume? And why was their music so loud? My wolf hated me right now.
“I must be more exhausted than I thought after my shift. I’m going to call it a night,” I told Derek in a sickly sweet voice that made my wolf bristle in irritation.
“Not at all, I’ll walk you home,” Derek replied, his voice filled with concern. He was so nice.
Very nice.
Just nice.
He’d make a great boyfriend. For someone else.
“No, I’m fine — really,” I insisted when he looked like he would object. “It’s only five minutes on a well-lit street.”
I leaned forward so my mouth was right next to his ear. “I’m probably the scariest thing out there. I’m a lot tougher than I look.” I gave him a flirty wink to soften my words, but his brows pulled together in confusion.
Fates, I was so bad at talking to humans.
I slipped into the bathroom on my way to the front door, digging around in my bag for the spray bottle of lavender. I’d been careless not reapplying it after work. Whoever these wolves were, they’d definitely have my scent. While they hadn’t approached me tonight, it may have only been the overwhelming presence of human witnesses that put them off.
Still… it was strange they hadn’t even silently stood in front of me and made a show of their presence. Maybe they were both submissive wolves.
Maybe the one who smelled like heaven was worried I’d jump his bones. It was probably a genuine risk, going around smelling like that.
The ghost of that heavenly sandalwood scent lingered in the air and for an insane moment, I considered following it. Then I came to my senses and remembered that literally every interaction I’d had with shifters since my wolf emerged had been negative.
I wasn’t just going to roll over and accept the fact that there were two shifters on campus, but if I was going to sleuth, I’d be careful about it. Until then, I’d drown my scent in lavender and hope we could stay out of each other’s way.
As soon as I got in the door, I headed straight for the bathroom, eager to wash the day off and try to erase the scent of shifter from my memory. After I’d finished my shift, I’d been tired, but now I felt wired. Like I could run a marathon and have energy to spare. My wolf was making it ten times worse — she was edgy, restless. While the presence of other wolves had always made her tense in the past, there was something different about this. She was frustrated.
You and me both, buddy, I thought bitterly, climbing into bed.
✽✽✽
 
“Hey, are you okay? You left the party so early last night.” Derek’s voice cut through the fog of my exhaustion and grated on every single one of my last nerves. Which was totally unfair because he’d been nothing but nice to me.
“I was wiped,” I replied with a tight smile. “Coffee?”
“Please.” Derek had a really pleasant smile, it was warm and reached his sparkly green eyes. As far as humans went, he was one of the prettiest I’d ever seen.
I busied myself behind the espresso machine, grateful for the diversion. I’d barely slept a wink all night. I’d vacillated between extreme sexual frustration and dealing with a melancholy wolf all night. My eyelids felt like they were lined with grit.
“Maybe we could go out for dinner or something tonight?” Derek asked, leaning against the counter. His tone was calm, but I could see the eagerness in his eyes, the desire to please the Luna. I admired the effort he was making, considering half the girls at the surrounding tables were making emoji-heart-eyes at him.
“Just as friends, yeah?” I asked, mostly to pacify my enraged wolf.
“Oh. I kind of thought you were into me?” he chuckled, his cheeks flushing slightly.
My wolf bared her teeth, pushing at my skin for dominance. “It’s complicated,” I shrugged apologetically. Fates, down girl. We are not shifting in the middle of a fucking coffee shop, no matter how much you irrationally hate this guy.
“Okay, well maybe a group of us could go to Barson tonight? Carson, bar, Barson. Get it?” I could see the fine lines of tension in his features as he tried to placate me. Maybe I could just go out with his friends tonight, then ghost them forever. It really wasn’t fair on them to hang out with humans.
“Sure, I’ll meet you there, maybe bring my roommates along.” I gave him a tight smile as I pushed the drink across the counter to him, and took his money.
“Okay, we’ll be there from seven.” He looked at me patiently, waiting for me to dismiss him.
“See you later, Derek.” He gave me a broad grin as he left and I blew out a tense breath. What the fuck was I doing with my life?
I made almost no tips all day, which wasn’t surprising given my foul mood and the fuck off face I was probably wearing.
“Ready to go home?” Madison asked, waiting patiently by the door for me after her waitressing shift.
“So ready. Though I kind of said I’d go to the bar tonight with Derek and his friends. Come with?”
“Football Derek?” Madison squealed, making my ear hurt.
“No idea,” I replied breezily, striding through the carpark with Madison on my heels. “Tall, brown hair, green eyes?”
“That’s the one.”
“Oh my gosh yes. I’m going to text Ella right now, she’ll totally want to come.”
Cam wasn’t home, but Madison was right that Ella totally wanted to come. They were both in Madison’s larger room, making a huge production of getting ready while I grabbed a moment of peace and quiet in my own tiny room.
I got ready reluctantly, dressing down as casually as possible in my dark blue skinny jeans, tennis shoes, gray t-shirt, and a chunky dark green cardigan. I left my hair tied up in the messy bun I’d had at work, and tossed my wallet, keys and phone into a tan cross-body bag. I didn’t bother with makeup, but I reapplied my scent-masking spray to an almost absurd degree. I probably smelled like a little old lady even to human noses now.
As much as I didn't want to go out, my skin was becoming uncomfortably itchy from lack of physical touch. Hopefully Derek was the cuddling type, because I felt zero urge to sleep with him.
The bar was a twenty-minute walk from our house, just off campus, and Madison and Ella talked every second of the way, competing to engage me in conversation.
“I can’t believe you’re going out with Derek!” Madison squealed, smoothing down her wavy auburn hair. It was the most dressed up I’d ever seen in her a chambray sundress and strappy sandals. She was shorter and curvier than her sister, but no less striking with her heart-shaped face and sparkling blue eyes. “He’s so hot.”
I hummed noncommittally. “I guess.” He’d seemed a lot hotter a couple of days ago, before a certain scent had woven its way into my life and fucked everything up.
“You guess?” Madison's shrill tone would take down an army of wolves.
“Want me to introduce you?” I asked. I totally would. If she genuinely liked the guy, I wouldn't get in the way for the sake of a few cuddles. I'm sure I could find someone else who'd be willing.
“Oh no, of course not! I sort of have a thing with a guy back home anyway,” Madison mumbled. “It's complicated.”
“It always is with you two,” Ella said with an eye roll, tossing her sleek dark brown ponytail back over her shoulder. She’d dressed in black skintight moto jeans that looked painted on, a flowing strappy black top, and block heels, and was strutting down the sidewalk like it was her own personal catwalk. I was here for it. I shot Madison a supportive smile. She’d definitely have been at the bottom of the food chain in a wolf pack with her quiet demeanor and lack of confidence. My instincts pushed me to ensure she wasn’t left out, to check on her wellbeing.
We made our way past small stores and a diner to a small but rowdy building with ‘Barson’ displayed in cursive neon writing over the double doors. The fenced in outdoor area was crammed with overflowing picnic tables of laughing patrons, mostly students by the looks of them. Ella led the way, clearing a path for me like I was a celebrity. I smiled appreciatively even as I cringed so hard internally, I may have pulled a muscle.
It was a sports bar, but the interior wasn't nearly as awful as I imagined, probably because it was early enough that the live music hadn't started yet, saving my eardrums. There was a long bar with stools and booths around the edges of the room, with a pool table positioned in one corner.
“Wren!” Derek was leaning against the bar with the same group of friends from last night. Ella and Derek were giving each other assessing looks, sizing each other up. Ella stuck close to my side, even as I moved into Derek’s embrace, sliding under his arm to give him a side hug but mostly just collecting the physical contact like I was Mario collecting coins.
"Hey Derek," I said. “Hi everyone.” I nodded at them, giving them a polite smile.
“Do you want a drink, Wren?”
“I love your hair, Wren. It’s so shiny.”
“Wren, where did you get your top?”
Fates, this was an awful idea. The bartender caught my eye, handing me the bottle of beer I nodded at with awestruck eyes. Fortunately, humans were always too enthralled to ID me since I didn’t have identification.
“Let’s all sit, shall we?” I suggested lightly. A few of them scrambled to pull together tables and chairs for all of us, looking at me eagerly for approval. I gave them a tight smile, sitting in the center of the group so as many of them could crowd around me as possible.
They pushed quiet Madison to the other end of the table, and she was visibly pouting about it.
“One drink and I’m going,” I warned them, ignoring their protests and regretting every single decision I’d made that led me to come out tonight. I kept looking over my shoulder, waiting for the wolves from last night to materialize in the middle of the bar. It was dumb, I’d smell them before I saw them anyway, but it didn’t stop me checking.
I felt like they should be here. Especially the nice smelling one. His lack of presence here felt wrong. Which was illogical because he’d probably attack me like every wolf I’d ever encountered.
I chewed on the inside of my lip. Maybe this overwhelming craving to be near a wolf was the first sign of my wolf going feral.
Derek and Ella were both sitting as close to me as they could be on either side, their shoulders brushing against mine. I didn’t want to encourage the pack behavior, but I allowed myself to indulge. It soothed my touch-starved body.
“Wren, did you know I’m on the football team?” Derek asked, deceptively cool.
“I’d heard,” I replied, offering him a small smile.
“I run track,” Ella countered immediately. Shit, they weren’t competing for the Beta role. They were competing for the Alpha role. They didn’t just want my approval, they wanted to be the sole recipient of my affection. It’s not like Alphas were always male and Lunas always female, or that there was even one of each gender in each pairing. It depended on personality. Derek and Ella were both fairly alpha personalities, as far as humans went.
I sighed internally, downing the rest of my drink in one. They would feel compelled to compete until I removed myself from the situation.
“Right, I’m off. It’s been grand,” I announced, offering the table a two-fingered salute.
“Wren, you just got here!”
“Wren, stay!”
“One more drink!”
I shook my head, smiling as I stood. It had never been this bad before. Either my wolf was asserting her dominance more or this was an easily led group of humans. Maybe both.
Derek and Ella followed me to the door, but I made excuses and convinced them both to stay. The scent of wolf lingered in the air as I walked, but it wasn’t the wolf that had intrigued me. I slipped into the shadows, winding between buildings and avoiding my street until I was sure he wasn’t following me. My scent was covered, but if he got close enough, he might sniff his way through the lavender.
Were they out looking for me? Usually, being near a shifter would make me feel agitated, but I just felt… disappointed. I wanted that delicious sandalwood scent again. I might not object to being followed around if they sent the one who smelled good.
Confident he wasn’t close, I quickly made my way back to the house, slipping through the front door and leaning back against it, breathing a sigh of relief. Cam gave me an odd look from his spot on the couch where he was watching late night TV and eating a bowl of popcorn.
“All good?” he asked. Cam was tall and lean, with dark skin, dreads that he always kept tied back, and wore thick, square glasses. He worked behind the counter at the coffee shop, which is mostly where I saw him, since he hid out in his room whenever we were all at home. If Cam was a wolf, he’d be a loner by choice. He didn’t try to fit into my “pack”, and while he deferred to me, he didn’t try to impress me.
It was refreshing.
“Weird night,” I replied with a shrug, dropping to the couch next to him. He wordlessly put the bowl of popcorn on the couch between us and turned his attention back to his show. I settled into the cushions, taking comfort in the familiar sound of the blaring television.
Last night had been weird. Tonight was weird. Things were probably only going to get weirder. And my wolf was happier than she’d been in years.
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Chapter 5
Archer
 
I snuggled in closer to the warm body in my bed that was taking the edge off my touch deprivation. My wolf stretched languorously, as appreciative of the skin-to-skin contact as I was. I’d been a grumpy bastard recently, this was the first time in a while I’d felt even a little content.
The shrill ring of my phone disturbed my half-awake, half-asleep happy place. I groaned, rolling over to grab it off the nightstand.
“What time is it?” Miles groaned, yanking the pillow over his face.
“Late enough for my dad to be calling.” I grimaced. Miles rolled out of bed — thankfully still in his pajama pants. Sharing a bed, with some occasional platonic spooning, was the quickest solution when we were suffering from lack of touch. Maintaining pajama pants at all times was a hard rule.
“Hey Dad,” I mumbled into the phone, cursing the thickness in my voice as Miles quietly made his escape. Fates only knew what time it was, but it would be too late to be sleeping by my father’s standards.
“Son, were you sleeping? It’s eight o’clock.” The disbelief in his voice grated on my every nerve. Fuck yes, I was sleeping. Eight o’clock was hardly a sleep-in by college standards.
“Just getting up,” I lied, scrubbing my hand down my face. I should probably shave, I looked like shit.
“Don’t make a habit of these late starts,” Dad warned. “Alphas are always on call.” And prepared for anything. “And prepared for anything.”
“Got it.” I could hear Miles moving around in the kitchen. Hopefully, he’d make me a cup of coffee. It was a crying shame that wolf telepathy was just a human fairytale.
“How are your classes going?”
“Fine,” I replied dismissively. I wouldn’t be graduating magna cum laude, but I was passing. My lecturers were all human. I did my best to keep some distance between us so they wouldn’t get pulled into my Alpha orbit and pass me automatically, but I’m sure there was still some influence rubbing off on them.
“Just fine, Arch? It was a big gamble sending you two to that school, the Elders were strongly against you spending time around so many humans. One slip up could expose all of us. You have a responsibility to all the young people in the pack to do well, show the Elders that this was worth it.”
Responsibility.
“I know, Dad. Don’t worry, it’s under control,” I insisted, rolling out of bed and grabbing clothes from around the room to throw on. Dad snorted disbelievingly down the phone. It was probably a good thing he rang, I had a class in an hour and hadn’t set an alarm.
I’d been a little distracted these past three weeks.
“How’s Mom?” I asked, eventually. Dad wanted to talk about it, I knew it in my bones, he just didn’t know how to bring it up.
“She hasn’t shifted back since the day you left for school,” he replied quietly. Fuck. That was a month ago. She’d never stayed in her fur that long.
“I should come home, Dad-”
“No,” Dad said sharply. After a pause, he blew out a long breath. “No, Arch,” he continued in a softer voice. “It’s not because you’re away, I’m sure of it. It’s just… it’s getting worse. We knew this was coming.”
My chest constricted painfully. I thought we had longer.
“Call Flynn, would you? He misses you,” Dad added quietly. My little brother was as alpha and as dominant as I was, he wasn’t in the habit of letting people know when he was having a hard time. It must be bad if Dad had noticed.
“I will,” I promised, using my shoulder to hold the phone to my ear as I pulled my sweats on. “I’ll call him today.”
“Good. Go to class, concentrate, keep it together, Arch. You’re the future of this pack, don’t let them down.”
✽✽✽
 
“Archer! Come out tonight!”
“Archer, there’s a pool tournament at Barson tonight. Shots are on me, man.”
“Archerrrr.” I pushed past the girl next to me, purring my name, and waved off my classmates as I made my way out of the lecture hall. I wasn’t in the mood to go out. Hadn’t been for weeks.
I drove home from class only semi-aware of the world around me. I never used to drive to campus — it was less than half an hour walk — but driving with the windows up in the truck limited the spread of my scent. Not that she had given any indication that she was looking for me. I hadn’t picked up her scent at all since that night at the party. Neither had Miles, and he was still going out pretty regularly, seeing if she’d show up at Barson or another frat party.
I should be going out too. That was half of the reason I came to college. I hadn’t been to a party since the night I’d scented her and even though I hadn’t even picked up traces of her since then; it was somehow all I could smell all the time. It haunted me. She haunted me. I didn’t even know who she was, and I tried not to think too hard about that.
It was easier to resent her if I didn’t think of her as an actual person. When I thought about her like that... I don’t know if the guilt or my wolf clawed at my insides more.
She could always approach me though. While she stayed away, I could convince myself that we both didn't want this. Neither of us were doing anything wrong.
This was supposed to be my college experience. My brief reprieve from the life of duty and responsibility that was waiting for me. Fates, I could have just stayed at home with my pack if I was going to spend all my time holed up inside watching movies.
“Come on, man,” Miles admonished, emerging from his room to find me sprawled out on the couch in sweatpants and an old t-shirt.
“Are you going out?” I asked, taking in his dark jeans and fresh shirt.
“Yes. You should be too,” he replied, giving my sweatpants the side-eye. “It’s another PKI party, maybe she’ll be there.”
“Then I’m definitely not risking it,” I said with a shrug, flicking through the TV channels to find something decent to watch.
“She’s your mate, not the enemy. Aren’t you at least a little curious about her? Her name? What she’s like? What she looks like? You kind of have a type, you know. Specifically, tanned women with long dark hair. And you’re definitely an ass man,” Miles mused. “I wonder if the Fates paired you with a mate who looks like that? She might have guys lined up around the block for all you know.”

“The fuck did you just say?” I growled, sitting up on the couch ready to pounce. 
“Just stating facts. You can’t really get all possessive over her if you’re not interested in her.” Miles shrugged, and I contemplated adding a blood splatter to that nice, clean shirt he had on.
“She is mine,” I grumbled.
“Not yet. Maybe not ever. I’ll tell you if I see her out tonight, though,” Miles called over his shoulder as he headed out of the front door.
“Text me if you see her! Straight away!” I yelled as the door closed. Dick. I was going to give him a refresher course about respectful Alpha-Beta relations one of these days.
I flopped back on the couch and threw my arms over my face. In my quest to never think about my mystery mate, I had avoided thinking about her dating, but Miles had just taken that luxury away from me.
Would she?
No female on the planet smelled as good as she did. Without even seeing her face, I’d been put off by other women simply by their scent. Surely it would work the same way for her? Fuck, I’d been working on the assumption it worked the same way for her.
She must have been able to scent me at that party. Why hadn’t she tried to track me down?
Was she in love with someone else? Screwing them? Letting some other dude touch her? She was destined to be mine; the Fates created us for each other.
Fucking Miles. Why’d he have to bring that shit up?
I made some microwave popcorn, grabbed a beer from the fridge and settled on an old slasher film with zero romantic plotline to pass the time like the tragic fucker I was. I got through the whole movie before I resorted to messaging Miles.
Archer:
Is she there?
Miles:
Who?
Archer:
Don’t fuck with me. I am not in the mood.
Miles:
You don’t need to remind me. I live with your grumpy ass. No, she’s not at the party.
Despite having zero right to feel relieved about that, I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Three dots popped up as Miles started typing again.
Miles:
I picked up her scent at a house 5 minutes from here.
Well, that would explain why I never saw her around. The PKI house was on the other side of campus where all the liberal arts classes were, I never spent any time there. Was she an arts student? That didn’t make any sense, I should have been able to pick up traces of her scent around campus if she lived around here.
Fucking Miles. My curiosity about her was burning hotter than ever.
Miles:
Want me to check it out tomorrow?
Archer:
No. I’ll go.
I went to bed for another restless night, knowing I’d just given Miles exactly what he wanted. It couldn’t hurt to look
✽✽✽
 
Miles was still asleep at nine am when I hauled my ass out of bed, intent on solving the mystery of my supposed mate. Without asking, he’d come back from the party at three am and slid into my bed. He was a good Beta and an excellent friend because I had seriously needed the physical contact. Usually I could go for long stretches without it, but my wolf was acting like he was in mourning and having pack mates around eased it a little.
I drove to the house Miles had described and sat in the truck, pretending to look at my phone so I didn’t look like a total stalker. After an hour of nothing, the front door opened and my heart stopped beating for a solid second. A tall black guy with glasses and headphones on emerged, speaking into the phone he was holding up in front of him. Was he her boyfriend? Why did she live with some human kid?
I cracked the window of the truck as he walked past.
“I’m on my way now, but I can only cover for, like, two hours tops. I have class later. Fucking Ella.” I picked up the faintest notes of a feminine voice, chastising him through his headphones. “Are you staying in again tonight? I’m down for more of those chicken enchiladas if you’re in the mood for cooking again.” His laughter trailed off as he moved further away from the truck.
Was he talking to her?
It couldn’t hurt to see where he was going. He was walking. It couldn’t be too far. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t stalking if I only followed him for a few minutes.
Was he her boyfriend?
I didn’t relish the idea of dismembering some human college kid, but shit. I might have to.
I waited until he’d rounded the corner before starting up the truck and following him as discreetly as I could from a distance. He walked for around ten minutes, letting himself into a small, trendy coffee shop on the edge of the liberal arts part of the campus. I parked in the car park out front, getting as close to the enormous glass window as I dared.
She wouldn’t be able to scent me while I was in the truck, but if she locked eyes on me, she’d know. Because I sure as fuck knew. There was no doubt in my mind which of the three girls behind the counter was my mate.
Her golden brown skin was soft, perfect, lickable. She had huge, pouty lips that I wanted to sink my teeth into. Her black silken hair that must come down to her waist, though it was currently braided over one shoulder.
It would look perfect wrapped around my fist.
Her blunt bangs were long enough to touch her long, curly eyelashes that framed big, almost golden, doe eyes with hidden depths.
She presented a relaxed, non-threatening front, but I could see the darkness that lurked behind her eyes. The fire that burned hot under her skin. She was the fire to my gasoline and when we finally came together, we would combust and burn down everything around us. It would be fucking magnificent.
She moved out from behind the enormous coffee machine and I swallowed my groan. Fuck. Me. Curvy in all the right places. She moved with an innate sensuality that spoke to me on a cellular level. Game over. There’d never be another woman for me.
I was hanging over the steering wheel, probably panting like a dog. The large tree on the sidewalk threw some shade over my windshield, disguising me a little, but I’d been here too long, probably drawing attention to myself. Indecision warred within me, rooting me to the spot.
I had seen her, but she hadn’t seen me. The bond had deepened on my end. It wouldn’t just be her scent haunting me now, I don’t know that I’d be able to close my eyes without seeing that exquisite face.
She was approaching the front door with a tray of food in her hand, moving towards some customers in the outdoor seating area. Panicking, I ducked down, pretending to look for something in the footwell on the passenger side.
Fates, if my pack could see me now. There’s no way they’d be looking at me as their future Alpha, that’s for sure.
I glanced up in time to see her perfect heart-shaped ass swaying back into the shop and let out a long breath. Once she was safely back behind the counter with the double doors closed behind her, I chanced cracking the window a little to see if I could pick up her scent.
Weirdly, it had been stronger around her house. Strange, considering she was here right now, and presumably spent a lot of time here if this was her job. There was an unwelcome lavender note to the faint traces of her natural jasmine aroma I could pick up. Maybe she was covering her scent on purpose? It was the most logical explanation, but also… odd. I’d never heard of a shifter doing that before.
I didn’t know any lone shifters either, though. They probably didn’t want to draw attention to themselves.
My fingers toyed indecisively with my key chain. If I walked away now, I’d be making the conscious decision to put this off, to put her off, to delay the inevitable. Was there any point? My wolf wouldn’t let me rest until I claimed her if I walked away now.
Mine.
Fuck. I was more than just base instincts. I could fight this. I wanted a normal college experience before a lifetime shackled to my Alpha responsibilities.
Why did she have to come here?
What the fuck kind of future Luna worked at a coffee shop, anyway? If she was a dominant wolf living among humans, she could do anything. Be anything. She’d attract them to her like flies to honey. Maybe the fates had got it wrong. She was beautiful, sure, but not right for me. She couldn’t be.
Fighting every instinct in my body that told me to storm in there, walk behind the counter, grab the girl and throw her over my shoulder, I turned the key in the ignition and reversed out of the parking lot.
The howl of my wolf rang in my ears, haunting me all the way back to my house.
✽✽✽
 
Weeks. Nine weeks to be precise. The weather had turned cold; the sky was getting dark earlier each day, and still I hid in my truck, watching. Monitoring her. Being a fucking coward.
It was a good thing my professors instinctively wanted to please me, because I’d spent far more time studying this woman than I had studying for my exams. I could describe the exact way her brow furrowed when she was annoyed, the way her shoulders tensed when the humans she worked with fawned over her too much, the absurdly sexy way her plush lips turned up in amusement.
I couldn’t remember a single question from any of my exams.
For months, I’d watched the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on leave work from afar. She finished her shift at four pm every weekday and trudged through the cold for ten minutes or so back to the house she shared with three humans.
How did she cope living with them? The noise must be deafening for her sensitive ears. Plus, the smell would be nauseating. Human cleaning products and cosmetics were suffocating.
She’d be much more comfortable at my place.
Focus, Archer. This is not why you’re here.
Honestly, I didn’t know why I was here.
My beautiful enigma wrapped her arms around her middle and shivered slightly. I stifled the low grumble in my chest. Shifters ran hot but even I was in a wool coat today. Why was she wearing a hoodie? She had boots on, but they weren’t snow boots. I doubted they were even waterproof.
Why wasn’t she taking care of herself? I could take care of her.
Infuriated with both her and myself, I started the truck and drove back to the house, slamming the front door behind me. I may not be ready to claim her yet, but I’d never be able to if she froze to death before then.
“What’s the emergency?” Miles asked, emerging from his room and looking at me like I’d lost my mind.
“She needs a proper jacket,” I grumbled, dropping to the couch and pulling my laptop out of my bag. I’d have to order her something. If I picked it up in person, my scent would be all over it.
“She?” Miles asked as he sat down at the other end of the couch, looking amused which only irritated me more.
“My fated mate,” I gritted out.
“Wren.”
“I’m not sure now is the best moment to take an interest in bird watching, Miles,” I snapped, opening my laptop with a little more force than necessary.
“Her name, man. Wren Marques. Your fated mate.”
“How the fuck do you know that?” I growled, slamming the lid shut again and turning to glare at my best friend. “Did you talk to her?”
“Of course not,” Miles replied, looking offended. “I bumped into one of her roommates, Ella, at Barson and flirted a little to get some information. You know, did some digging to learn who your fated mate is and where she came from. Like a Beta would do,” he emphasized with an unapologetic shrug. “She’s our future Luna, after all.”
I sighed, flopping back against the couch cushions and staring up at the ceiling. Wren. The name suited her. It was unique, distinctive. Just like her.
“You don’t know she’s our future Luna.”
“You’re going to give her up?” Miles asked, alarmed.
“No,” I groused, not explaining any further.
“You know if you keep this up much longer, she might give you up,” he pointed out, like he had a fucking death wish.
“She’s made no attempt to approach me, so I’d say she’s just fine with the way things are.”
Miles snorted dismissively. "She is your fated mate. Maybe she's as weird about relationships as you are."
I had a sudden urge to punch him in the face to defend her honor or some shit. This whole mates thing was a head trip.
"Did you find out anything else about her?"
"She's kind of a mystery. No social media profiles, nothing online. Unless she goes by a different name, she's not a student at the college either. I'm going to have to dig deeper a lot to find out anything about this girl."
“Dig deeper then,” I affirmed, opening my laptop again now I had calmed down a little. It wasn’t so weird that she didn’t have a big online presence, a lot of shifters avoided anything overtly human, though it was strange she worked with humans if that was the case. That she wasn’t a student had surprised me. Why else would she have to come to Carson if not to attend the school?
I pulled up a retailer that did priority deliveries and searched through their womenswear section. I'd never imagined myself buying clothes for a girl. Definitely never thought I'd enjoy it. Picking out something for Wren was far more fun than I expected it to be.
I settled on a long, waterproof down jacket that would be perfect for winter. My mouse hovered over the plain black, but the dark green caught my eye. I didn’t know much about Wren, but she was almost always wearing green.
I placed an order to have it delivered to her house, marking the item as a gift and using a fake name. She could probably do some investigative work if she wanted to, but I figured it was a lower risk than putting my scent on it.
“Do you want to go for a run?” Miles asked hesitantly, hovering by the front door.
I shook my head. “He’ll go straight to her.”
Miles gave me a look that clearly said would that be such a bad thing? I ignored him again, closing my laptop and moving to the fridge to grab a beer.
“I’m going. I’ll keep an eye out for you,” he called quietly over his shoulder, letting himself out. He’d keep an eye on her for me. Because she was all I could think about. My greatest fear, my biggest weakness, and the hottest goddamn woman I’d ever seen. Wren.
I groaned, rolling the cold bottle of beer over my face. I was several shades of fucked.
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Chapter 6
Wren
 
New Email: Heather Marques
I stared down at the phone in my hand in surprise. In the two years since I’d left the Azymus Pack, I’d never heard from anyone. Especially not my parents. I’d emailed them once, way back in Santa Cruz, and never heard a thing. Their silence had been expected, but it still stung.
Their rejection was like a niggling pain in the back of my head that I couldn’t shake. If my own parents couldn't love me, it didn’t bode well for my chances with anyone else.
I pulled the coffee pot off the stove and turned my attention to frothing the milk for my macchiato. Whatever my mother had to say, I was certain I’d need coffee to help me deal.
I took a long sip of the liquid gold, and with a heavy sense of trepidation, opened the email.
From: Heather Marques
Wren,
The Alpha Heir to Benedictus Pack has come of age and is still unmated. He and his father are willing to attribute your initial refusal to a youthful error in judgment.
Alpha Mercer expects you back on Azymus Pack territory within the week to arrange the details of your mating.
Regards,
Heather Marques
Fates, who signed off their emails to their own kids with their full name?
I reread the email a few times, my smile growing wider and wider each time. Soon my body was shaking with laughter, and I took a few calming breaths because I doubted my roommates would appreciate me peeing my pants in the middle of the kitchen.
Were they fucking serious with this? Zero contact for two years. Zilch. Nada. I’d made a whole new life for myself all on my own, traveled hundreds of miles, defended myself against shifters whose territory I strayed too close to, made a career for myself. They really thought they could just summon me back to mate with some random wolf after all this time?
It wasn’t entirely surprising. Alpha Mercer would want the prestige of arranging a mating to a future Alpha. It would automatically result in a stronger alliance between the two packs and the potential to arrange more matings between lower-ranked pack members. Many wolves in the Azymus Pack were unmated well into their thirties because the Alpha struggled to find enough compatible packs to arrange pairings with. Paradigm packs. It was a weird, elitist system that kept submissive wolves reliant on their Alpha, and the further I got away from it, the more convinced I was it was a cult.
Even if I were lonely and desperate enough to take them up on their offer, it wouldn’t work out quite as nicely as Alpha Mercer wanted because I’d do everything in my power to turn the Benedictus Pack and all of their allies against him.
I toyed with the idea of answering, telling them where to shove their offer. As much as my parents' disregard for me angered me, there was a minuscule part of me that always had hope that they'd come around one day. That they’d realize that their Alpha was a manipulative piece of shit who had punished me since I was twelve for something I couldn't control.
That was the minuscule part of me that wanted to reply, wanted my mother to know that I was fine. Which was dumb because she hadn’t even asked about my wellbeing in her email, so it obviously didn’t matter to her.
I carefully put the lid on my travel mug and shoved my phone into the pocket of my jeans. I had a life here. A job. A roof over my head. Fledgling friendships. My roommates were nice enough. Neither my parents, nor my old pack, had any right to encroach on that.
“Wren?” Madison called softly from the living room. “There’s a package here for you.”
Fates, surely this wasn’t my parents or my old pack fucking with me? No, I covered my scent almost constantly. They had no way of knowing where I was.
I hadn’t ordered anything either, though. Online shopping was a confusing quagmire I had no interest in exploring.
Madison wandered into the kitchen holding a bulky package in her arms.
“Early Christmas present?” she asked, handing it over. I put my coffee on the bench and accepted the parcel. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked.
“Not that I know of,” I muttered, sniffing it as discreetly as I could. It felt like clothes. Smelled like clothes. Aside from the fact that I definitely hadn’t ordered clothes, there was nothing suspicious about it.
“Who sent it?” Madison asked. “Check the label.”
“John Jones.” I snorted. That was for sure made up. I ripped through the packaging with ease and pulled out a dark green down parka. It was warm, waterproof, practical, and the best present I’d ever gotten.
There was a generic card saying that it had been purchased as a gift from ‘John Jones’, but no invoice or anything.
“Ooh, those are expensive. Maybe you have a secret admirer,” Madison sighed, giving me a dreamy look. “You’re so pretty.”
It was too early, and I was too weirded out by everything that happened to deal with the fawning right now.
“I need to get to work,” I mumbled, pulling the tags off the parka and slipping it on. Far be it from me to look a gift horse in the mouth. It was cold outside. I now had a coat that would keep me warm. Problem solved.
I shot Madison an apologetic smile as I made my escape. Maybe my secret admirer would see me walking to work wearing the coat. I just hoped it wasn’t Derek. He was sweet, but proving difficult to get rid of, and my wolf wanted to claw his face off.
Ghosting people had been a lot easier when I worked at a truck stop. I may not have thought this whole thing through when I hung out with Derek and his friends for the first time.
I sighed as I approached the door. I could not catch a fucking break this morning. Despite my apprehension, I exited my front door confidently, not showing the wolf shifter who was very much waiting on the stoop for me he bothered me.
His smell was foreign, definitely not one of the two wolves who lived near the campus. His eyes were fixated on me, but not in a sexual way. He was definitely giving me an appraising once-over that made my wolf growl in irritation, but his body language was non-confrontational.
He was leaning against the porch railing and I mirrored his posture, leaning against the wall and keeping my stance relaxed. I doubted he’d try anything in front of witnesses anyway — the girls who lived next door were pressed up against the window, practically salivating. Dude had a kind of Idris Elba vibe going on and obviously attracted a lot of female attention. I could see why. With his black skin, dark golden eyes, and the way he filled out the jeans and sweater he was wearing, he was definitely easy on the eyes. Even if he was at least twenty years older than me.
Like all wolf shifters, he was at least six-foot and his muscles had muscles.
I allowed myself to enjoy the dirty looks one girl was giving me through the window before turning my attention to the behemoth in front of me.
“Now why would a strange wolf I don’t know be hanging around outside my house, hm?”
“Why is a strange wolf we don’t know living in Carson without permission?” he shot back, his lips curling slightly. My wolf was alert, on edge, but she found nothing threatening about his demeanor. Yet. “What’s your name?”
“Yours first. It’s neutral territory, is it not?” I asked, cocking my head to the side.
“Tobias Perry.” His lips twitched slightly. “It has been deemed neutral territory. All shifters are supposed to notify the Council before attending the college. Yet, here you are,” he said, raising his brow at me like a disappointed teacher.
“Wren. I don’t attend the college. No one explained the rules to me,” I replied dismissively, shrugging a shoulder.
“Frankly, the two Audax Pack wolves that live here should have mentioned something,” Tobias grumbled, looking put out. “Have you met them yet?”
I shook my head.
“I suppose they might not know you’re here. You’re good at hiding your scent,” he conceded, tipping his head. Although I was apparently in the wrong by not having permission to be here, he was keeping a respectful distance and a demonstrably relaxed posture. “Your scent lingers around your home though.” His eyes flicked up at the house behind me.
There wasn’t much I could do about that. Aside from showering here, I also worked out in the living room, sweating off the lavender, and I didn’t reapply it to sleep. It wasn’t a perfect system, but I wasn’t hiding either. Just making life easier for myself.
“So, what, you’re going to arrest me now? Put me in shifter prison?” I drawled, crossing my arms and propping one leg against the wall behind me. My wolf snarled defensively. He was a big fucker, but he was on his own. I could take him.
“I’m not crazy enough to try to detain George and Eloise Calvin’s granddaughter,” he chuckled.
“You’ve got the wrong wolf,” I replied, frowning. “I don’t have grandparents.”
“Everyone has grandparents,” he scoffed. “Yours are the former Alpha and Luna of my pack, the Fortis Pack. Your uncle is the current Alpha. I’m a centurion.”
“I don’t know my grandparents,” I amended. “If mine are still alive, I doubt they know I exist.” My dad’s parents did, but they lived in India and I’d only met them once as a child.
Mom’s family didn’t follow the paradigm, so she never spoke of them. Though when I was a kid, she’d always tell me about how she loved to play in the snow in winter when she was young. All I knew was that she was from somewhere cold.
But surely my submissive mother wasn’t the daughter and sister of dominant Alpha wolves? That would make her the anomaly, not me.
“They didn’t,” he admitted, a sheepish look flashing across his face. “Until about ten minutes ago when I called them.”
“So you’re basing this theory on what exactly?” I sighed. At this rate, I’d be late for work. Not that I’d be punished for it or anything, but I liked to respect my commitments.
“Your scent. I grew up with Heather. I know what she smelled like. Yours is obviously a mix of both your parents, but I’d recognize her scent anywhere. Besides, you have your mother’s, you know, exact face.”
Well, shit.
I couldn’t refute either of those points. I blinked slowly. I didn’t want to allow myself to have hope, even as the hope blossomed in my chest. Maybe I wouldn’t be packless forever. I had family out there...
“Why did my mother leave your pack?”
He grimaced. “That’s a conversation for your grandparents. They’re hoping you’ll come visit over winter break, spend the Tiberinus feast with the pack. Your uncle and his family will be spending it with his mate’s pack so your grandparents will be acting Alpha and Luna.”
“How do you know I don’t have a pack of my own to spend it with?” I challenged.
His eyes darkened. “The Azymus Pack don’t let their wolves go unless they want to.”
I nodded slowly. It sounded like he had firsthand knowledge, though I couldn’t imagine Heather ever wanted to leave.
“I can sense your wolf right at the surface, trying to protect you. She’s dominant, fierce as hell. Reminds me of your grandmother’s wolf, you’d like her,” he said, lips tipping up slightly.
“Where’s your territory?” Complimenting my wolf’s strength was a stroke of genius. She preened, happy he had respected her strength. I suppressed an eye roll.
“Fortis Pack borders the Kootenay River, it’s a five-hour drive from here.”
I cringed internally. It’d be a long-ass bus ride then. “I need to go to work now.” I need to think.
“Let me take you out for a drink later. Strictly platonic,” he added hastily, holding his hands up defensively. “It’ll give you a chance to learn more about the pack. I’m not interested in you like that, I promise. You’re not my mate.”
He didn’t smell mated, but whatever. Maybe he meant he was seeing someone.
“Okay. I work at the Coffee at Carson coffee shop at the edge of campus. I get off at four.”
He tipped his chin respectfully, moving towards the enormous Jeep parked on the side of the road while I set off to work on foot.
Is this why you always wanted to go north? I asked my wolf. Her head was lying contentedly on her front paws. She hadn’t taken to Tobias straight away, but she was relaxed enough now.
The coffee shop was only open short hours over winter break since the campus was so quiet. Even with so many staff returning home to visit their families, I could still take some time off to join the Fortis Pack Tiberinus feast next week if I wanted to. I was a little bit tempted.
Some of my favorite childhood memories were of the winter feasts. I bet it would be more fun with literally any other pack than the one I’d grown up in. For the past two years, I’d celebrated by cooking an elaborate dinner for my roommates. They’d always assumed it was an early Christmas dinner. I never corrected them. Still, after spending the past two years diligently avoiding pack territory, the idea of going there willingly was strange.
I strode through the coffee shop, nodding at Madison and Ella on my way to the backroom to dump my bag. My thoughts were all over the place as I tied my apron into place.
I’d been so confident when I arrived in Carson that I could settle here for a while, at least longer than six months, and make a life for myself for a bit. Between the presence of two wolves here who were avoiding me — one of whom smelled like earth-shattering orgasms — and the sudden appearance of another wolf who claimed to be from my mother’s childhood pack, it had been one spanner in the works after another.
Ugh, plus there was the email from my mom and the reappearance of the Azymus Pack in my life after two years of radio silence.
“Fucking wolves,” I muttered under my breath, busying myself at the espresso machine.
***
“Come into the kitchen, Wren. Cam, Ella, and Madison have all raved about those cooking skills of yours, let’s see ‘em in action, darlin’,” Jax, the burly cook, called. The coffee shop was quiet with most students home for the holidays, and I had been hanging around the counter twiddling my fingers for the past twenty minutes.
“What do you want me to make?” I asked, making my way into the small but organized commercial kitchen out back. Jax didn’t try to slip into my non-existent pack. He was more like a Pack Elder. Forever looking out for me and offering me advice, too old to be impressed by my dominance.
“How about some lunch? I’ll sit down, put my feet up, you make me whatever you fancy. Help yourself to whatever you can find around here,” Jax instructed, gesturing at the kitchen. He wandered out to sit in a booth in the far corner of the coffee shop and pulled out a book. I was surprised he left me here unsupervised.
I felt the buzz of excitement I only got when I was cooking for people. Making them happy via their stomachs. This I could do. I poked around the kitchen, looking at all the ingredients. Most of it was breakfast or lunch stuff, so I kept things simple but delicious and decided to make pancakes.
Not just any pancakes, obviously. This was my chance to impress. These would be the Mack Daddy of pancakes.
 
	So fluffy you could sleep on them




	Bacon crispy enough to break your teeth on




	Enough mascarpone, berries and maple syrup to send anyone into a sugar coma







Basically, the Holy Trinity.
Jax left me to it while I whisked the pancake batter, cooked the blueberries and cherries in cornstarch, sugar and vanilla, and grilled the bacon. I practically salivated over the commercial kitchen equipment. The stove was so hot. The stainless steel counters were so clean. I wanted to live in this kitchen.
It was nice to do something familiar after feeling so off-balance, not just since this morning, but really since I’d moved here. My wolf was happy, yet she wasn’t. I liked it here, yet I didn’t. Nothing ever felt quite right. And while I had barely even picked up trace scents of that delicious smelling wolf since that night we’d both been at the frat party, the smell seemed to be embedded in my memory. I couldn’t forget it. I didn’t want to.
There was either something unusual about that wolf, or my wolf was losing the plot.
The presence of all of these wolves in my life had reaffirmed a fact that I had tried to avoid facing for the past two years.
I was a shifter.
The animal side of my soul was as much a part of me as the human side. As much as it scared me, I didn’t think I could put off shifting any longer. My wolf deserved freedom as much as I did, and I didn’t think either of us could ever be happy until she had it.
It had been two years since I’d shifted. Two years since I had allowed my wolf to run free. It’s not like I didn’t want to, but the risks had always been too great. My wolf didn’t give a fuck about taking on an entire pack of wolves to fight for territory if she felt like it was hers. If I’d been able to afford a place of my own, I’d create a den for her that locked from the inside since her wolfy paws couldn’t open doors, but the scratching of her claws and the howling would scare the piss out of my roommates.
Besides, it had now been so long that I worried that I wouldn’t be able to shift back. I didn’t have a pack, my wolf had no one to ground her. My animal side could take over and then I’d go feral and I would lose my humanity entirely.
Worryingly, the memory of that wolf’s sandalwood scent seemed to settle her. It was a dangerous thing to rely on.
I’d been using artificial sandalwood scents as a distraction to placate her. In fact, I’d developed a somewhat disturbing sandalwood fetish. My room now housed a sandalwood candle, oil diffuser, and I’d been spraying everything with a sandalwood linen spray. Nothing quite stacked up to the original — that smell was sex incarnate. I missed it.  I couldn’t figure out why he smelled so appealing to me. Maybe it was a biological thing? Like he’d be a good wolf pup daddy? Such a pity that all shifters were assholes.
I cooked each pancake to perfection and created a stack on the plate, with mascarpone, fruit and bacon between each layer and a little jug of maple syrup on the side. Presentation wasn’t really my strong suit, but I knew it would taste good.
“Goddamn, darlin’. This looks amazing,” Jax cooed, admiring the stack of pancakes I’d brought over to him. “Now for the taste test…”
Jax cut a triangle from the pancake and loaded his fork up with all the flavors. His groan of satisfaction was music to my ears.
“You best believe you’ve got more time in the kitchen in your future,” he said around a mouthful of pancakes.
"Wren!"
Derek, the Pretty Human, approached me confidently, his footsteps faltering as he got a little closer and his eyes dropping to my chin. "How are you?"
“Fine, how are you? Coffee?” I called back, giving Jax’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze before moving behind the counter. I’d been struggling with my need for touch more than usual lately, and while Derek held no interest to my wolf, I was pretty tempted to rub myself over him just to ease the discomfort. As much as I’d impressed Jax in the kitchen, I was confident they’d still fire me if I started grinding on the customers in the middle of the coffee shop.
“Wow, thanks Wren,” he replied as if making coffee wasn’t my actual job, propping his hip against the counter and leaning into my space. “Do you want to go out tonight? Me and a few of my buddies are staying in town over winter break, we thought we’d hit up Barson. It’d be so great if you came with us. We could watch the game? Grab some wings?”
As far as dates went, wings and sports didn't sound so bad, honestly. Usually, it'd be a no-brainer way to get some physical contact, but my wolf was practically howling. What do you want?
“I have plans tonight,” I said apologetically.
“Oh. Well are you around over winter break? I’ll be in town the whole time, we could hang out. I’d love to see you.”
"Text me, and I'll let you know?" I deflected, giving him a coy smile.
“Okay,” Derek replied enthusiastically. I handed him his coffee, accepting the money he slid across the counter. “I love how chill you are. I wish I was as chill as you. Hopefully, I’ll see you later, Wren.”
I leaned over the counter on my elbows, watching his retreat, and doing my best to keep the grimace off my face. The adoration was a little exhausting.
"You going to break that pretty boy's heart?" Jax teased, walking past me to the kitchen with his dishes.
"I don't think it'll get that far," I mused, noting my wolf's contentment now that Derek had gone.




[image: Archer]
Chapter 7
Archer
 
As always, I sat in my truck in the car park overlooking the coffee shop at four pm when the girl the Fates had designed just for me got off work. With the snow piling up on the ground, it was definitely cold enough now that sitting in here with all the windows up so she wouldn’t catch my scent didn’t look weird. Though it still made me feel like a creeper.
The more I watched her, the more apparent it became that Wren was, in fact, a dominant as hell she-wolf. She didn’t exploit the humans around her, not because she couldn’t, but because she wouldn’t.
And didn’t that just make me feel like a piece of shit? My first reaction had been to assume the worst about her. What did that say about me?
Guilt knifed uncomfortably through my chest. I knew my whole ‘playing the field’ excuse was weak. It had probably been weak from the beginning. The first step is admitting you have a problem, and my problem was I was a fucking coward.
Wren stood at the counter, talking to the two women she lived and worked with. The taller one pressed tight against Wren’s side, monopolizing her attention, clamoring for the Beta role. Maybe even the Alpha role. I watched as Wren deftly switched her focus to the shorter, quieter woman. She gave the woman her full attention as she spoke, resting her hand on the taller woman’s arm to quiet her.
My gut clenched uncomfortably. The Luna was the heart of the pack. The Alpha’s job was to protect and lead. The Luna’s to nurture and bring together. A good Luna inspired trust in the Alpha pair among the pack, took time to know and listen to every member, and made sure everyone had a voice.
Wren would be a good Luna.
She waved them farewell, giving them each a slight smile that had them staring adoringly at her turned back.
For a moment, I was almost happy as I saw her emerge from the coffee shop. She shrugged on the jacket I’d bought for her and looked far more comfortable than I’d ever seen her, her lips a beautiful pouty blush instead of blue, and no chattering teeth in sight.
Then I noticed the enormous guy waiting for her who she seemed to greet with familiarity, and my blood boiled under my skin while my wolf snarled in warning. He was fucking huge, and there’s no way he was human. In fact, I was pretty sure I’d seen him before.
Was he the reason she never tried to find me?
They walked into the carpark, approaching his truck, and I stealthily rested the phone on the steering wheel like I was reading a message before snapping a picture of the two of them and sending it to Miles.
Archer:
Do we know this guy?
My phone dinged instantly as Miles slid into Detective Beta mode.
Miles:
Tobias Perry, a centurion from the Fortis Pack. He was at the last council meeting.
Miles:
Should I comment on the stalking…?
Archer:
Fuck off. Any reason he’d be in town?
Miles:
Aside from a date with your girl?
Asshole, that was uncalled for.
I started up the truck as the two of them pulled out of the parking lot and followed from a distance until they pulled up at a diner nearby. I parked as close as I could to the front window, silently thanking the Fates as they picked a table near the front where I had a decent view of them.
I couldn’t see what they were saying, but I could at least make out their body language. If Tobias kissed her, I’d gut him like a fish.
My phone lit up on the passenger seat next to me, and I reluctantly diverted my attention.
Miles:
My dad just called.
Archer:
And?
Miles:
Tobias called my dad a couple of hours ago asking why we hadn’t alerted the council to the fact that a shifter had moved onto neutral territory. Apparently she’s their Alpha’s niece, but they only found that out today.
How was that even possible? The Fortis Pack was legit. They were respectable wolves and far richer than our pack. Why wouldn’t they know about her? My little mate was a mystery wrapped in several more layers of mystery.
Miles:
I didn’t mention her connection to you.
Archer:
Anything else?
Miles:
Your dad will probably ream us both out for not mentioning her. Mine already ripped into me. You going to talk to her now?
I tossed my phone back on the passenger seat, refusing to dignify that with a response because I didn’t have a good answer. Or a bad answer. Or any answer. My head was beyond fucked up over the girl, and I hadn’t even met her yet.
Telling the Council — or my dad — about her presence here hadn’t even occurred to me. I hadn’t even spoken to her, but I sure as fuck didn’t want to share her attention with anyone else.
Knowing they’d just discovered a familial link between Wren and the Fortis Pack, this cozy little dinner date didn’t look quite so romantic. Both of them were sitting up straight in their chairs, not leaning towards each other, and seemed to be having a reasonably serious conversation judging by the focused expressions on their faces.
My wolf still felt threatened but had stopped howling enough that I could at least hear the surrounding noise outside the truck again. If I thought I was fucked up over this girl, my wolf was beyond repair.
They both ate a burger and fries for dinner, their conversation switching to lighter subjects as Wren laughed more often, setting my jealous wolf back off again. Fuck it. It wasn’t all my wolf’s jealousy; I wanted to claim every one of her laughs for my own.
Fortunately, they didn’t linger after dinner. I followed them back towards campus where Wren jumped out of his truck at the grocery store, rather than getting him to drive to her house, which I was relieved about. Until she disappeared into the darkness like a ghost, making me panic all over again. By the time I pulled up at her house, she had reached her doorstep and was letting herself inside, balancing a bulging back of groceries on her hip.
I didn’t know if I was furious or grateful that she’d inadvertently given me the slip. If I’d spotted her before she’d left, I would have insisted on giving her a ride home. Then she’d know who I was and it would all be over. Or beginning. Depending on how you looked at it, I guess.
Annoyed at myself, I drove back home in a daze, letting myself into the house without remembering how I got there. Shit. Exams were over. The semester was done. Usually, I’d be halfway back to Audax Pack territory by now. My wolf howled mournfully at the prospect of spending time away from Wren and I banged my head a couple of times on the steering wheel.
What a fucking mess.
✽✽✽
 
I needed a fix. A hit. I was an addict for this girl I’d never talked to. It felt like the coffee shop was barely open now the semester had ended, which put a serious dent in the hours I had available to stare at Wren — she barely left the house when she wasn’t working. It made me angsty not having eyes on her at all times. Especially without schoolwork to distract me.
“Couldn’t you just, oh I don’t know, talk to her?” Miles sighed. We were sitting in the cab of the truck in the driveway. I’d already cut the engine. This was our third failed attempt to drive back to pack territory this week.
My wolf wasn’t having it. He didn’t want to leave Wren. I’d tried to convince Miles to go without me — he deserved to spend some time with his family — but he steadfastly refused. Loyal to a fault.
“You don’t have to stay,” I reminded him again, blowing out a long breath as my wolf receded, satisfied we weren’t leaving.
“Because it wouldn’t raise any questions if I went home without you,” he said wryly, opening his door. He knew the drill. He’d go inside and kill time while I stalked Wren like a serial killer.
I couldn’t approach her now. Winter was a crazy time in the pack — the Tiberius feast, the mated couples all entering their heat cycles, then the Lupercalia in February… It’d be weird doing all that stuff coupled up. Too serious. Like going from 0 to 100 on the commitment scale in the space of a week.
No, it was better I didn’t approach her yet.
Wren was already leaving work by the time I got there. I watched to make sure she got home okay before returning to the house, jaw twitching that I’d only gotten a short glimpse of her today.
“So?” Miles asked, standing in the living room, waiting for me. “Did you talk to her?”
“Not yet.”
I dropped my keys on the table and turned to face Miles, taking him in properly. His arms were crossed, but his posture was tense, muscles coiled, feet hip-width apart. My eyes narrowed on his and he met my gaze defiantly, gritting his teeth against the discomfort.
“What are you doing, Miles?” I drawled, matching his stance.
“Dad told me about your mother.”
My stomach dropped, but I kept my face a mask of indifference. “So you thought you’d challenge me for my place? Worried about my faulty genetics?”
“No, dumbass,” Miles snapped, voice rising as he struggled to rein in his anger. “I don’t give a flying fuck about your genetics. What’s going on with your mom is a tragedy and while I understand why you didn’t tell me about it, I’m your best friend, and it goddamn hurts.”
Guilt pricked at my conscience. My wolf’s need for superiority had won out over my human need to confide in my best friend. I couldn’t pin it all on my wolf though. It had been my call.
“So, what’s your deal then? I can feel your wolf raging,” I sighed, emotionally spent, as I moved towards the fridge to get a beer.
“He’s worried about his current Luna and worried about his future Luna!” Miles snapped, running both hands through his hair.
“What?” I asked in surprise, turning back to him.
“Fates, Arch, can’t you see it? My wolf recognizes you — has always recognized you — as our future Alpha. Therefore, to him, your fated mate is his future Luna. He’s honor-bound to protect both of you. You’re splitting his loyalties with your bullshit.”
Fuck.
“I’d never challenge you over the shit your mom is going through, man, but if you keep this up with Wren, I might have to challenge you for the good of the pack. It’s goddamn agony having my wolf struggle like this, and I won’t stand by while the rest of them go through it too just because you are too fucking immature to commit.”
Without waiting for a response, he stormed out the front door, slamming it shut behind him. I let him go. He’d let his wolf out and probably run the perimeter as close as he could get to Wren’s house without scenting it, protecting her while she slept. He’d been doing it more often recently and, judging by the black smudges under his eyes, it was taking its toll.
The beer in my hand no longer had any appeal. I shoved it back in the fridge, dropping to the couch and resting my head in my hands.
If I approached Wren now, she’d think I only did it because I was jealous of Tobias. Which I absolutely was, but it’s not like that would be the only motivator for me staking my claim.
As if my night couldn’t get any worse, my phone started buzzing in my pocket and I knew without a doubt who it was. Again.
“Son.” Dad’s voice clipped as soon as I picked up the phone.
“Dad.”
“I thought you may have forgotten how to answer your phone.” Dad’s voice was cold, full of barely restrained anger.
“I’ve been busy.” I scrubbed my hand down my face. Probably should have come up with a better excuse than that.
“During winter break, when all of your exams are over. This doesn’t have anything to do with the conversation Joe had with Tobias Perry of the Fortis Pack, does it? I’m sure you heard about it.”
“I heard,” I sighed.
“I don’t know why the girl was covering her scent, but she must have done an expert job if you didn’t realize she was living so close to you. Have you been trying to find her? Is that what has been keeping you so busy?”
I swear my heart stopped beating for a full second. He thought I didn’t know about her. I was not about to look a Get Out of Jail Free card in the mouth.
“She is good at covering her scent,” I said slowly, being selective about what questions I answered. I was still a little too afraid of my dad to lie. If anyone could smell a lie through the phone, it was Alpha Ellery. “I don’t know why she’s hiding.”
“It’s not something you need to concern yourself with, apparently she’s Alpha Calvin’s niece. She’s under their protection now.”
I bit back the urge to growl, my chest aching from the effort. Fuck. That. She was under my protection. She was mine to protect.
“You’ve stayed away long enough, son, The feast is tomorrow, be back on pack territory early.” Dad continued, oblivious to my struggle, voice full of Alpha command that I wasn’t quite strong enough to fight off. “Flynn is looking forward to seeing you. The entire pack is. We’ve missed you and Miles.”
“Sure,” I choked out, my wolf howling in misery, knowing we’d be leaving Wren behind, but unable to disobey a direct command.
“Get some sleep,” Dad instructed. “I don’t want you driving tired. See you both tomorrow.”
✽✽✽
 
I didn’t drive. Miles drove while I sat, bent over double in the passenger seat, my wolf clawing viciously at my insides. The skin on my hands rippled, fur brushing uncomfortably at my flesh and claws pricking just under the surface.
“Please don’t shift in the truck,” Miles muttered. “Your wolf will shred me for taking you away from her.”
He was right. I rolled my neck and flexed my fingers, pushing him back, willing myself to stay in control. This was the right thing to do. Dad had ordered me home. I had a responsibility to my pack to spend time with them. I needed to see how my mom was doing. Flynn needed me.
The fated mate stuff could wait. It wasn’t a good time, anyway. She had a lot on her plate already with finding out about her extended family.
She’d still be there after winter break, I promised my wolf. I’d sort it out then.
Miles gave me a judgy look out of the corner of his eye, like he knew exactly what I was thinking.
“You won’t be able to hide this from your dad,” he pointed out, like a masochist. My wolf was ready to lunge at him already. “Your wolf is so close to the surface, the entire pack will feel him. And you’re a fucking wreck,” he added as an afterthought.
“My wolf won’t be as angry when we get to Audax territory,” I replied through gritted teeth. Miles looked doubtful, but I was confident. He wouldn’t be angry. He’d be mournful. It was just a few days, though. No big deal.
“I’m going to generously bet it takes ten minutes for your dad to figure out there’s something wrong. And about twenty seconds after that to figure out what it is,” Miles announced. I sat back up, tipping my head back against the headrest and breathing heavily.
“Shut up.”
Blessedly, he did. We made the 90-minute trip in almost silence. Me, wrestling with my wolf. Miles, judging the hell out of me, based on the looks I was getting.
He parked the truck outside my cabin, which was at the very edge of our border and accessible by car, unlike the rest of the territory. As predicted, my wolf had gone from raging to howling mournfully the moment we passed into Audax territory.
“Go ahead,” I said to Miles, nodding at the steep expanse of forest that lay between my cabin and the central buildings. He’d cover the ground easily on four legs, but I wasn’t willing to shift. Wren was all my wolf could think about, we’d be back on campus by the time I grabbed the reins.
Miles gave me a searching look before moving towards the edge of the clearing. He stripped and shifted, and I moved towards his wolf who was hesitating next to the trees.
“I’ll be fine, buddy. Go see your family,” I reassured the white and gray wolf in a soothing tone, rubbing his head as he butted against my hand. He chuffed once before heading up the mountain, leaving me on my own.
✽✽✽
 
“It’s good to have you home, son,” my father said softly, rubbing the spot in his chest where the connection to Mom’s wolf sat. He’d been rubbing at it like he was easing an ache ever since she got sick. We’d been sitting together in his office for five minutes, and he hadn’t stopped once.
“It’s hard on Flynn not having you around. With your mother, you know…” he trailed off. “Not that I want you to come home. It’s important for you and Miles to have this experience and bring the knowledge you gain back to the pack. I’ll be ensuring your brother does the same, next year.”
Guilt gnawed at my insides. Miles and I had dreamed of going to college since we were pups. We’d worked on convincing the Alpha, Beta and Pack Elders for years to work with the Council to make this happen. But it was all before Mom got sick last year. Spending time away at college didn’t fill me with the same satisfaction as it did before. It just made me feel sad, selfish, and guilty.
That seemed to be my permanent state of being now.
“I could defer,” I said hesitantly. “Maybe I’m better off being home right now.” I closed my eyes for a moment, holding back a shudder as my wolf’s rage ripped through me.
“No,” Dad’s voice brooked no room for argument and he gave me a sharp shake of his head. “This is an important opportunity for you and the pack. Besides, I keep hoping you’ll come across your fated mate out there in the big wide world.”
His tone was teasing, but the blood drained from my face nonetheless. I had really hoped this topic of conversation wouldn’t come up.
“Son? I can smell your nerves.” Dad’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. There’s a reason he was the Alpha. This was not a man to be trifled with.
Fucking Miles. I didn’t even make it ten minutes.
“You’ve already found her,” he surmised, filling in my silence. “Yet, she isn’t here, you never mentioned her, you don’t have a claiming mark...”
Where had all the oxygen gone? Why was it so hot in here?
Dad barked a harsh laugh that had no humor in it. “Fates. It’s the mysterious she-wolf living in Carson, isn’t it? Alpha Calvin’s niece. A lie of omission is still a lie, Archer.”
My wolf whined as my Dad turned the full force of his Alpha disapproval on me. My eyes dropped to the ground, and I subconsciously tilted my head to the side, offering him my throat.
I wouldn’t be challenging him for Alpha any time soon.
Dad strolled over to the study door, leaning out slightly to call for Miles and his father, Joe. He didn’t yell — he didn’t need to, they’d hear him. Dad lowered himself into the armchair opposite me, leaning back with his elbows resting on the arms of the chair and fingers steepled in front of him. It was a posture meant to intimidate, to put me in my place as the lesser ranking wolf I was.
Archer’s Dad had left the building. The man in front of me was all Alpha Ellery.
Miles and Joe entered the room a few minutes later, pulling the door shut behind them. Miles took in the scene in front of him, and I caught a whiff of his nervousness.
“Miles. Join Archer on the couch,” Dad said, his eyes still on me. Joe silently took up his usual position at Dad’s back, standing slightly to his right side. It was definitely a power play to sit us together in front of him. This wasn’t a conversation, it was an interrogation.
“How has it come to be that Archer has met his fated mate but has no traces of her or a claim on him?” Dad pondered out loud. Joe’s eyes narrowed on Miles and guilt churned uneasily in my stomach.
“I haven’t met her,” I ground out, annoyed that I was being forced into this conversation, and doubly annoyed that Miles was suffering because of it. “I just...know who she is.”
“You haven’t sought her out? How long have you known?” Dad asked, more perplexed than angry.
“A couple of months,” I said evasively. Dad let out a low growl that raised my hackles. “Why does it matter if I put off claiming her for a bit longer? I’ve been keeping an eye on her, and she’s not going anywhere.”
Miles stiffened next to me and shot me a disapproving look.
“Don’t be so selfish,” Dad snapped, and I reeled at his tone. He’d never directed his anger at me before. “This isn’t just some girl, some acquaintance, you can screw around with — she’s the other half of your soul, the one the Fates have created for you, as they designed you for her. Screw this up and you could do irreparable damage to the bond before it’s even in place.”
The vein in his forehead was protruding so far, I was worried it would burst.
“Not to mention the damage you could be doing to the girl.” Dad paused his tirade to take a deep breath. “What if she needs you? What if she’s suffering without you? You should also be thinking about your pack. She’s their future Luna,” Dad ranted, standing up to pace behind the armchair. Joe moved discreetly to the back of the room, giving my dad space.
Shame prickled down the back of my neck. Wren did need me. I’d gleaned that my mysterious mate was independent as hell and never relied on anyone for anything. But she also worked long hours, her clothes were too thin, and her eyes screamed exhaustion. In dealing with my shit, I’d all but disregarded her needs as well as my pack’s, and the effect my mating would have on them.
“She didn’t seek me out either,” I replied, though it was a weak defense. Wren was on her own, surrounded by humans. She may have been uncomfortable approaching two wolves.
Joe cleared his throat, and my dad stopped his pacing to listen to him. “Wren’s mother is Heather Calvin. Or she was a Calvin; she’s mated now of course.”
Dad groaned. “So she’s probably never heard of a fated mate.”
“What?” I swear the ground dropped out from under me. “How is that possible?”
“Heather Calvin was the Alpha’s daughter at the Fortis Pack, we came across her a few times when we were younger at Council events,” Joe explained uncomfortably.
“She ran away when she was sixteen and ended up involved with the Azymus Pack in California. It was a big scandal. The Alpha’s son, Daniel Calvin, ended up challenging his father and taking over the pack. His parents were grieving Heather’s disappearance, they couldn’t keep up their duties.”
Miles made a strangled noise in the back of his throat. Fates. We had no relationship with the Azymus Pack. They reckoned they’d found some enlightened approach to mating and pack hierarchy, and that we — and most other packs — were barbarians.
An ugly feeling crawled over my skin. Wren could do better than me. She deserved a mate who didn’t fuck around.
It was a crying shame that I would never let her go.
Dad’s phone started beeping, and he silenced it after a quick glance. “I have to go. It’s time for me to check on my mate. You know, my beautiful, fated lover, and best friend who has been my constant companion these past twenty-two years. The woman who I am privileged to support in her time of need as she always did for me.”
He strode out of the room without a backwards glance. Dad’s words found their mark. They made me question everything I’d ever assumed about myself. Was I fit to be Alpha one day and take care of an entire pack when I’d ignored my soulmate? When I’d put my  wants and desires above those of the pack?
Joe heaved a sigh and gave me a long look.
“Say whatever it is you want to say, I’m sure I deserve it,” I groused.
“Tobias assured us we didn’t need to worry about Wren Marques because they had invited her to spend time with the Fortis Pack over winter break and were hoping to convince her to stay permanently.”
“What the fuck?” I growled, exploding out of my seat.
“We don’t know that she’ll go, her wolf is probably riding her like crazy too,” Miles cut in, speaking in a soothing tone.
I wasn’t confident about that. Or maybe she didn’t give a flying fuck because that’s how it felt most of the time. I mean, yes, she looked tired, but she didn’t look like she was pining.
“Besides, what would you care if she decided to join the Fortis Pack? It’s not like you’ve expressed any interest in claiming her before,” he added bitterly.
“That’s not true,” I growled. I hadn't expressed an interest in claiming her, but I had expressed an interest in her.
“Sort it out,” Joe sighed. “I need to run perimeter checks. The pack is expecting you both here for the feast.”
The warning in his voice was clear. Be there.
I walked over to the bar and poured myself and Miles a generous glass of whiskey. He’d take it as the peace offering I intended it to be.
“How much do you know about the Azymus Pack?” Miles asked hesitantly. His knowledge of other packs was almost encyclopedic.
“Tell me everything you know. Fates knows I’ll need every tool I can get my hands on to fix this mess.”
“Your mess,” Miles pointed out, gratefully accepting the whiskey.
“My mess,” I agreed, pacing the same steps that my father had a few moments ago.
“You’re not gonna like it, man.” Miles sighed. “The Azymus Pack is big on arranged matings and they isolate themselves from any packs who don’t prescribe to the same theories. They’re super wealthy though, so whatever brought Wren to Carson to work brutal shifts at a coffee shop… it can’t be good.
“Usually wolves born into packs like that don’t leave. They grow up and go into matings arranged for alliances or territory between like-minded packs.”
I could hear my blood rushing in my ears. She couldn’t already be mated — her scent wouldn’t have called to me if she was, and there was no claiming mark. Did they try to push her into an arranged mating? Had she been in danger this whole time?
The idea of not being surrounded by fated couples was foreign to me. The Audax Pack members traveled far and wide for the opportunity to meet the one person the Fates had deemed theirs.
“Anything else?” I asked through clenched teeth.
Miles gave me an appraising look. “No other hard facts. I’ve been running perimeter checks most nights and I don’t think she’s let her wolf out since she arrived in Carson.”
“If she’s been avoiding me for whatever reason, she may not want to risk giving control to her wolf,” I pointed out. It was why I hadn’t shifted in weeks. My wolf would hunt her down the second I gave him the chance.
“Perhaps,” Miles mused. “Or if she’s a lone wolf now, she may be concerned about going feral. Or worried we’d fight her for territory. Lone shifters have tough existences.”
I blew out a long breath and took a swig of whiskey. “I have to go back to campus, I can’t stay here all of winter break with this hanging over my head. I need to talk to her. If she’s not at her house, I’ll drive to Fortis Pack lands.”
“We can’t leave the night of the feast on a wild goose chase. We can’t,” he reiterated when my growling intensified. “The pack would see it as an insult. Stay for the celebration, and we’ll head out straight after.”
I scraped my hand over my face. Logically, I knew he was right. The pack would be offended if I bailed before the Tiberinus feast. They might be more understanding if I returned with my mate, but I doubted it would be that simple. If the Fates had got it right, if she really was a dominant future Luna…
She’d probably make a throw rug out of my fur when she found out what I’d done. At least I could keep her warm from the grave.
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Chapter 8
Wren
 
My fingers flexed, palms sliding against the silky sheets as I tested the grip he had on my hands. He growled, his muscular chest rumbling against my back, his body covering mine. Pinning me. Sheltering me. His thrusts were slow, almost lazy, but every movement was precisely controlled. I moaned, trying to buck up against him, but I couldn’t move an inch in this position, by design. He wanted me to take only what he’d give me. To be patient and make my reward all the sweeter.
“Harder,” I breathed. He nipped my shoulder with his teeth, hard enough to leave a mark. I almost sobbed at how good it felt.
His hands curled over mine, our fingers still intertwined. It felt intimate. It was intimate. I’d exposed my back. His teeth grazed against the juncture of my neck, yet I felt no fear. Just exquisite, agonizing desire.
Fucking him was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Or I should say, him fucking me while I lay here gratefully accepting everything he was giving me at his own pace. Why didn’t that frustrate me more?
I was so wet, I could feel it on my thighs. I wasn’t embarrassed, though. If anything, I was proud. I knew how much he appreciated my responsiveness.
“Madison! You better be packing!” Ella’s frustrated yell cut through my delicious dream. I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to get my breathing under control. I sounded like I was having an asthma attack.
Fates, that was an intense one. The dreams weren’t a new thing, but they were getting increasingly… cozy. They were still sexy, but they weren’t just sex.
I didn’t want to think too hard about that. I didn’t need to resort to interpreting my dreams to know I was lonely.
“MADISON!” Ella bellowed. It worked better than an ice-cold shower. I climbed out of bed, pulling a hoodie and woolen socks over my pajamas.
Busy. I needed to keep myself busy. Fortunately, I’d stopped by the grocery store to prepare for this very scenario. I piled my hair up in a messy bun and made my way down to the kitchen to take out my feelings on some innocent baked goods.
Winter break had been weird all round. I’d had more time off work than I was used to, which meant more time in my head. It was a place I did my best to avoid as much as possible.
I’d taken a few days off work to visit the Fortis Pack and meet these supposed grandparents of mine, but every time I thought about going, my wolf tried to rip me to shreds from the inside. In the past, she’d always pushed me to leave wherever I’d settled, I didn’t understand why she was so attached to Carson.
Especially when there was a pack that might be willing to take me, given the family connection. Perhaps it had been so long, she’d forgotten what it meant to be part of a pack.
I spread out around the kitchen, pulling out the ingredients for sugar cookies. Baking wasn’t my strong suit, and shifters didn’t celebrate Christmas, but Christmas cookies were a tradition I could get on board with.
I’d done nothing but cook in my off time. Two hours passed in a blur as I obsessed over the exact shape of the cookies and the shade of icing I wanted to use. Red and green? No, too obvious. Maybe white and silver. If I was focused on baking, I wasn’t thinking about my dinner with Tobias, or the jacket that had mysteriously turned up, or the wolves on campus that were avoiding me, or my mother’s email, or my wolf’s weird behavior.
“Wren? We have to head out now,” Madison called, leaning against the doorjamb. “Are you sure you won’t come home with us? Our parents wouldn’t mind and we’ll be so sad without you. I’ll be the most sad.”
“Go, spend some time with your family. Take some cookies with you,” I replied, gesturing at the tower of containers on the counter and letting a little command seep into my voice. My patience was paper thin, and I needed to put some emotional distance between all the humans who were angling for a place in my non-existent pack and myself.
“Wow, are you sure? Thanks, Wren. Our family will love these. You’re so talented,” she gushed, grabbing four boxes. The tree-shaped cookies had turned out particularly nicely. “We can come back if you change your mind, just call us. Whenever you want.”
“Enjoy the break,” I replied with a tight smile. Cam had left straight after exams finished and I was eager for some time in the house alone.
Fortunately, Cam had a natural lone-wolf disposition and didn’t require much encouragement to leave. The girls had needed hours of assurance that it was okay for them to go home. A good pack didn’t leave members on their own. They were worried about me.
“You too, Wren. We’ll call you! We’ll miss you! Let us know if you change your mind!” Ella yelled as she slammed the front door behind them, making me wince. Humans were so unnecessarily loud.
I needed some peace and quiet to think. To figure out what to do.
How could I visit Fortis Pack if my wolf was holding me hostage in Carson?
It was already too late to take a bus to get there in time for the feast tonight. Part of me was relieved that decision had been taken out of my hands. I was tempted to go — curiosity about these mysterious grandparents of mine had occupied my mind all day — but I felt weird joining in some pack’s celebration when I didn’t know them.
Besides, maybe it wasn’t a big deal to them to discover another grandkid, but meeting them was a huge deal for me. I wanted our first interaction to be something more sedate than a drunken feast. Alcohol brought out the worst in both humans and wolves. While Tobias seemed sane and normal, my mother was a bitch and I didn’t have all that much faith in the people who had raised her.
I boxed up an enormous container of the best-looking cookies just in case my wolf chilled out enough for me to take my grandparents up on their offer, and leaned my hip against the counter, flexing my fingers to ease the cramp from holding the piping bag.
Maybe her hesitation stemmed from imposter syndrome. I couldn’t keep pretending to be a human on pack territory.
After two years denying my wolf, I wasn’t sure how she’d respond to being around a pack. She’d been morose today. While living in Carson had settled something in her, it had also made her moodier than she’d ever been before.
The silence of the house seemed to echo around me. When was I ever home alone for more than a couple of hours? It had never happened since I left Azymus Pack. I moved through the house and let myself out onto the front porch. After the mad rush of cars leaving town this morning, the streets were uncommonly quiet. It was a sweet relief and entirely unsettling. There were always humans around.
I didn’t put much stock in the Fates, but maybe they were on my side for once. Maybe this was them giving me an opportunity.
Giving my wolf an opportunity.
I waited until it got dark before slipping out of the house, wearing a pair of black leggings, a long black hoodie, and black ballet flats. I’d be freezing in my skin, but the less stuff I had to carry, the better. I wasn't entirely sure this was the right decision, but it seemed like an inevitable one.
Carson was quieter than it ever had been, with so many students out of town for winter break. There was a wooded area on the other side of campus that would definitely be deserted this time of night, especially in this weather.
I could totally do this. It would be fine. She'd let me come back.
Silently, I moved among the trees, going as deep into the forested area as I could. The ground was covered in a blanket of snow. It felt like slush under my feet, easily soaking through my thin ballet shoes. It didn’t really snow in Carson like I thought it would, which was kind of disappointing, though it made the air feel fresh and crisp. The trees weren’t as dense as I would have liked, and the moonlight reflecting off the snowy ground made me feel even more exposed, but I couldn’t scent anyone outside. It would have to do.
Stripping out of my clothes, I folded them neatly in a pile at the base of a tree and took a few calming breaths, trying to ignore the guilt that was clawing at my insides. No matter how justified I felt my actions were, I’d been my wolf’s jailer for the past two years, keeping her locked away because it suited me.
I encouraged my wolf to rise to the surface and for the first time in a long time; I didn’t fight her. I cringed as my bones broke and shifted into place, gritting my teeth against the now unfamiliar pain. My jaw ached as it extended, my scalp prickling as long hair morphed into short fur. As quickly as it began, the pain stopped. My sharpened vision took in the surrounding trees from a much lower vantage point.
My wolf was relieved as I sat back and ceded control, but her melancholy mood didn’t abate. She gave the trees a cursory sniff, before trotting through the woods with an apparent goal in mind. I didn’t try to take over, she’d earned a little time in the driver’s seat, and we were still well hidden for now.
She sniffed at trees and patches of ground as she went, picking up the scent of the other two wolves who lived in Carson. There was no growling, no displays of territorialism. Her apathy made me anxious. What had Tobias called those wolves? The Audax wolves? Maybe I should have asked him about them at dinner. He’d seemed surprised that they hadn’t contacted me.
Eventually my wolf emerged through the treeline, nudging at a loose wooden slat in a fence until she could wriggle underneath it. Alarmed, I tried to regain control, but she growled in warning, insisting on busting into this person’s backyard. When I stopped fighting her, I realized that this must be where the two wolves lived — their scent was all over this place, with scratch marks covering every surface.
Are you fucking with me? I was practically screaming at my wolf internally. It was one thing to defend her own turf, but a whole different issue to trespass on someone else's. The only saving grace was their scent was faint. They weren't here. My wolf seemed to realize that too. It... upset her. What the heck is going on? So she did miss having a pack? Was that the issue?
It was a spartan space. The fenced-in backyard was rectangular, with a small shed in the corner, and a porch off the back of the house that had a two-person bench on it. It was tidy, but not particularly homey. Wolves usually attempted to make their space their own, the utilitarian feel was odd.
Surprisingly, my wolf didn’t try to cover the other scents with her own. She wandered from tree to tree, circled the shed, even sniffed around the bench on the back porch, but didn’t rub up against anything. She didn’t seem offended by the presence of other scents here either. Just… sad. Baffled, I didn’t fight her. Whatever she was doing, it was obviously important to her.
My wolf howled mournfully before trotting back to the center of the lawn, laying down on her belly, resting her head on her front paws and closing her eyes.
Shit, I thought as I felt myself grow drowsy. Please let me be alone when I wake up.
✽✽✽
 
I had no idea what time it was when I woke up, but I was still very much in my fur, curled up in a ball in the middle of some random wolves' yard. They hadn't returned yet, hopefully that meant they were gone for the entire break. If so, my scent would be long gone from their yard by the time they got back. They need never know I was here.
For some reason, I didn’t much like that thought.
Tentatively, I communicated to my wolf we had to leave. That it wasn't safe for us here. She whined, settling herself stubbornly back on the ground. We have to go. We need to go to our territory. Not safe.
She growled, and with great reluctance, I shoved my human side forward, forcing the shift. It was less comfortable for both of us that way, but we'd lingered here too long already. The surrounding houses were dark, and I was confident it was the middle of the night, but the neighbors could still look in and see a wolf curled up in the yard. That would raise some questions.
Possibly not as many questions as a naked woman standing in someone’s backyard, though.
I cursed quietly, darting down the length of the yard and carefully prying the slats of the fence until I found the loose one. It wasn’t actually loose, I now realized. It was on a hinge. It wasn’t one slat either, but a row of them, all meticulously attached into a makeshift gate. The wolves that live here must use it as a shortcut to get into the woods. The wolves who lived here must be enormous, I thought uneasily, passing through the vast gap.
I inhaled and took in my surroundings, grateful that I appeared to be the only one out here at this time of my night. I set out into the woods at a run, eager to find my clothes as soon as possible. Aside from the questions that being naked out here would raise if someone found me, it was fucking freezing. The snow felt agonizing against my feet and the frigid air whipped at my skin as I ran. I clamped my jaw tightly together to stop my teeth from chattering.
Hope you're happy, I thought bitterly at my wolf. Couldn't have just taken me back to my clothes like I asked her to.
Fortunately, my clothes were where I left them, though they were soaked, frozen, and hell to put on. The ballet flats did nothing to protect my feet, but I shoved them on, anyway. I followed the woods as close as I could get to my house, only moving onto the sidewalk at the last minute. The streetlights were on, but the houses were dark, and I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding when I finally made it to my front porch and let myself into the silent house.
I took a second to lean back against the front door, inhaling deeply and letting my heart rate return to normal before heading upstairs for a hot shower, stripping off my cold, sodden clothes as I went.
I had shifted.
I had actually shifted. It may have taken two years, but I not only managed to shift, I shifted back. Maybe my wolf would still go feral. Maybe that’s why she’d been drawn to the other wolves’ property, but it hadn’t happened yet. I wasn’t feral.
Yet.
The hot spray of the shower penetrated my freezing skin, defrosting the cold that felt like it had set into my bones. I tipped my head back, letting the water run through my waist-length hair and reaching for the shampoo. I was too wired to sleep — plenty of time to wash my mass of hair. I frowned as I realized my wolf’s mood hadn’t lifted at all. If anything, it was worse. Those wolves not being there had disappointed her.
There are wolves to play with at the Fortis Pack.
And family to meet.
There were no howls of objection, no raking claws against my insides. No response from her at all.
Right, to the Fortis Pack we go.
I didn’t feel great taking advantage of her sudden bout of depression to get out of Carson, but she obviously needed the interaction with other shifters, and I was curious about my mom’s family. We needed this. Maybe I could spend some more time in my fur on their territory, perhaps even run with them. A little wolfy time with some wolfy friends might be the solution I was looking for. Ever since I’d come to Carson, my wolf had switched rapidly between contentment, agitation, and desolation. Her mood swings were giving me whiplash.
I rinsed the shampoo out of my hair before shutting off the shower, dried myself, wrapped my hair in a towel and pulled on my robe. My phone was still sitting on the dresser in my room where I’d left it. I grabbed it, looking up the bus schedule to Huntingdon and booking a ticket for six am, three hours’ time.
With no one else in the house to consider, I blasted my hair dryer and brushed out the mass of knots that my hair had turned into after the brisk wind outside had blown it around. Hair dry, I laid my head back on my pillow, physically exhausted but overcome with emotions. Let me sleep, I begged my wolf. Sleep had been scarce since I’d been on my own — it went against my nature to let myself be vulnerable without a pack around to protect me — but it had been near impossible these past few months.
I forced my eyes shut and concentrated on taking deep, even breaths until the tumble of emotions from my wolf and my fears about visiting the Fortis Pack morphed into hazy fantasies of a faceless blonde wolf, built like a tank, burying his head between my thighs, and sleep took me.
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Chapter 9
Archer
 
Wren’s silky black hair fanned out over my pillow, her teeth sinking into her plush bottom lip as she stared up at me with hooded eyes, hazy with lust. She writhed beneath me, bucking her hips, tempting me closer. That wasn’t how this worked, though. I was taking my time, exploring, savoring. I leaned down, biting her lightly on the swell of her breast. Patience.
I trailed kisses down her toned stomach, leaving a love bite on each hip, before making my way to the juncture of her thighs. She was clenching them, rubbing them together, trying to find some relief. No, no, that wouldn’t do. I growled in warning, pushing her knees apart so I could claim my prize. Fuck, she smelled delicious.
“Archer.” My dad’s commanding voice coming through my bedroom door had my boner deflating like a leaky balloon.
“I’m awake,” I replied, clearing my throat.
“We can’t delay the feast another night. Go find your mother, maybe she’ll shift back for you.” The last words were muttered so quietly, I barely caught them.
“I’m on it,” I sighed, rolling out of bed in my childhood bedroom in the main pack house. Normally, I stayed in my cabin on the border, but after Dad postponed the Tiberinus feast last night because Mom had disappeared into the depths of the mountainside, he’d ordered me to stay at the main house with him and Flynn. Probably worried I’d bail on the pack to drive to Fortis Pack territory and find Wren.
It was a valid concern. Miles and I had planned to leave last night. The delay was riding both my wolf and me hard.
I pulled on my jeans, a too-small shirt and socks I’d borrowed from Flynn, and my shoes and jacket. I’d head to the dining hall first and have breakfast with the pack before I started searching the territory for Mom on two legs. It would take longer, but if I shifted, my wolf would turn tail and head west towards the campus before I could stop him.
I wasn’t sure I’d even try.
Breakfast was always a buffet table of toast, preserves, fruit and cereal served in the dining hall. Thank the Fates. No one could screw that up.
I piled up my plate with jam-covered toast and sat down next to my brother at the head table. It was just the two of us at the table — most of the hall was empty since it was the end of the breakfast hour.
“How goes it, big brother?” Flynn asked, briefly glancing at me in between shoveling cheerios into his mouth. He was almost as big as me now, in a couple of years we’d be evenly matched. His hair was light brown, more like Dad’s, with streaks of dark blonde in it. He’d always preferred to keep it long, tying it back in a man bun that I loved to give him shit about. Like me, Flynn had Mom’s pale blue eyes. There was no mistaking that we were brothers.
“Dad asked me to go find Mom, try to get her to shift back.”
Flynn grunted, shoving in another mouth of cereal.
“You don’t seem very optimistic about my chances.”
“No offense, Arch, but I’ve always been her favorite son, and she’s never shifted back for me.”
I barked a laugh. I’d forgotten what a little shitstirrer Flynn could be. He was seventeen now, he’d been fourteen when I left for college. I felt like I had to get to know him all over again as an adult.
“I’m not optimistic either,” I admitted keeping my voice low.
“Dad’s hoping that because she hasn’t seen you in a while, it’ll trigger her memory or something,” Flynn explained, pushing his bowl away and leaning back in his chair with his arms behind his head.
“Maybe it’ll work,” he added hesitantly. As he got older and stronger, he and his wolf would find it easier to outright disagree with his Alpha, but he wasn’t quite there yet.
“Do you spend a lot of time with her?” I asked, starting on my fourth piece of toast.
“As much as I can without it looking… suspicious,” Flynn replied, looking uncomfortable. My gut churned uneasily. I didn’t relish putting appearances ahead of Mom’s happiness either. “Dad used to keep her in the house in her fur, but she hates being confined.”
I nodded silently. My wolf snarled at the idea of being stuck in a house.
“So, what did you do to piss Dad off?” Flynn asked, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Usually he’s all about Archer when you’re home, but he’s barely spoken to you this trip.”
I hummed. I hadn’t planned on telling him about Wren until I was bringing her back here and introducing her in person. It felt shitty to keep it from him, though. We were keeping enough secrets.
“I found my fated mate,” I said carefully. “As you can see, she isn’t here.”
“You found her, not you met her?” Flynn asked, raising a brow at me. He was more astute than I gave him credit for.
“As soon as the feast is over, I plan on rectifying that.”
“Do you think she’ll be mad? Dad will be annoyed with you until you bring her back here, and I’m quite enjoying being the golden boy.”
I snorted. “You’ll get to bask in the glow of his approval for quite a bit longer yet. I better go. I can’t shift, my wolf is less keen on waiting until after the feast is over.”
Flynn gave me an understanding look that really emphasized how much he’d matured. His best friends, Kye and Zoe, were fated mates who at sixteen, had already been together for years. Flynn probably knew more about mates than I did.
“Head north,” he suggested. “Mom likes the caves when it’s cold out.”
I stood and clapped him on the shoulder before striding out of the dining hall. As I walked away I made a promise to myself to call my brother more often.
✽✽✽
 
I hiked through the undergrowth, slipping repeatedly on the mud and steep terrain. It would be nothing for my wolf to scale this slope, and I seriously considered shifting. I think he understood that we couldn’t be mad about the delay in going to Wren because Mom had vanished into the most isolated part of the territory and we needed to find her.
I’m pretty sure Mom was running from me at this point, she kept slipping just out of my line of sight. It was probably a great game to her wolf.
The pack had been understanding about delaying the Tiberinus dinner because we’d told them Mom was unwell, which had enough truth in it for them not to sense the lie. Mom had never missed this feast before, and I could tell Dad was struggling with the idea of her missing this one.
I wasn’t optimistic though. She’d only shifted back once since the start of the semester, and only for two days. Even when she was ‘here’, she wasn’t. She’d sit in the front room of the Alpha’s house, in full view of the main clearing which got the most foot traffic. I suspect it was Dad’s way of showing the pack that Mom was still there, that she was fine. She wasn’t though. Mom never spoke and her eyes were unfocused, absent, whenever she was in her skin.
If Dad seriously thought the pack hadn’t noticed anything, he was insane. They may not be asking questions, but I was sure they had them.
The snapping of twigs and rustling of leaves just over the next rise alerted me to her presence, and I groaned internally. My restless, furious wolf had given me maybe an hour of peace last night where I got some sleep. I was exhausted, yet wired. Irritated. Consumed with thoughts of Wren.
I dragged my body up over the rise, pulling myself to my full height as the warning snarl of an irritated she-wolf greeted me.
Taking my life into my hands, I sat cross-legged on the ground, showing the gray wolf I wasn’t a threat to her, giving her the advantage.
“Hey Mom.”
The wolf’s pale blue eyes, so like my own, assessed me, sizing me up. She didn’t move, but she didn’t growl either.
“It’s winter break so I’ve come back from school for a few days,” I continued in a soothing, friendly tone. “Actually, not a few days. I was supposed to leave yesterday. I found my fated mate.”
I paused, glancing up at her. This time last year my mom, in her skin, would have screamed in excitement, notifying the whole pack that I’d met my mate. I could almost feel her hugs — slim arms not quite able to wrap around me anymore, her shaking silent laughter as she commented on how I wasn’t her little baby anymore, while I would  swat  her wild blonde hair out of my face as it tickled my nose.
It used to drive me crazy the way she insisted on hugging me all the time.
I’d give anything for just one more hug like that.
“Her name is Wren Marques.” My voice was hoarse, throat tight with an emotion I didn’t know how to name. “She’s so beautiful, Mom. Fucking breathtaking, you know? She’s got this long black hair and smooth brown skin, and her eyes. They’re like liquid gold. She’s the most incredible woman I’ve ever seen.”
The wolf moved closer, whining sympathetically. My mom and her wolf had always been crazy in tune with other people’s emotions. It’s part of what made her such a beloved Luna.
“I might have screwed it up though. I always thought I’d have all this time to myself. College was meant to be about me and Miles having fun, letting loose before we took on pack responsibilities. I wasn’t ready to meet my mate yet. Or I didn’t think I was ready.”
The wolf howled slightly, walking directly up to me to nuzzle her head against my shoulder. I held out my hand for her to brush against before burying it in the fur around her neck.
“So now I need to go fix my fuck up and convince her I’m not a totally worthless mate,” I summarized. “But first we need to have the Tiberinus feast, because it’s one of the most important dates on the calendar for the pack and they’ll be devastated if we cancel it. We postponed it last night because we all really want you to be there, Mom. We’ve never had one without you.”
She looked at me without a trace of recognition in her eyes, far more animal than human.
“Can you come back, Mom? For the feast? Ideally forever, but I’ll take whatever you can give.”
The animal whined, shoving against my still hand, encouraging me to pet her again. I gave her what she wanted, using my free hand to rub my tight, aching chest. Dad sending me up here had been a fool’s errand. If she wouldn’t shift back for her mate, she wouldn’t shift back for anyone.
“I need to go now, Mom. I have to help at the feast. Maybe someone else can come up and hang out with you though. You can play with their wolf. That would be fun, right?” I asked softly, leaning in as she affectionately pushed her snout against my nose. “I’ll see what I can do.”
She sat back on her haunches, watching me go with observant eyes that didn’t hold a hint of sadness. That was okay. I had enough sadness for both of us.
I got down the mountain in half the time it took me to get up there, only to find Dad and Flynn waiting at the base of the slope for me.
“Did you find her?” Dad asked, straight to the point. He was still mad at me about the mess I’d made with Wren, it was written all over his face.
“I did.”
“Did you convince her to shift?”
“You know I didn’t,” I sighed. They were bonded. His wolf could sense hers. “What does she feel like to you? Through the bond?” I asked quietly, eyes darting around to make sure we couldn’t be overheard.
“Happy,” Dad replied, eyes filled with pain. “She’s a happy wolf, mostly. Lonely sometimes, when she’s on her own too long. That’s why I told Joe and Claudia. They spend time with her too. Flynn and I can’t do it all.”
“Dad—”
“I don’t say that to guilt you into coming home, son. It’s just a fact. The Rubios have been a big help. Claudia has been excellent with your mother.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak when my throat felt so thick. Miles’ mom was awesome. She and my mom had been best friends for two decades. She’d take care of Mom.
“I’ve already told the pack we’re going ahead with the feast tonight, they were devastated that I canceled it last night.”
“I hated leaving her,” I admitted to Dad. “She seemed so lonely.”
“I’ll stay with Mom, you guys go to the feast,” Flynn volunteered, already pulling off his jacket. Dad nodded solemnly. My baby brother shifted, and I felt another pang in my chest at seeing the man life had forced him into becoming before his time. While I’d been fucking around, living the high life at school, he’d been here, helping. Looking after Mom. Being the responsible one.
Fates, I was a prick. I vowed to do better by all of them — Mom, Dad, Flynn.
And Wren.
Dad and I entered the pack dining hall to cheers and applause. Most of the pack members were already drunk, which helped. Our entrance this year was nothing like our entrance last year as a family of four. I was barely in the door when Claudia shoved a bottle of wine in my hand, giving me a harried smile.
I’d never found it so difficult to be around my pack. Usually, being near them brought me peace and settled my wolf, but tonight it was excruciating. I wanted to get to Wren. I needed to know that she was okay.
But I couldn’t leave, because I had a responsibility to my pack. This was one of the most important pack traditions, we’d already put it off once.
I pasted on a forced grin as I made my way down the rows of tables, topping up everyone’s wine and fake laughing along at their good-natured ribbing. Dad and Joe were moving between the tables, distributing meat, while Miles and Claudia passed out bread rolls. One of the most important traditions of the feast was that the highest ranking members of the pack served everyone else.
I could hear Dad putting out the flimsy excuse that Mom wasn’t feeling well, and that Flynn was staying behind to look after her, relying on word of mouth to pass the news around. It was technically the truth, though Flynn was more of a playmate than a nursemaid.
“Audax wolves!” My father called over the ruckus, standing in the center of the room instead of at his usual spot at the head of the table. “Welcome to the annual Tiberinus feast, to honor the god that rescued our descendents, Romulus and Remus, from the Tiber River. Thank you to everyone who worked hard in the kitchens today to make this happen.”
I grimaced internally. The food sucked this year. Mom had always put on an amazing Tiberinus feast. The wolves in the kitchen were lost without her.
“And don’t forget to say hello to our scholars, who have joined us for winter break.” The excited howls and stamping feet of the pack cut off Dad’s less than enthusiastic welcome home.
“Eat! Drink! Enjoy one another’s company!” Dad bellowed over the roaring crowd, holding up one of the heavy goblets we pulled out for particularly rowdy parties.
“To the Audax Pack!”
“Audax Pack!” I echoed with the other two hundred wolves in the room. The sentiment felt hollow for the first time in my life. My wolf felt detached from the pack. His pack was first and foremost with his mate.
I sat myself between Kye, Flynn’s best friend whose mate Zoe was on his other side, and Louisa Scriven, the mother of one of our centurions on my right.
“How’s school, Archer?” Louisa asked cheerfully. “Wyatt would have loved to go to college, if it had been available to him when he was younger.”
I tuned out, having heard this exact speech every time I visited over the past couple of years. It wasn’t even true. Wyatt was the least bookish person I’d ever met. He was practically mated to his job as a centurion — probably because at thirty-five; he hadn’t found his fated mate yet.
“Girl problems?” Kye asked, leaning in close so we couldn’t be overheard.
“What gives you that idea?” I asked, a little taken off guard. He was only sixteen, but the kid was way more of a love expert than me. He worshipped the ground Zoe walked on.
“The look on your face.” He shrugged. “Is she your fated mate?”
I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. Fuck it. I wanted to talk about this.
“Yeah.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I’m going to go after her after the feast. It won’t go well.”
“Did you mess up?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I messed up.”
Kye nodded his head solemnly. “You’re the most alpha wolf I know aside from your dad, Archer. It’ll be tough for you.”
“What will?”
“Humbling yourself. She’ll never forgive you until you do.”
I mulled over his words as I pushed the grayish brown chunk of dry steak around my plate. Everything in me bristled at the idea of humbling myself for anyone. Dad had drilled into me my entire life the importance of demonstrating strength at all times. No one respected an Alpha who showed weakness. Wren was a Luna, I doubted she’d respect weakness either.
“I do hope your mother feels better soon,” Louisa said wistfully. “We miss her so much.” The sincerity was pouring off her as she nuzzled slightly into my side, seeking comfort as she thought of her Luna. Discomfort prodded at me. Hiding Mom’s condition felt wrong, deceitful.
Mom would hate it.
“Arch? Ready to get on the road?” Miles' voice cut through my uncomfortable thoughts. I’d barely touched the food on my plate, but looking down at the charred mess, I wasn’t that upset about it.
“You’re leaving?” Louisa asked, a slight whine in her voice that was all wolf. My pack mates around the table made similarly distressed noises.
“Miles and I need to head back to Carson,” I announced to the surrounding wolves, keeping my tone as soothing as possible. “I wish we could stay longer, but this can’t wait. We’ll come back home for another visit as soon as we can.”
We walked through the rows of tables, hands reaching out to stroke at our arms or heads nuzzling against us as we went. Both leaving their scent on us and drawing strength from our presence.
“Son.” Dad was waiting by the exit with Joe on his right. “Joe has some news for you.”
“I checked in with Tobias Perry about how things were going with the she-wolf they’d discovered living in Carson,” Joe began. Fuck, I swear I forgot how to breathe for a second. “He said we didn’t need to worry, she was on Fortis Pack territory now.”
“Then that’s where we’re going,” I said with way more confidence than I felt. This didn’t bode particularly well for me. Maybe there was something between her and Tobias.
I wouldn’t have even been able to leave Carson if my dad hadn’t Alpha commanded me. She didn’t seem to be struggling with this nearly as much as I was.
“I’m sure I need not stress to you the importance of diplomacy on this trip. The Fortis Pack has always been allies of ours. I intend to keep it that way.”
I inclined my head. “That goes without saying.”
Dad pursed his lips, glancing past me at the tables of celebrating pack members. “You’ve got to get this right, Arch.”
“No one wants to get it right more than I do, Dad.” I wasn’t sure if I would, but I was damn well going to give it my best shot. Miles and I had never visited another pack without one or both of our dads around to supervise, nor had we ever represented our pack at a Council event on our own.
Dad gave me a long look before he and Joe stepped aside for Miles and I to pass. It was a weird moment. Not quite a changing of the guard, but more like a glimpse into the future. Despite whatever reservations my dad had about my judgment, he was trusting me to do this.
Once outside, we stripped and shifted to get down the mountain as quickly as possible. Now we were heading towards Wren, rather than away from her, I had no qualms about letting my wolf out. He’d make sure we got there. He was desperate to know she was okay.
We practically flew down the mountainside, paws barely touching the dirt as we leaped over rocks and fallen logs, our wolves racing one another. I beat Miles by a hair, as always, and quickly shifted back to pull on the clothes I’d carried in my teeth.
“I’ll beat you one day,” Miles grumbled, pulling on his jeans.
“Maybe in a race,” I conceded because he was fucking fast. “Never in a fight, though.”
“Fair,” Miles agreed.
“How long is the drive to Fortis Pack?”
“Roughly nine hours,” Miles replied easily, having already done all the research. He was going to make a phenomenal Beta. Maybe I should tell him that sometime.
Nine hours? I’d never seen Wren drive. Neither she nor her roommates owned a car.
“How long on a bus?” I blanched, thinking of Wren traveling so far in such an uncomfortable mode of transport, surrounded by humans.
“Over ten, at least. With multiple transfers,” Miles admitted uneasily, giving me another disapproving look. He’d been full of those lately.
“What are you going to do if she doesn’t want to see you?” Miles asked curiously as I put the truck into gear, blasting the headlights into the pitch-black night.
“I know for a fact she doesn’t want to see me,” I chuckled. “Whatever happens in the next couple of days will be the start of a long journey to convincing her I’m not a total prick.”
“Just sort of a prick,” Miles agreed mildly. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. His face hadn’t lost that grim determination he’d worn since we’d first realized my fated mate was on campus, but there was a desolate edge to it now.
“You’re jealous,” I guessed.
“Wren is your mate,” Miles clarified quickly. “I just wish I knew where mine was. If she’s alive, even. If she’s okay. Whether she’s looking for me too. I know you think I’m a bleeding heart romantic, but I’ve never been ashamed about wanting the one female in the world who was made for me.”
Shame slithered uncomfortably down my spine. If Wren had been his, she’d already be living in our house with a claiming mark on her neck. I wasn’t accustomed to second-guessing my choices, but with Wren, I questioned everything I’d ever done. It was an unwelcome feeling.
“So, you think she’ll claw your face off?” Miles asked casually, breaking the tense silence.
I snorted. “I have a feeling she’s more likely to ignore me.” My wolf bristled. Neither of us would cope well with being dismissed.
“Ah, so you’re going to get all up in her space and antagonize her until she acknowledges you,” Miles said sagely, nodding his head.
“Hell yes, I am.”
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Chapter 10
Wren
 
I’d boarded a bus at the crack of dawn to take me to Huntingdon, the human town closest to Fortis Pack territory.  I wasn’t prepared to sleep on their territory. I definitely didn’t know them well enough to make myself vulnerable around them. My experiences with packs had been limited to the fuckery of the Azymus Pack, and all the shifters who had harassed me since then. Expectations were low.
Even lower for my wolf apparently, because the further we’d gotten from Carson, the more distraught she’d become. I spent the bus ride curled up on the back seat of the bus, tucked into a corner, hugging my knees to my chest.
She was heartbroken. I didn’t know how to help her, how to pull myself out of this predicament I’d found myself in. My throat burned and ached with the pressure of keeping the tears at bay, and I wasn’t even sure why I wanted to cry.
Something was very wrong with me. Something that was getting worse day by day.
It was early evening when I got off at the bus stop in Huntingdon and followed directions on my phone to the one motel, which backed onto a forest. This whole excursion was seriously eating into my savings.
The motel was kind of grim and the walls were so thin I could hear the cleaning lady breathing on the other side, but it was only for two nights. Maybe more, depending on how things went. I hadn’t planned to go to pack territory until tomorrow, but hanging around in the motel was super unappealing.
I pulled up Tobias’ number that he’d insisted I take when we met for dinner.
Wren:
Hey, I’m in Huntingdon, at the Sunrise Motel. Are my grandparents around tonight?
Tobias:
Sure. I’ll come and get you from the motel now.
Wren:
Thx
Tobias:
uR WeLCoMe
I snorted. Maybe Tobias and I could be friends. He seemed nice. I liked the idea of having a shifter friend.
It took twenty minutes for Tobias to show up in his enormous Jeep, disapproval written all over his face as he scanned the motel parking lot.
“You know we, at the Fortis Pack, do in fact have beds?” Tobias asked dryly, shooting another disgruntled look at the motel in the rearview mirror.
I snorted. “How very civilized of you.”
“You don’t have to stay here,” he pressed.
“I know.” I shot him a wry smile from the passenger seat. “Wolf packs and I have a contentious history. You should be impressed I’m even here. I am.”
“I’m very impressed,” Tobias replied with a solemn nod that made me giggle. “It’s only a fifteen minute drive to the territory from here. Once you know the way and the centurions have your scent, you could shift out the back of the motel and cut through the woods.”
I frowned thoughtfully. That could be fun. Maybe my wolf would perk up if she got to run a little. She was still in a maudlin mood, but the closer we got to pack territory and other wolves, the more alert she became.
The drive was not nearly as awkward as I expected. Tobias made a point of telling me all about the land and the history of it as we crossed the guarded border. He was trying to sell me on the Fortis Pack, and it was sort of working. For me, anyway. Less so for Wolf Wren. She was a tough customer.
All this talk about me staying was premature. They’d yet to see how dominant my wolf was. Once they did, they might not be so keen on having me in their pack. My wolf didn’t take direction well from others.
“We’re here,” Tobias announced unnecessarily as he turned off the dirt driveway into a clearing full of heavy-duty vehicles. Beyond the makeshift parking lot was a collection of impressive stone buildings, dominated by one enormous three-story behemoth in the middle.
“Fancy,” I said lightly, opening the door and dropping softly to the ground. The sun was setting, pack members rushing between buildings as they prepared for dinner. I caught my mother’s name as a hushed whisper more than once as pack members caught my scent. I couldn't imagine her as someone who would incite gossip. My whole life, she’d toed the lines the Alpha had set without question.
I followed Tobias through the grounds, up to the steps that led up to the main building where two figures were waiting for me.
“Wren.”
The older woman in front of me looked at me with so much familiarity it made my heart hurt. Even with my dad’s darker skin, I looked a lot like Mom and I could practically see the woman in front of me walking down memory lane as she took in my features. We didn’t look all that similar — she had pale skin, silver hair worn in a severe bun, and hazel eyes — but I could smell the trace similarities in our scents.
“My name is Eloise Calvin, this is my mate and your grandfather, George Calvin.”
The elderly gentleman stood sentry next to his mate, letting her do the introductions but by no means taking the backseat.
His hair was gray and there were deep lines set in his skin, tanned from what looked like decades of sun, but his body was strong and his posture tall. His eyes were the same golden amber as mine, and the similarity brought an unexpected wave of emotion over me. He looked every inch the indomitable Alpha, and my uncle must be a beast of a man if he’d taken George on and won.
“What a beauty you are, Wren. Just like your mother,” George said kindly, giving me a warm look.
“Thanks. That’s kind of you to say,” I replied politely. My mother was a coward, I didn’t much care for the comparison.
“No, it wasn’t,” George chuckled sadly.
“Have you eaten?” Eloise interjected, gesturing towards the large dining hall behind her. I shook my head, glancing warily at the crowded dining hall.
“We’ll eat in the Alpha’s quarters,” she said decisively.
“I’ll have some food sent in,” Tobias said quietly, dipping his head respectfully.
I fell into step with Eloise as George strode ahead into the building, turning to the right to lead us up a sweeping curved staircase instead of into the large dining hall directly in front of us. “I’m sorry my son isn’t here, he and his mate and their two children are visiting with his mate’s family in Argentina.”
“He was fine with me being here?” I asked, glancing at her.
“Of course,” Eloise replied, surprised. “You’re his niece. Daniel and his mate, Valentina, hope they can meet you as soon as possible. Your cousins — Alec and Sadie — are even more excited. They’re a little younger than you at seventeen.”
George silently led us into a small apartment at the top of the stairs. It had a kitchenette, a four-person dining area and a cozy living room.
“The Alpha and Luna have a separate family home, but they use this space in the main pack building if they need a break,” George explained, gesturing to the seat opposite him at the little square table. Eloise veered off to the kitchenette, digging around for glasses and pulling out a bottle of red wine before joining us.
“It’s nice,” I replied, looking around, not entirely sure of what to say. My wolf was curiously quiet, watching the two of them with interest.
"I'm sure you have questions," Eloise began, sitting to George’s left and pouring each of us a glass of wine. She pushed one across the table to me and I took a sip for something to do with my hands. I didn’t even like red wine.
“Many,” I agreed. A pack member let herself in through the still open door to the apartment, pushing a dining cart in front of her. She gave me a small smile, which I returned. She was obviously a submissive wolf, but didn’t seem unhappy or particularly skittish around George and Eloise.
"Probably beginning with why you were raised by a bunch of prudish, asshole shifters down in California?" George asked drily, tipping his chin at the young woman before she let herself out and closed the door behind her.
“Well, yes.” I blinked, surprised at his candor. “I can’t help but wonder how my mother ended up at the Azymus Pack when this is where she came from.” I gestured at the warm, comfortable room we sat in, in an enormous, obviously expensive building. The Azymus Pack was well off, but this place was opulent. And friendly, so far.
"It's a question we ask ourselves regularly," George conceded. "Your mother, Heather, was a much-loved member of this pack. An important member of the pack, despite her insistence to the contrary."
Eloise made a distressed noise in her throat as she set out plates and began piling grilled vegetables, roasted potatoes, and perfectly cooked steaks onto them. Fates. I could get used to this.
"So she chose to leave?" I confirmed, mystified. The Azymus Pack was fairly cult-like, and I supposed that's how cults worked, right? Hooked you in, made you feel special and important, then never let you leave.
“She struggled with being a submissive wolf,” Eloise said hesitantly. “There hasn’t been one in the family for many generations. It didn’t bother us — Daniel is our oldest son, and a born Alpha — it was almost a relief to know that our children wouldn’t have to challenge each other for dominance.”
My mother had always looked at me with pity. I’d always assumed she felt sorry for me being all cooped up, but maybe it was more personal than that. Maybe she saw a girl who didn’t fit in with her own family, the same way she hadn’t.
But it seemed my mother was given a lot more options about her life and her future than she’d ever afforded me, so I wasn’t feeling that sorry for her.
“Tell us about you,” George commanded. My lips twitched. It had been a long time since a dominant wolf had tried to boss me around.
“What do you want to know?” I asked casually, cutting into my steak and admiring the perfect blush color of the meat.
“Everything,” Eloise insisted, giving me an encouraging smile. She didn’t strike me as a warm and fuzzy woman, but it seemed like she was letting her guard down for me. She kind of reminded me of myself. I wondered what she’d been like as a Luna.
“I’m living in Carson. I’m a barista at a coffee shop on campus.”
Eloise’s mouth pursed slightly in disapproval, but she said nothing.
“I left the Azymus Pack just after my eighteenth birthday,” I continued.
“Where were you before you moved to Carson?” George asked, his voice a little strained.
“All over. I moved every six months. My wolf wanted to stay on the road, I guess.” I shrugged, shoving a forkful of grilled asparagus in my mouth so I didn’t have to talk anymore.
“Your wolf was unsettled?” George asked with interest. “How does she feel being on our territory?”
“Curious,” I replied thoughtfully, tilting my head slightly as I tried to get an accurate read on her emotions. “She’s quite attached to Carson. She’s been upset since I got on the bus.”
George and Eloise exchanged loaded looks, but didn’t say anything.
“And you’re unmated,” Eloise stated.
“Uh, definitely.” I looked across at her like she was insane. “Every shifter I’ve encountered in the past two years has chased me away from their territory, threatened by my wolf’s dominance. Romance was the last thing on the cards.”
“That’s not strictly true,” George said with forced casualness. “There are two Audax Pack wolves that attend the college, are there not?”
I shrugged. “I’ve scented them, but they’ve left me alone. Tobias said the Council declared Carson neutral territory, so I figure they’ve let me be because they don’t have grounds to get rid of me.”
George hummed thoughtfully. “That is a theory.”
“Tobias said he was picking you from Huntingdon. We have a room set up for you, you know. You don't have to stay at a motel,” Eloise said, abruptly changing the subject. Her voice was gentle, but held a disapproving edge to it.
“I'm not trying to offend you. My experience with packs has been exclusively negative. Maybe I'll eventually feel comfortable enough to sleep on your territory, but not tonight,” I replied firmly.
“We understand that you had a grueling experience in the Azymus Pack and with finding a place in the shifter world since you left. You are Calvin by blood, if not by name. You are always welcome here, granddaughter,” George said gently, his eyes twinkling.
“I’ll think about it,” I replied noncommittally, shifting awkwardly in my seat. Tobias had only said nice things about my family in the Fortis Pack, but I’d still come in here half expecting violent, judgmental psychopaths. Their kindness had thrown me for a loop.
“Well, she can hardly decide until she’s seen the territory,” Eloise announced, clapping her hands together. “Let’s take a walk after dinner. You can meet a few more pack members. Everyone is excited to see you.”
I took another bite of perfectly cooked steak, a little mystified about why they were so excited to meet me, but I couldn’t scent a lie from Eloise. Fates, my mother was an idiot to give this place up.
✽✽✽
 
Eloise and George had shown me around the main pack building and promised to show me around the rest of the territory tomorrow since it was already ten pm and pitch black out.
Tobias had insisted on driving me back to the motel, unnecessarily worried about me making the trip on my own. The more I pointed out that I’d been traveling everywhere on my own for years, the more growly he became, so I let it slide. Dominant males had a hero complex.
I took a quick shower and changed into a long t-shirt and leggings, ready to get up and go at a moment’s notice. I didn’t feel safe enough here to let myself relax.
Lying back on the bed, I flicked the TV on low, settling in to watch infomercials and let my brain slowly switch off for the day — a habit I’d picked up during my teenage years of isolation — but my mind refused to stop whirring.
How different would my life have been if my mother had never left this pack? Maybe I’d be mated by now, to a guy like Tobias. My nose wrinkled and my wolf snarled. No, not Tobias. Someone though. Maybe I’d be managing the pack kitchen, have a sense of purpose and direction in my life.
Or maybe I’d have ended up on my own anyway. My wolf liked George and Eloise, but she didn’t feel the need to submit to them. Maybe she’d feel inclined to do so for my uncle, but my hopes weren’t high. She was a Luna through and through. I could have a relationship with the Fortis Pack, but it was unlikely I could bring myself to join it.
Irritated, I turned off the TV and grabbed my coat and shoes in my hands, locking up the room behind me. The parking lot was empty and the only person around was the bored man in the reception area, but I didn’t take any chance, slipping into the shadows and edging off the motel property to the treeline. Confident there was no one around, I stripped and let the shift take hold.
If I wasn’t going to sleep, I could at least run.
***
I’d been worried that I’d have to force my wolf to shift back the way I did back in Carson, but she handed over the reins without protest when I reached the edge of the river that ran just outside of Fortis Pack territory. Her compliance made me feel worse. She was happy to give me control again because she trusted I’d do the same for her. It was a trust I didn’t deserve after two years of keeping her contained.
The freezing air hit my skin the moment I shifted, and I pulled on my clothes, extra grateful for the thick coat that had arrived mysteriously at my door. My feet were cold in my tennis shoes, but the coat kept me warm enough that I could sit and appreciate the serenity of this place for a while in my skin. The fresh mountain air was a welcome reprieve from the stench of peroxide cleaning products that coated the ratty motel room, and my muscles ached in the best way from letting my wolf run.
I leaped up onto a flat boulder next to the river and sat, legs dangling over the edge as I admired the way the moonlight sent silver ripples over the calm river. There was something very settling about this place. Maybe it was the familial connection, or just the lack of humans and the peace and quiet. Despite the many reservations I had about pack life, their territories were usually idyllic. Perhaps the trade-offs would be worth it to live somewhere like this.
The sexy smell of sandalwood and the sound of light footsteps crunching over the rocks interrupted my peaceful reflection.
My muscles tensed, ready to fight or dive into the icy water and put some distance between us as a last resort, but I didn’t turn around. My wolf urged me to hold still, to not show this stranger any regard. Strangely, she didn’t seem at all afraid.
If anything, she was a little miffed.
The stranger sat down on the boulder next to me, legs also hanging over the edge. I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye and my breath hitched despite myself.
Fuck. Me. Sideways.
No wonder he smelled like sex. He looked like sex. Sex on legs. By the Fates, it’s like he’d been born of my own personal fantasies.
Not just my fantasies, my dreams. He looked like the demigod I’d been having pornographic dreams about for years.
He had dark, ash blonde hair, just long enough to touch the collar of his fitted navy wool coat. One curl flopped lazily over his forehead and my fingers itched to push it away.
His profile was strong and masculine. Defined jaw, sharp cheekbones, straight nose. A scruffy dark blonde beard that I wanted to feel between my thighs.
“Hello Wren.” I almost laughed. He knew my name. Great. Nothing alarming about that.
“And you are?” I asked, keeping my eyes trained forward on the rippling water in front of me. I wanted to turn and face him so I could fully appreciate the fine specimen who had appeared next to me, but something held me back. Besides, whoever this guy was, he’d pissed off my wolf.
“You don’t know?”
“I wouldn’t ask if I did,” I replied through gritted teeth. I knew he was from the Audax Pack, lived in Carson, and smelled heavenly, but I didn’t know him.
“Do you know who you are to me?” he asked calmly.
“I’m pretty confident I’m nothing to you,” I replied, aiming for nonchalant though the words came out strangled. He didn’t feel like nothing.
“Liar,” he murmured, inhaling deeply. I scrunched my eyes shut. I was out of practice talking to shifters.
“I don’t know who you are or why you feel… significant, somehow,” I amended, choosing my words carefully.
“Look me in the eye and I’ll tell you,” he commanded softly.
I didn’t want to and I couldn’t for the life of me explain why. It was an almost primitive reaction, some deep-seated instinct not to look. To punish him somehow. I couldn’t even attribute it to my pissed off wolf. She wanted me to look at him, but also to let him know that I could gouge his eyes out if he made one wrong move.
“Wren,” he breathed. “Look at me.” It was an order and a plea. There was an ache in his voice that had my head turning before I’d even realized I’d done it.
His pale blue eyes glinted like shards of ice in the moonlight. They were so light; it seemed like they should be shallow, reflective. They weren’t though. They were fathomless and full of emotions he was trying hard to keep contained.
“My name is Archer Ellery. I’m your fated mate.”
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Chapter 11
Archer
 
Wren’s eyebrows jumped into her bangs, her mouth falling slack.
“What’s a fated mate?” she asked slowly. I could see her shock warring with her wolf’s rage. Her wolf had obviously figured out I was her fated mate, even if Wren herself didn’t understand the concept.
I laughed, but it was a hollow sound because wasn’t that a kick in the teeth? The entire time, I’d assumed our avoidance was mutual. “You really didn’t know — this whole time. Fuck,” I muttered quietly.
“What’s a fated mate?” she repeated, a little more forcefully. I’d felt something shift in me the moment I looked in her enormous amber eyes. It was like an invisible thread now connected us, drawing us together. If I had been lightly stalking her before, following her would be a full-blown obsession now.
“Exactly what it sounds like. A predestined mate. A perfect match. Designed by the Fates themselves.”
“Like a… soul mate?” she asked hesitantly.
“I guess that’s what humans would call it, yeah. A soul mate.”
Something twisted painfully in my chest at the look in her eyes. It torturously combined hope and agony. She didn’t quite believe me, but she wanted it to be true. And she wanted it to be someone else.
“You knew my name. You knew where to find me,” Wren accused, seeming surprised at the bitterness in her rising voice. “How long have you had this theory?”
“It’s not a theory, Wren,” I growled, struggling to rein in my wolf. Nothing could upset him more than her rejecting his claim. “The night of the PKI frat party. When I fully caught your scent.”
I could see her doing the math in her head, the moment she realized that was three whole months ago. Disbelief morphed into rage, then into something more subtle. More calculated.
“Why are you here, Ar—,” her voice caught on my name like it was too painful to say it out loud. Guilt lurched uncomfortably in my gut again.
“I’ve come for you,” I said cautiously, sensing that I was in grave danger here. Her amber eyes glowed again as her wolf made her presence known, not so subtly signaling that she was contemplating gutting me.
“Why now?”
“I wasn’t ready for you until now.” I admitted, shrugging uncomfortably. I didn’t want to go into a deep and meaningful about my feelings. “You never approached me, and I assumed you weren’t ready for me either.”
Wren snarled, and the sound was entirely wolf. I wasn’t about to even try to defend myself. Anything I said would only make it worse. Her anger was something I’d have to face head-on.
“I’ve never heard of fated mates, and I’m not entirely sure I believe they exist,” she eventually said tightly.
“Fates, you’re not lying,” I murmured, still staring intently into her brilliant eyes. She didn’t believe me. “I’ll explain it to you. I want to get to know you.”
“Well then, you’re shit out of luck,” she responded icily, standing up and brushing off her leggings. Fuck, she had great legs. Long enough to wrap around my waist. Wren rolled her eyes at my extended perusal of her body up close.
“See you around.”
Wren spun on her heel, giving me her back, and jumped lightly off the boulder. I was an apex predator and could snap her neck with my fingers, but she knew inherently I’d never hurt her. Not physically, anyway. Her instinctive trust in me was a tiny ray of hope.
“Come on, Wren,” I called, jumping off the boulder behind her. “Let’s at least talk. You’re being a little unreasonable.”
It was a risky play, but I’d take her anger over her indifference. I knew if there was anything I could say to get her to stop walking; it was that.
She turned and marched back to me, stopping inches from my face. I kept my expression carefully relaxed, but my eyes felt like they were full of fire. I fucking loved the chase, and so did she.
The realization clearly annoyed her.
“I’m being unreasonable?” Her voice was low and threatening. A lesser man’s balls would have shriveled up at her tone, but I was sporting a semi. There was something very sexy about a woman who was contemplating murdering me, apparently. Maybe I was kinkier than I thought.
“Pray tell how I’m being unreasonable about you ignoring me, your supposed fated mate, for months. I’ve never settled for leftover scraps of attention from anyone. I’m certainly not going to start with you.” She punctuated her point by stabbing her finger into my chest, glaring at it when she hit pure muscle.
“Maybe — maybe — if you’d given me the time of day three months ago, things would have been different. You lost your chance. So I kindly suggest you get the fuck out of here before I slice off your testicles and make them into a purse.”
She narrowed her eyes defiantly, and I did my best to suppress the grin that was threatening to take over my face at her furious declaration. Wren growled as the corners of my mouth twitched before she turned and stormed towards the treeline with her chin held high and shoulders squared. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. My guilt mixed with happiness that I’d finally spoken to her, and a hint of amusement at her aggravation.
Maintaining eye contact, Wren stripped out of the thick down jacket I’d bought her, and laid it flat on the ground so she could bundle the rest of her clothes in it. Her movements were deliberate and unhurried as she pulled off her top, tennis shoes, and peeled her leggings down her perfect legs. She folded each item carefully in the center of her jacket and looked up to check my eyes were still glued on her.
Fates, the whole forest could be on fire right now and I wouldn’t see anything but her.
She gave me her haughtiest glare as she removed her bra and panties, added them to the pile and carefully rolled them into her jacket, securing it by tying the sleeves around it.
I was totally going to come in my pants and then she’d never give me the time of day. Maybe she’d be able to overlook the whole ignoring her thing eventually, but if she thought I lacked stamina, that would definitely be a deal breaker.
Wren only gave me half a second to appreciate the naked body she’d clearly decided I would never get to touch before she shifted.
She was the prettiest wolf I’d ever seen — with blondish white fur that blended into charcoal gray, and intelligent golden eyes. For a she-wolf, she was enormous, though she had nothing on my wolf. He was midnight black, the size of a pony, and desperate to rub himself all over his pretty mate.
Wren’s wolf gave me a haughty huff, grabbed the bundle of clothes in her teeth and turned her back on me. The message was obvious — I hadn’t showed myself worthy of her attention, so she wouldn’t give me any.
I chuckled quietly as I pulled off my coat. You want a chase, little bird? I’ll give you a chase.
My wolf enthusiastically ripped free of my skin, barely stopping to grab my clothes before bounding after the creamy gray she-wolf. Wren had a head start, but she was oddly clumsy for a wolf, stumbling a little as she found her footing on loose rocks and raised roots. She ran like a pup after their very first shift.
Despite running away from me, her wolf continuously looked back, checking I was still on her tail. She was enjoying this.
Wren led me east, and I was vaguely aware of the moment we crossed into Fortis Pack territory, but I couldn’t have stopped myself from pursuing her, even if I had wanted to.
The Fortis Pack centurions perked to attention as Wren dashed past them, but must have recognized her scent. I wasn’t so lucky. Three snarling centurions leaped in front of me, barring my way. I briefly considered ripping their throats out for getting between me and my mate, but I urged my wolf to still when I saw the flash of panic in Wren’s eyes. She was worried I would hurt them. My wolf drew himself up to his full imposing height, his gaze sweeping imperiously over the three centurions, letting them know I could take them, but I was choosing to cooperate.
Apparently confident that I wasn’t going anywhere soon, Wren turned her back and bounded into the distance, swishing her tail behind her. Little minx.
With a defeated huff, my wolf let me take back control, and I pushed the shift.
"Get dressed," the middle centurion barked, motioning at the pile of clothes my wolf had been carrying in his teeth. At least I wouldn't have to go through this whole rigmarole naked. Small blessings.
I shoved my legs into my jeans, stifling a grin at my spiteful little mate who'd led me on a merry chase, right onto pack territory where she knew I'd be pulled up for trespassing. I should have realized what she was doing right away.
There was no avoiding speaking to the Alpha now that the centurions had pulled me up, as much as I ached to keep an eye on Wren instead. Before I’d spoken to her, I’d already been obsessed with her. I'd become ten times more enchanted by her the moment she'd glared at me with death in those big, golden eyes.
The moment when she'd dropped all her clothes kept sneaking back into my mind, haunting me. I was dressed now, but the boner would still be pretty obvious through my jeans. Fuck me, she was a goddess.
"Where are we going?" I asked the centurion amiably, letting him think he was running the show. I bit back a growl as he roughly grabbed my upper arm and steered me towards the center of the territory. I was technically in the wrong here, I didn't want to make things worse for myself. Dad would have my head if I caused an incident between the Audax and Fortis packs.
“To see the acting Alpha,” he snapped, irritated by my relaxed attitude.
"And that would be Alpha Calvin, correct?"
"Alpha George Calvin. The current Alpha's father."
Perfect.
Fortunately, it was late enough that most pack members seem to be in their homes. One centurion kept a grip on my arm while two followed close behind. It was flattering, really. I liked to think it would take at least three of them to overpower me if it came to it.
Unlike the Audax Pack, which was made up of lots of smaller buildings, there was a central pack building in the middle of the Fortis Pack territory. We entered through the main doors that appeared to lead to the dining hall, but the centurion steered me to the right, up a curved staircase and down a long, carpeted hallway.
He rapped his knuckles against a heavy wooden door, waiting at attention until an indistinct voice invited him to enter, before shoving me into the Alpha’s office, following me in and diligently guarding the door. I snorted quietly. As if I would run now.
The room looked a lot like my dad’s office — floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with books, big imposing desk, even a similar stone fireplace — but this office was much nicer. The Fortis Pack had done very well for themselves.
“Take a seat,” the Alpha called, gesturing to the armchair in front of the desk. I strode forward, lowering myself into it confidently and keeping my chin up. Strength called to strength. The Alpha would see anything other than total confidence as an exploitable weakness.
Behind the desk sat an elderly but still formidable man that I assumed was Wren’s grandfather. Their eyes were the same striking shade of dark gold. Standing at his left shoulder was his mate. Her gray hair was pulled back into a severe bun and she was dressed like a drill sergeant. Wren didn’t inherit her grandmother’s features, but she sure as fuck got her attitude.
“I’m the acting Alpha, George Calvin,” the man announced, leaning forward and resting his forearms on the desk. “And if you’re not Alpha Ellery’s son, I’ll eat my paw.”
My relaxed facade cracked a little before I pulled it back into place. I hadn’t expected him to recognize me. “Archer Ellery, sir.” I hated deferring to anyone, but it would be suicidal to disrespect an Alpha in his own territory.
“Archer,” he mused. “Care to tell me why our centurions picked you up on our territory? Chasing my granddaughter, no less?”
I snorted. “If this wasn’t Wren’s plan from the moment I started following her wolf, I’ll eat my paw. She’s my fated mate,” I said by way of explanation when they both raised their eyebrows at me.
“Yet Wren never mentioned you,” her grandmother said, giving me a wry look. “Why is that? Is she not happy with you?”
“She is neither happy, nor with me, ma’am. I’m working on it.”
Alpha Calvin laughed. “Wren’s making you work for it, eh? ‘Atta girl. Eloise, could you get us a couple of beers? I’d like to talk to young Archer here alone for a moment.” I bristled a little at young
Archer,
but I kind of got the vibe that Alpha Calvin was screwing with me.
Eloise rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “You just want to tell him about how you chased me all over the Pacific Northwest for months until I accepted you.”
She headed towards the exit, barking at the stunned-looking centurion to follow her, and closed the door behind them. Poor guy, he’d probably thought he would get a pat on the back for hauling me in.
“Call me George. I’m confident we’ll be family one day, we may as well drop the pretense now.” He looked quite kindly and amused when he ditched the Alpha posturing.
“With all due respect, George, I have far less confidence in that than you do.”
George chuckled. “Eloise wasn’t exaggerating — I spent two months following her around, trying to convince her that being a Luna wouldn’t be so bad. It wasn’t me she took issue with, but the position.”
“We haven’t got to that conversation yet,” I muttered, warning bells ringing in my head. Shit, what if I convinced Wren to give me the time of day, only to find out she had no interest in being a Luna?
“I wouldn’t worry about that,” George said thoughtfully. “I don’t know Wren well, sadly, but she is not her grandmother.”
Eloise returned, handing each of us a beer which I accepted gratefully, uncapping it and taking a generous swig.
“So, what did you do?” George asked, leaning back in his chair, entirely confident I was in the wrong. Eloise perched herself in the seat next to me, so the three of us were crowded around the Alpha’s desk.
“I was a little slow off the mark in making myself known to her,” I said carefully, very aware that I was talking to her grandparents and not wanting them to despise me right off the bat. “In my defense, I thought the hesitation was mutual. It never occurred to me that she wouldn’t know who I was to her.”
Eloise nodded sadly. “Her childhood pack was not like our packs. Her parents aren’t fated mates. Heather sacrificed the chance to find her fated mate to join the Azymus Pack, where she felt she was more valued as a submissive wolf.”
“Was she? More valued, I mean.”
“Just because there are more submissive wolves in a pack doesn’t mean they are more valued,” Eloise said with a wry smile. “My point is Wren hasn’t had an example of fated mates in her life. She felt called to keep moving north — though I think it’s likely her wolf was seeking her pack, rather than her mate — and her wolf was distraught at leaving Carson. Those are promising signs, as you well know. Give it time.”
“Of course,” I agreed easily. “I won’t leave her alone — I barely did before and the urge to be close to her is even stronger now we’ve made eye contact — but I won’t push her for something she’s not ready for.”
“Good. Would be a crying shame to mess up that pretty face of yours.” George gave me a single nod, tipping his beer to me, eyes twinkling in amusement.
“That would be a shame. My pretty face is probably all I’ve got going for me in Wren’s eyes,” I chuckled.
“Come to dinner tomorrow,” Eloise said thoughtfully. “I wanted to put on a big welcome party for Wren, though it seems obsolete now since it’s unlikely she’ll join the Fortis Pack. It’s still a homecoming of sorts though, and worth celebrating. Her fated mate should be there.”
Grandma was totally Team Archer.
“Thank you. Can my packmate, Miles Rubio, come along? He traveled to Huntingdon with me.”
“Joe Rubio’s son?” George interjected. “Of course. Fortis and Audax packs have always had a strong relationship. I look forward to seeing that flourish.”
Hopefully.
George’s phone dinged and his eyes glanced down at the screen, his mouth tipping up at the corner.
“And now I must ask you to leave, I’m afraid. Wren has just arrived on the territory with an overnight bag. Looks like she’s taken us up on our offer to sleep here. A rather rapid change of heart.”
I snorted, and George grinned.
“Then I owe you thanks. I hated her staying in that motel,” Eloise sniffed.
“I’d say you’re welcome, but this has really worked out quite badly for me.”
George laughed. “Patience, pup. We’ll make sure you get plenty of time with her tomorrow. And just to be clear, I will wholeheartedly endorse her punishment of you.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less, sir.”
I took his outstretched hand, giving it a firm shake. Eloise linked her arm through mine, guiding me from the study and down the wide staircase out of the pack building.
“Tobias?” she called. I kept my face neutral, even as my hackles raised. “Escort Archer to the gate, would you? As our guest,” she emphasized, giving him a pointed look. “I’ll see you tomorrow, dear.” She patted my arm and gave me a slight smile.
“I’d love to hear how you were escorted into that building as a trespasser, chasing her granddaughter no less, and are leaving as a guest,” Tobias muttered, shooting me a dirty look.
“I’ve been told I’m a charming bastard,” I volunteered, a little swagger in my step. Wren wasn’t mine yet, but I’d be having dinner with her tomorrow. The progress eased some of the crushing weight on my chest and the tension in my wolf.
“Why were you chasing Wren?” Tobias growled. “While she’s staying here, she’s under my protection.”
I was in his face, his shirt fisted in my hand before he could move. “Wren is under my protection, no matter where she is, because she is mine, period. Get me?”
Tobias didn’t struggle; he stood tall and held his ground, scanning my face intently. “Huh. When Joe called, I figured she must be Miles’ mate. So, why is it Wren has lived in Carson for three months and never met you?”
My grip tightened on his shirt, a growl rumbling from my chest that was all wolf. “That would be my business, and I don’t recall inviting you into it.”
Tobias’ lips twitched, and he held up his hands defensively. My eyes narrowed on him before I let his shirt go, pushing him back a little before resuming the walk towards the border.
“Wren’s been through enough,” Tobias said quietly from behind me. “If you’re going to keep jerking her around, leave her alone. She deserves better.”
“She does,” I agreed, “but I’ll never leave her alone.”
Tobias left me at the border and I stripped again, shifting into my wolf form and carrying my clothes in my teeth through the woods to get back to the motel. My wolf didn’t fight to get back to Fortis territory where he knew she was. He seemed to understand there was work to be done.
As disappointed as I was that she’d be so far away from me tonight, I probably would have spent all night with my ear against the wall listening to her sleep like a lunatic if she’d stayed in her motel room. A little space might be a good thing.
For her.
I pulled on my clothes at the edge of the parking lot, where traces of her scent still lingered in the air. For once, there wasn’t a trace of the sickly lavender she used to cover up her natural scent. I inhaled it deeply, savoring the smell I had deprived myself of for so long.
There was a slightly feral edge to it, the smell of her wolf. My wolf missed hers already. He was a total goner for her even though she’d dismissed him and ran from him. He was eager to show her he was worth her attention.
I let myself into the room Miles had booked for us, groaning in gratitude as the smell of pizza filled the room.
“It’s on the table,” Miles said, nodding at the pizza box. He was stretched out on one of the twin beds, feet hanging uncomfortably over the edge, absently watching the news on the crackling television.
“She was here,” he said as I dug into the cold pizza. “Grabbed her stuff and left. Slammed the door so hard I thought it might fall off the hinges,” he added with a chuckle.
“You don’t seem too surprised about that,” I commented, raising a brow at him.
“She’s a Luna.” He shrugged. “As proud and dominant as you. You could have shown up with roses and busted out the big, romantic speech from The Notebook, and her pride would still demand that she punish you.”
“Which is why I didn’t do either of those things. I intend to make it easy for her to punish me. We won’t be able to move forward until she has. What?”
Miles gaped at me. “That’s remarkably thoughtful of you.”
“It’s been known to happen.”
“It really hasn’t.”
“Shut up. Anyway, we’re going to dinner with the Fortis Pack tomorrow, they’re having a big to-do to introduce Wren to the pack.”
“First, how the fuck did you get invited to that because I’m sure Wren didn’t ask you. Second, doesn’t that bother you or your wolf? You don’t want her to be welcomed to Fortis, you want her to join Audax.”
“I’m not too worried. Eventually, I’ll win her around and she’ll join Audax because I’m sure as hell not giving up. I doubt she’d even want to join Fortis. Unless the Alpha and Luna are really strong, her wolf won’t answer to them.”
“Fair enough,” Miles replied thoughtfully. “So how did you score the invite?”
“Her grandparents are acting Alpha pair while her uncle is out of town. They’re Team Archer.”
Miles snorted. “They’re Team Fated Mate, more like, but sure. Let’s go to dinner tomorrow and see how long it takes for your fated mate to claw your face off once she sees you there.”
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Chapter 12
Wren
 
I shuffled into the dining hall to join my grandparents for breakfast, aware of how shit I looked. After I’d ensured my so-called fated mate was picked up for trespassing on pack lands, I’d announced to my grandparents that I would be staying here and gone straight to the room they’d set up for me without hesitation. I mean, I’d done what I set out to do. Right? If the Fates were on my side for once, he’d still be locked up this morning.
Unfortunately, my wolf wasn’t as vindictive and her incessant howling in my head kept me up all night, wanting to know that he was okay. I’d probably have been up all night anyway trying to process what Archer — aka Sandalwood Sex-Smelling Dream Wolf — had told me.
In every scenario I’d imagined where I met the wolf that smelled like a god, him claiming I was somehow predestined for him had never featured. Mostly, I’d envisioned him trying to run me off his turf like every other shifter I’d encountered before. I’d been prepared for that. This situation had thrown me for a loop.
And pissed me off.
And broken my heart.
Because whether fated mates were an actual thing or not, I hadn’t once scented a lie in Archer’s words. He had believed the things he’d said, believed he was my soul mate. Then rejected me anyway.
It’s not like the sensation was new to me. I wanted to attribute the ache in my chest to hurt pride, but I knew it ran deeper than that.
He didn’t get to just turn around and change his mind because it was convenient to him. To show up, arrogant as fuck, acting like it was no big deal that he’d cast me aside before he’d even bothered to get to know me.
 
“Wren,” George said cheerfully, pulling out a chair for me before taking his seat at the head of the table.
“You look exhausted,” Eloise noted from her spot opposite me, not unkindly.
“I’d usually attribute that to a successful first meeting of fated mates, but I know that’s not true in your case,” George chuckled. Gross, gramps.
Wait. What?
“He told you his theory then?” I growled, yanking the plate of hash browns in the center of the table towards me with a little more force than necessary.
“It’s true, isn’t it?” George asked bemused.
“So says him,” I shrugged. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
Eloise’s fork clattered loudly to her plate, drawing the attention of the surrounding pack members in the room.
“You’ve never heard of fated mates? Your mother never even mentioned them?” she clarified as the other pack members returned to their breakfasts at George’s warning look.
“No?” Mm, bacon. Maybe I should join this pack.
“What happened to her?” George asked sadly. He was an intimidating as fuck alpha at first glance, but I had seen glimpses of the broken man underneath — the one who was mourning the loss of his daughter.
“I mean, we didn’t talk a lot about mating. We have spent zero time together since I was twelve. Mates weren’t a topic that came up a lot when I was a kid,” I explained, looking between them.
“Not even in fairy tales? Bedtime stories?” Eloise’s confusion was starting to irritate me.
“I’d never heard the term ‘fated mates’ before he sprung it on me yesterday,” I replied shortly, my voice dripping with disdain just thinking about his stupid, attractive face. “If there’s something I should know, you’ll have to fill me in.”
“Your fated mate is your other half, your soul’s twin. Built by the Fates themselves as your perfect match and you for them,” Eloise said quietly, giving me a look that bordered irritatingly close on pity.
“That does sound like a fairytale. Make-believe,” I replied cautiously, feeling a little unnerved by the intensity of their matching stares.
“It’s very real,” Eloise assured me. “Your grandfather and I are fated mates, as is your Uncle Daniel and your Aunt Valentina. There's no mistaking them. Their smell, the pull you feel to them the moment you look into their eyes. They'll look like your ideal match, your dream partner.
"In our pack — and I imagine the Audax Pack is the same — fated mates are sacred. Many wolves in our pack remain unmated late in life because they haven’t encountered theirs yet.”
“What, so they just stay alone forever?” I asked, horrified, my fork hovering halfway to my mouth. It’s not like I approved of the arranged mating practice in my childhood pack, but being alone forever, waiting, was a depressing alternative.
“Only if they choose to wait.” George shrugged. “Others take a mate not fated for them and no one thinks any less of them. There are no guarantees. Their fated mate might have died, or chosen to take someone else as a mate.”
I chewed thoughtfully on my bacon, thinking of what Tobias had said about not being interested in me because I wasn’t his mate. That he was waiting to find her and he was all on his own, it was upsetting. I’d resigned myself to never mating and that had been a hard decision to live with. Waiting in hope, with no guarantee that it would ever happen, seemed infinitely worse.
“I thought we could go into town today,” Eloise suggested lightly, deftly changing the subject. “We’re having a big pack dinner tonight so you can meet everyone, and I need a new dress. I thought we could get you one too. It isn’t every day you get to meet the family you never knew about.”
I snorted internally at her attempts to take me shopping without offending my pride.
“Sure, let’s go shopping.”
✽✽✽
 
The town of Huntingdon comprised one main strip of shops, with the Sunrise Motel just off the main road backed against the woods, and a school behind the stores on the other side. The entire street was abuzz with humans doing their Christmas shopping.
The crowd parted instinctively for Eloise and I as she led me into a small boutique. On the back wall hung cocktail dresses in every shape and color, and Eloise made a beeline for them.
She immediately admired a navy lace dress with long sleeves, very First Lady chic.
“That would look lovely on you,” I commented awkwardly. Eloise gave me an understanding smile.
“How about you? Anything caught your eye?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t about to accept charity from anyone and I couldn’t afford anything in this store. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d bought brand new clothes.
“You look very nice in green,” Eloise said, pulling a slinky emerald green dress off the rack. “You should try it on.”
I mean, it couldn’t hurt to try it on. It was the sexiest dress I’d ever seen.
“Sure. I’ll try it on,” I said nonchalantly, following her to the changing room.
After we’d finished dress shopping, Eloise led us to a small diner at the end of the street. I was pretty sure she’d sneakily bought the green dress for me, but she was being cagey about letting me look in the bag so I couldn’t tell for sure.
Eloise and I ordered tomato soup and grilled cheese, taking in the bustling diner. It was a cute town.
“Why do you really think my mom left your pack?” I asked quietly.
Eloise let out a heavy sigh that had the weight of the world in it. “I think she assumed that being one of many submissive wolves in a pack was a better option than being in a pack with a more even split of dominant and submissives.”
I chewed my grilled cheese slowly. “She was wrong. There’s no one to look out for the interests of the wolves in the Azymus Pack except for the Alpha pair. Alpha Mercer even chooses centurions who are barely dominant so that no one can challenge him. No one keeps him in check.”
Eloise nodded sadly. “Those ‘paradigm’ packs all are the same. They make submissive wolves feel like they’re better off and twist their willingness to serve into a perverse desire to give up their free will for the good of the pack.”
I didn’t have any hope for my parents, but I remembered Marco fondly, I’d have gone out of my mind with touch starvation without him. Maybe I could get a letter to him, let him know there were packs like the Fortis Pack who did things differently. Who wouldn’t care that his wolf was dormant.
“We should get going,” Eloise said, dabbing at her mouth with a napkin. “I need to supervise in the kitchen. Take the afternoon to relax, Wren. Run a bath. Have a nap.”
I liked the idea. I was exhausted.
The moment I opened the door to the diner, Archer’s delicious scent slammed into me.
“Fates, you ignored me just fine for months, have you forgotten how? Shall I show you how it’s done?” I said stalking past where he leaned against a lamppost.
I swear I heard the faint sound of Eloise’s suppressed laughter.
“I just wanted to see how your shopping trip went,” Archer chuckled pushing off the lamppost to fall into step with me, not quite close enough to touch, which somehow upset me as much as it mollified me.
“Why?”
“Because I want to know everything there is to know about you.” He said it so factually, it was disarming.
“Now. You want to know everything there is to know about me now,” I muttered.
Tobias was waiting in an idling Jeep at the curb and I hopped into the backseat without a backward glance, leaving the front seat for Eloise.
As we pulled away, I glimpsed Archer’s undeterred face staring at me from the sidewalk. Infuriating wolf.
✽✽✽
 
I took Eloise’s advice and treated myself to a soak in the tub, followed by a two-hour nap. As annoyed as I was to see Archer wandering around town, him being happy as can be, it had settled some of my wolf’s anxiety to know he was okay. Ridiculous animal.
“Wren?” Eloise’s voice carried through the door as she gently knocked. “May I come in?”
“Of course,” I replied, climbing off the bed.
Eloise entered, wearing the navy dress, with the slinky green one draped over her arm. I raised my brow questioningly at her.
“I won’t hear a word about it. I’ve bought Alec and Sadie more clothes than I can count over the years, I intend to even the score.”
I shook my head, even as I fought a smile. “I still want to pay you back, but thank you. It’s beautiful.”
“It will look better on. Go change. I’ll help you with your hair and makeup.”
I took the dress from her and slipped into the bathroom to change. The silk felt as cool and smooth as water against my skin.
Eloise directed me to sit on the bed as she skillfully applied make-up to my face.
“I borrowed some sandals for you from Sadie’s room, she won’t mind,” Eloise said, nodding at the dainty gold sandals on the floor that looked to be about my size. I’m glad she hadn’t picked out heels. I didn’t fancy trying to walk in them for the first time in front of a whole pack.
“Thank you. And please thank Sadie for me.”
“I will. Archer and his packmate, Miles, will join us for dinner,” Eloise said, a little too casually.
“Why?” I sighed. I was both annoyed, and a smidge exhilarated.
“Because he is your fated mate, and even if he wasn’t, it would be remiss of us not to invite members of the Audax Pack to join us for a meal while they’re in town. We have always had a good relationship with their pack.” There was a scolding edge to her tone that immediately got my back up.
“You heard what I said to him earlier. He knew who I was to him and ignored me for months.”
“And that behavior must be atoned for,” Eloise conceded. “Tension between dominant pairs affects the surrounding wolves, though. It would be a kindness to the pack for the two of you to put on a united front.”
“We’re not a pair.”
“Everyone in that room will know you’re fated mates by the way you look at each other, Wren.”
“Like I’m trying to murder him with my eyeballs alone?” I asked hopefully.
“Like you want to leave him a scratched up, bloodied mess while you kiss him senseless,” she replied with a straight face.
“I do not,” I said weakly, feeling my cheeks heat.
“A lie,” she pointed out, nostrils flaring slightly. “Then there’s Archer, who looks at you like he wants to punish you for being put on this earth specifically to tempt him, while he worships you for that same reason.”
“You got all of this from the thirty seconds you saw us interacting on the street?” I asked, bewildered.
“I’m an old woman, Wren. I’ve seen hundreds of mates find one another over the years. One thing I know to be true is ‘you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar’, my dear,” Eloise said, looking at me expectantly.
“I’m not trying to catch him, that’s the whole point.”
Eloise sighed, looking at me like I was dense. “Anything can be a weapon if you know how to wield it, including sweetness.”
She gave me a knowing look before leaving the room. I turned back to the mirror to check out my reflection.
How would being sweet to Archer punish him?
I disregarded the idea as I admired myself in the mirror. I’d never owned such beautiful clothes or felt so glamorous. The silky, emerald green dress had thin straps, leading to a v-neck that stretched tightly across my breasts. I definitely couldn’t wear a bra with this. The entire thing hugged my figure, falling to my knees, but with a slit up one side that showed a generous amount of thigh.
A perverse part of me wanted to look hot for Archer, even though he was a selfish asshole and entirely unworthy of my affection.
I twisted my hair into a loose knot at the base of my neck, with my bangs framing my face, and admired Eloise’s handiwork. She had apparently perfected the art of winged eyeliner way back in the sixties and never forgotten it. Giving my reflection a final once-over, I let myself out of the room.
The moment I reached the bottom step and Archer emerged, Eloise’s advice made perfect sense. Archer’s icy blue eyes crawled up my legs, lingering on the slit in my dress, the curve of my hips, the fabric stretched tight across my chest, the unmarked column of my neck. Eventually, his eyes landed on mine after an extended look at my scarlet lips, and I almost combusted on the spot from the heat in his gaze.
Archer didn’t look at me like he wanted to fuck me. He looked at me like he wanted to consume me. Like he’d take me apart and put me back together with little marks all over me that told the world I was his.
It was exactly what I wanted to do to him. Too bad he’d ruined us before we’d even begun.
I sauntered up to him, leaning into his personal space like it was my right.
“See something you like?" I purred into his ear, letting my breasts brush against his chest. He sucked in a breath, shuddering slightly at my touch.
Mission: Weaponize Sweetness is a go.
“You know I do.” His hand ghosted over the curve of my hip and I steeled myself against the intense reaction I had to his touch.
“Shall we?” he asked, stepping back and holding out his arm for me to take.
“We’re not a couple,” I reminded him, taking his arm and ignoring the censuring look Eloise gave me at my words, and George’s snort of amusement.
“Believe me, I know,” Archer chuckled. “But you’ve decided you’re in the mood to play with fire, so I’m going to make the most of it,” he added amiably as we made our way into the large dining hall, past the tables of pack members to a long table at the front. George sat at the head of the table with Eloise to his right. They had saved two spaces for us to the left of the Alpha, and Archer surprised me by guiding me into the chair closest to George, who gave him an approving look.
“Wren, my darling,” Archer cooed in my ear like the shithead he was, his arm resting on the back of my chair. “This is my packmate, Miles.” He leaned back so I could see the dark-haired, dark-eyed shifter sitting on his other side.
Archer’s fingers grazed my exposed back as he reclined arrogantly in his seat, legs spread like his balls were too big to sit normally. Unwilling to let him have the advantage, I planted my hand on his thigh — obscenely close to the generously sized bulge in his slacks — and leaned across him to shake Miles’ hand.
“Nice to meet you, Miles.” I instantly recognized his scent as that of the other wolf on campus.
“And you, Wren.” His eyes were darting between Archer and I, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
Archer’s hand trailed up my back to rest at the nape of my neck, his thumb stroking soothing circles over my skin. The possessiveness of the hold made me bristle and had my traitorous, affection-starved wolf panting. I squeezed Archer’s thigh in a warning, and he squeezed my nape right back.
Pack members brought platters of food and laid them in the center of the table, the smell of cooked meat and assorted casseroles, making my mouth water. We waited for the Alpha pair to serve themselves before spooning food onto our own plates.
“Chicken?” Archer asked smoothly, putting a piece on my plate at my suspicious nod. “Green beans?”
I caught the approving look Eloise was giving Archer across the table and fought the urge to roll my eyes. He was filling my plate, not walking across hot coals for me. Perspective, Grams.
There wasn’t a lot of talking as we all got stuck into our food. I was cataloguing every item on the table, curious about the logistics of cooking for such a big crowd. I’d never catered anything before. It seemed like a fun challenge.
“What’s got you thinking so hard?” Archer asked, stretching his arm along the back of my chair and plucking at the spaghetti strap of my dress. His rough fingertips brushed against my skin as he toyed with the fabric and it took everything in me not to shudder. His touch was potent. It lit a fire inside me that went out and left me cold whenever his hands weren’t on me.
“Archer, how are your parents?”
Archer’s hand stilled, his body tensing at George’s innocuous question. I discreetly looked up at him through my eyelashes. His face and body language gave nothing away. I doubted I’d have even noticed anything was amiss if I wasn’t sitting so close to him.
“My dad is doing a lot better now we’ve called him and let him know we didn’t cause a diplomatic incident,” Archer said with a smirk. “This is the first time he’s allowed  Miles and I to visit another pack without adult supervision. Dad and Joe were waiting for a call to say you’d locked us in the basement and you needed them to come pick us up.”
“No such luck, though not for lack of trying on Wren’s part,” George laughed. I pursed my lips, trying not to smile. Archer relaxed and his hand resumed its gentle ministrations against my back. He’d deflected like a pro, but there was a story behind that split second of tension and I was desperate to find out what it was.
No, I wasn't. I hated this guy. I didn’t care about his story at all.
“Wait, does that mean your dad is the Alpha?” I asked incredulously. “Your dad is the Alpha.” Eloise gave me a disapproving look at my mutter.
“Of course,” George replied, in an obviously tone. “Archer is the presumed Alpha heir of the Audax Pack.”
“And Miles is the presumed Beta,” Archer added helpfully, Miles tipped his chin in acknowledgment.
“Daniel’s first trip to visit another pack on his own was a disaster,” Eloise said fondly, shaking her head, smoothly changing the subject. “It was to a pack in Argentina and it turned out his mate, Valentina, was the Alpha’s daughter. He wasn’t best pleased to discover his beloved daughter’s fated mate was taking her so far away.”
“Do they visit them often?” Miles asked politely. I didn’t even know him, but I was certain he was trying to give Archer and I a moment to ourselves.
“You’ve got a secret,” I breathed in a sing-song voice, just loud enough for him to hear.
“Says the girl who hides her scent,” Archer replied, equally quiet, raising his brow at me. “We’ve both got secrets, but not for long. Not from each other.”
“You are delusional.”
“I’m a realist. We’re fated mates. We’re inevitable.”
“Is that honestly what you expect?” I hissed. “That you can just stroll into my life whenever you feel like it, and I’ll drop everything to be with you?”
“Of course not,” he replied with a wry smile. His calm demeanor enraged me even more.
“Let’s move the tables out of the way,” Eloise announced loudly, shooting me a warning look. “We’ll have some dancing.”
The Fortis wolves cheered loudly in agreement, the room filling with the sounds of clattering plates and scraping chairs. I helped stack the chairs as Archer and Miles effortlessly picked up the twenty-foot head table and moved it against the wall.
Dancing was not my forte, so I leaned against the edge of the table and observed as pack members spilled onto the free floor space, wondering how much longer it would be until I could politely leave. Within seconds, Archer was in front of me, standing closer than he had any right to be, yet somehow not close enough. The tug-of-war taking place between my body and my brain was exacerbating my rapidly shortening temper.
“How long are you staying here?” Archer asked into my hair, taking advantage of the crowded room and the people trying to squeeze onto the dancefloor by wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me out of the way.
Pressed up to his firm chest with his muscular arm encircling my waist, I wanted to forget all the reasons I had to hate him. Our bodies fit together like two pieces of a puzzle, perfectly aligned.
“I’m going back tomorrow,” I replied, cursing the husky tone of my voice. I’d planned on staying longer, but Archer’s sudden appearance in my life had thrown me for a loop and I wanted to be in my own space.
“Come back with us. We’ll drive you home,” Archer murmured, nuzzling my hair and leaving his scent all over me.
As tempting as it was to not spend an entire day sitting on a bus, my pride prickled at his demand. Tonight had been about appeasing my grandparents and giving Archer a taste of what he couldn’t have. It wasn’t the start of some grand love story.
“No thanks,” I said breezily, slipping out of his grip and making my way to the bottom of the stairs. “I guess I’ll see you back on campus.”
I chanced a look over my shoulder and caught Archer’s incredulous stare. Good. He would have to do a lot better than that.
✽✽✽
 
“You’ll come back, won’t you,” Eloise stated rather than asked, giving me a stern, distinctly grandmotherly look. “Your cousins will be devastated they missed you — Sadie in particular.”
“Both Sadie and Alec are planning on touring the college soon,” George added. “Maybe you could show them around.”
I smiled a little at that idea. George and Eloise had been unexpectedly great. Maybe my uncle and his family would be too. It might be nice to have cousins my age on campus.
“I’m sure you haven’t seen the last of me,” I assured Eloise, accepting the hug she was offering me. Fates, how long had it been since I’d been hugged like this? Probably just before my twelfth birthday, before my parents were afraid of me.
I shouldered my duffel bag and made my way down the steps to where Tobias was waiting in the running car to drop me at the bus depot.
“Oh, and granddaughter?” George called from behind me. “Make that mate of yours work for it. A little groveling is good character building, especially for a future Alpha.”
I snorted, waving my hand above my head to let him know I’d heard him. The groveling part was a given. It was the mate part I had an issue with.
Tobias gave me a reluctant farewell at the bus stop, glaring furiously over my head at the black truck idling across the street the entire time. I wasn’t entirely surprised Archer had followed me to make sure I got on the bus safely, I’d heard that dominant males had issues with personal space. The fastest way to irritate him would be to pay him no attention, so that’s exactly what I did.
Two hours of studious ignoring was making the vein in my forehead throb. Archer was following the goddamn bus  the entire route back to Carson. Well, he was following me. I’m sure if I got off and walked, he’d trail in his truck behind me down the road like a creeper.
Every time I glanced back at him, he’d give me a cheery wave and a smug grin, raising his eyebrow in challenge. I could practically hear him thinking ‘get in the truck, Wren,’ from here. Fortunately, Miles seemed to alternate between napping and playing on his phone, minding his business. I couldn’t deal with two sets of smug stares.
On some level, I appreciated that he was ensuring I got home okay even though I was more than capable of looking after myself. His proximity settled my wolf — who was already aggravated by leaving Archer and had practically lost her shit getting on a bus packed with humans. Why did they have to wear aftershave?
On the other hand, sitting on the bus while he followed behind me in his fancy truck was a whole fresh kind of humiliating. I’d never been ashamed of being poor before — I worked for every cent I had and I was proud of that — but suddenly, seeing Archer’s flash truck and nice clothes, I felt like a have-not. It was an unwelcome sensation.
I put on my headphones, turning the volume down to the lowest setting, which was all my ears could handle. Scrolling through the playlists, I found one for badass women who destroyed the men that wronged them, and settled myself into my seat as comfortably as I could.
Fuck it, if he wanted to spend an extra three hours driving at snail’s pace behind me, let him.
The bus ride felt like it took ten days, not ten hours. By the time I made it back to the house, I was looking forward to putting on a load of washing and curling up on the couch to watch a movie.
Maybe a romance. I could use some escapism.
I lugged my duffel bag upstairs and dumped it at the foot of my twin bed. Already the four walls of my tiny room felt suffocating. My wolf pushed up against me angrily, demanding a run.
I flopped down on the bed on my stomach. Maybe I should just join my grandparents’ pack and live on their territory? They seemed like good people. The pack was much nicer than the one I grew up in, but I hadn’t seen them around the runts or latents either.
That was the true test of any pack — how they treated their weakest members.
My wolf snarled, lashing out in fury at the idea of me joining the Fortis Pack. Grumbling, I stood and gathered my dirty laundry before heading down to the basement. It’s not like I had some fantastic, luxurious life here that I’d be giving up, but it was my life.
And then there was Archer.
I finished loading the machine and turned it on. Tea. There was nothing a hot cup of tea and freshly baked cinnamon rolls couldn’t fix. 
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Chapter 13
Archer
 
My muscles were still cramped and achy from sitting in the truck for 40,000 hours crawling behind that fucking bus, but I had zero regrets. I was going to embrace every single instinct I’d been fighting with Wren. Number one was getting all up in her grill, all of the time. If I had eyes on her, I knew she was safe.
Safe, but not happy. Obviously. I’d done a bang-up job at ensuring her unhappiness. That shit was temporary though, I would prove to her I could make her the happiest she-wolf in the world. I would make her the happiest she-wolf in the world.
I’d been hoping to see Wren yesterday, and I’d hung around her place like a stalker so I could tag along with her wherever she went, but she’d hidden inside the house all day. She couldn’t hide from me forever, no matter how much she wanted to. I’d sweet talked her boss and I knew Wren was due back at work on Monday and while I could wait until then, I’d probably go out of my mind if I did.
I stopped by the grocery store and picked out the ugliest bunch of flowers I could find. If I bought her something pretty, she’d ignore them. Every time she looked at this monstrosity, she’d be forced to think about me. I was going to get under her skin like a stubborn splinter until she fell irrevocably in love with me.
Wren’s house was quiet, her roommates were still away. I could smell Wren’s scent from inside as I approached the front stoop, and I inhaled it greedily. She didn’t cover it up when she was home.
“Go away,” Wren muttered from somewhere in the house, just loud enough for my wolfy ears to pick up.
“Aw, come on. I bought you flowers.” I grinned to myself like an idiot, standing outside her closed front door.
“Feel free to shove them the same place you’ve been hiding for the past few months.” There was the distinctive thud of a coffee cup hitting a table a little harder than necessary.
“Perfect, I’m already outside your house. I suppose I could leave them outside your work too. I’ve spent quite a lot of time hiding there.”
I strained my ears, but silence greeted me. Eventually Wren’s quiet footsteps approached the front door.
“Are you going to let me in, little bird?”
“Don’t call me that,” she hissed, all fire and venom. I adjusted my jeans uncomfortably. “And no. I am not.”
She didn’t move away from the door though.
“Fine,” I said with a put-upon sigh even as I smiled. “We can get to know each other through the door. What’s your favorite kind of dinosaur? Don’t pretend you don’t have one.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Wren replied, with a lot less heat in her voice. “Goodbye.”
She moved away from the door and I heard the creaking of stairs. Honestly, it was better than I’d hoped for considering she’d just ignored my existence yesterday. I left the flowers on her doorstep and made my way back to the truck. I wasn’t about to leave her alone, but I needed more supplies.
✽✽✽
 
I definitely underestimated my girl’s stubbornness. I’d been a near constant fixture on her front porch for the past three days and she still hadn’t let me in. By day two, I’d started leaving her care packages in case she didn’t have any food in there. Wren always waited until I was gone before bringing them in the house.
I knew as a dominant female, she’d never admit that she was hiding from me. She was totally hiding, though.
No matter, Wren had work today so she couldn’t avoid me. I was going to exploit the fuck out of it. Starting by reading my whole Public Finance textbook at the coffee shop today, to prepare for spring semester. Maybe I’d even take notes, highlight some shit. All of this stalking would be excellent for my grades.
Miles was still asleep when I left the house at nine am, which was unsurprising. Usually I’d sleep until at least midday if I didn’t have class. It was a special treat that only happened while I was in Carson because Dad would never let that kind of laziness slide at home.
As tempting as my bed was, today was day one of inserting myself into Wren’s life like I belonged there and showing her I wasn’t an entirely selfish bastard. It was also day one of getting my shit together and adulting like a boss. Flynn had agreed to head to my cabin at the edge of the territory every couple of days where the cellphone reception worked so we could talk. He’d never ask for help or admit that he was struggling, but at least if we talked, I’d have a better idea of what he was going through.
I entered the coffee shop with my backpack slung over my shoulder, prepared to camp out and study all morning. I was aiming for her to acknowledge me at least three times. Even if it was in the form of snappy retorts and glares, her attitude got me hard as steel, anyway. As much as I wanted her to put on a show and rub herself all over me like a cat the way she’d done while we had dinner with the Fortis Pack, I got the feeling that tactic hadn’t worked out quite the way she’d wanted and Wren didn’t seem like the type to repeat her failures.
She was working the counter when I came in, her eyes immediately snapping to mine as I walked in the door. She was trying to be discreet about it but I noticed her nose twitch. Wren was inhaling my scent just as much as I was savoring her exotic jasmine signature.
Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail with a blue headband tied in a bow just off-centre on her head, bangs brushing her dark lashes. She was wearing a long-sleeve mustard t-shirt and dark blue skinny jeans on under her gray work apron.
I don’t think I’d ever seen a more beautiful woman.
Why had I put this off again?
Her gaze narrowed as I approached the counter, her full pouty lips pressed into a tight line. I grinned. Anger I could work with.
As if she’d read my mind, Wren’s face morphed into a mask of perfect, neutral professionalism.
“What can I get you?” she asked politely.
Fuck that. I’d take her passion, love, anger, even her hatred. But I wouldn’t settle for her indifference.
“What do you recommend, little bird?”
“Do I look like a little bird to you?” she snapped, her tone scathing.
I smirked, and she huffed in irritation, putting her waitress face back on when she realized she’d risen to my bait.
“You look like a fierce as hell she-wolf, but go ahead and lie to me, tell me you don’t find the nickname a bit cute.”
Wren pursed her lips, her eyes narrowed dangerously on me. She said nothing, though. She totally liked the nickname.
“What’s your favorite kind of coffee, little bird? I’ll grab one of those,” I replied, ignoring her question. It hadn’t escaped my notice that she had yet to say my name. No matter. She’d be screaming it before too long. I could be a selfish bastard, but I was a generous lover.
“To go?” Wren asked hopefully.
“No, I think I’ll stick around,” I replied smugly, moving toward a table for two that had the perfect view of the counter.
Wren scowled at me again before busying herself behind the coffee machine. I pulled out my laptop and textbook. Come at me, Public Finance.
Wren put a frothy drink down in front of me and stood back with her arms crossed. Grateful she hadn’t stormed off yet, I grabbed the cup and took a sip. This was much nicer than the drip coffee I usually drank.
“I like it. What is it?”
“A macchiato. You told me to make you my favorite,” Wren explained, her irritation waning slightly.
“You have excellent taste,” I replied with my sexiest half smile, the one that made all the girls melt.
“Not in men,” she muttered, entirely unimpressed, before spinning on her heel and getting back to work. This time my grin was genuine.
Fuck, being around her was agony. It was the sweetest kind of torture. The urge to claim her was riding me hard. I couldn’t not be around her. Barely resisted the urge to touch her. Spent half the time with her wanting to sink my cock into her, and the other half wanting to absorb every word she said and learn everything there was to know about her.
My fingers practically tingled at the memory of stroking the bare skin on her back at that dinner. I didn’t even know skin could be that soft. By the time I got out of here, there’d be a zipper impression on my hard-on from my jeans.
It galled me she didn’t seem to struggle with the claiming urge as much as I was. Two hours had passed, and I’d got nothing more than irritated glares and huffs from Wren.
She disappeared into the kitchen for a while and my wolf paced impatiently, frustrated that she was out of my line of sight. I half suspected she’d snuck out through the back entrance and almost fell out of my chair in shock when Wren dropped into the seat opposite me and shoved a plate of food across the table at me.
She was surly as hell about it and I knew her natural urge to care for her mate was kicking in, the same way my natural urge to protect and possess my mate had been riding me since the moment I realized who she was to me. Plus, she was a Luna. They often expressed their nurturing side through food.
“What’s this?” I asked, inspecting the plateful of elaborate looking sandwiches, oozing cheese.
“Chicken florentine grilled cheese,” she grumbled. “I made it. I need to eat. You need to eat. I don’t want to take up another table. Don’t make it into a thing.”
It was 100% a thing.
I groaned as I bit into the sandwich. “Fates, this is good. I didn’t know you were such a talented cook.”
“Well, you wouldn’t, since you were avoiding me and all,” she replied primly and I had completely walked into that one. “I enjoy feeding people.”
I hid my grin behind another bite of the best sandwich I’d ever tasted. Lunas were always heavily involved in feeding the pack, either getting involved in the kitchen or planning and organizing the meals. As a child, most memories of my mom were of her standing at the stove in the enormous pack kitchen, stirring something or other.
“Have you thought about applying to the culinary program here? I’m not saying you need it,” I clarified quickly. “You might enjoy it though.”
“Oh. Um, no. College wasn’t ever really an option for me,” Wren replied with a slow blink. I loved knocking her off balance, she was always much more honest with me when I caught her off guard. I was desperate to ask her about why college wasn’t an option for her — I wanted to know everything about the weird pack she’d grown up in — but I had a feeling she’d shut down if I tried.
“I’ll give you the details for the scholarship program Miles and I are on. It’s, er, unique to our requirements,” I told her quietly. There weren’t that many humans around during winter break, but there were too many to talk openly.
“Really? That’s a thing?”
“I’ll tell you more about it later, but yeah. The packs all got together and decided that this college would be neutral territory so the young people could study here.  Miles and I are the pilot program pretty much, but my brother is attending next year.”
“My cousins too, by the sounds of it,” Wren replied thoughtfully.
We were finally having a civil conversation when we were interrupted. I glared at the intruder. Human. Brown hair, green eyes, muscular for a human but no match for a shifter.
My wolf didn’t like the way he was looking at my mate. I didn’t much like it either. The human was angling for a spot as her Alpha mate. That spot was very much taken.
Well, pretty much taken.
“Wren?” he asked, shooting an almost pleading look. “How are you? I tried to call you over break, but I guess you were busy…” he trailed off, looking between the two of us.
If I thought I could get away with it, I’d drag her onto my lap and stake my claim — that’s how wolves rolled — but Wren and I weren’t at that level yet. She’d probably slap me.
Instead, I angled myself to lean slightly more towards her, making us look more like a couple. I’m sure Wren noticed my territorial move, but she didn’t call me out on it.
“Sorry, Derek,” Wren said, shooting him an apologetic smile that I was confident I’d never see directed at me. “I was visiting my grandparents up north.”
“Oh, that’s cool. I didn’t know you had family out there.”
Why would he know? Who the fuck was this guy?
“Hi, I’m Derek,” he said, reaching his hand toward me to shake, his eyes dropping to my chest and his brow furrowed in confusion. I took it, squeezing a little harder than strictly necessary if his slight wince gave any sign.
“Archer,” I replied lazily. Wren subtly rolled her eyes at me.
“How do you know Wren?” Derek asked, stepping back and flexing his fingers. I fought the grin that was threatening to spread over my face.
“Wren’s my future wife. Isn’t that right, little bird?” I drawled, earning me a slap on the arm from the woman in question.
“What is wrong with you?” she hissed.
“Many things.” I shrugged.
“Oh. Well, this is a little awkward. I was kind of hoping to date her,” Derek said with a laugh. I could smell his nerves. It made the predator in me rise to the surface.
Derek was too focused on me to notice the critical error he’d made with Wren. Twice now he’d talked about her like she wasn’t here. If we were fully bonded and I could sense her wolf, I’m sure I’d be able to feel how pissed off she was at being dismissed right now.
“It is awkward,” I agreed, leaning back in my chair and loosely crossing my arms like I didn’t have a care in the world. “So, little bird, what’s the plan? You don’t strike me as the type to lead some guy on when there’s no future in it.”
If looks could kill, I’d be dead in my seat. I knew my assessment was dead on though. It would go against every instinct in Wren to deceive someone. She was an impetuous ballbuster, but she wasn’t a manipulator. I got the feeling she didn’t enjoy the loose pack of humans she’d collected.
Wren turned back to Derek, and I tried to tamp down the jealousy crawling over my skin at the kindness in her expression.
“I’m sorry, Derek. You’re a really nice guy—”
Derek’s pained whine cut her off mid-sentence, and I bit back a smile at the wolfy sound. It was the sound of a wolf whose Luna had just rejected his affection.
“Oh, uh, that’s cool. If you ever need anything, Wren, you can call me. I’ll always be here for you.” He backed up a few steps, shooting a lingering glance at my mate — future mate — as he left. He’d come around now that I’d established my dominance and let him know he had no chance. Next time I saw him, he’d probably be as deferential to me as he was to her.
“Happy now?” Wren asked, glaring daggers at me.
“I’d be happier if you’d never met him,” I told her unapologetically.
She barked a laugh full of mirth. “Nothing even happened with him, but I suppose you’ve been saving yourself for me all this time, hm? I can smell the arousal on the women in here. Were you sowing your wild oats with them these past few months while you pretended I didn’t exist?” She scoffed at my silence and pushed away from the table, taking our empty plates with her before I could respond.
I hadn’t been with another woman since I’d caught Wren’s scent. I hadn’t even contemplated it. It made it worse in a way — I’d put off pursuing my fated mate because I liked the idea of being with multiple women instead of being tied down to the one who was perfect for me.
Mine.
She was right to punish me — I hadn’t earned her forgiveness yet, let alone her respect. We hadn’t properly shifted together either. Only the Fates knew how her wolf would respond to mine right now. She’d probably take a chunk out of his flank.
If we were going to do this, I needed to show that Wren was the only woman for me. It would be uncomfortable for both of us, but I was going to take her into the viper’s nest and tackle the problem wolf-style.
Wren was behind the counter, slamming cups down a little harder than necessary when I approached.
“I need to go call my brother,” I began. She ignored me completely, which made my wolf crazy. She couldn’t dismiss me like I was someone insignificant to her. I wouldn’t accept that.
I leaned across the counter, getting right up in her personal space. Wren’s eyes snapped to mine, and she bared her teeth slightly, her eyes glowing slightly as her wolf stirred.
“There’s been no one since I caught your scent, little bird. You’re the only woman I’m interested in, but you will never believe me until you see that for yourself,” I said in a low voice, keeping my expression calm and serious so she knew I wasn’t playing games with her.
“Well, you have your work cut out for you then,” Wren replied, rolling her eyes and busying herself wrapping cutlery in napkins, dismissing me again.
“You have a late start tomorrow. I’ll meet you at your place and walk you to work,” I called over my shoulder as I left the coffee shop.
The shattering of a cup as it slammed onto the counter was the last thing I heard as I exited the coffee shop.
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Chapter 14
Wren
 
I slept terribly. My wolf was annoyed at Archer, but pined for him at the same time. I’d always felt vulnerable being alone at night, without a pack to defend me, but that feeling had been infinitely worse since I’d met Archer and looked into his eyes. I felt exposed on my own, like the shield I was supposed to have was missing.
It was incredibly aggravating. I’d been managing okay on my own before he came along. He’d appeared in my life because it suited him to do so, and I was the one suffering for it.
With the coffee shop opening later and closing earlier during winter break, I felt like I had an abundance of time on my hands. I’d cleaned the house, baked cinnamon scrolls, and French-braided my hair all by eight o’clock in the morning. I was lounging on the couch, watching breakfast television when my phone started vibrating next to me.
Incoming call: George and Eloise Calvin
When I’d given my grandparents my number, I didn’t expect them to call me so soon. That they shared a cell phone was the most adorable thing I’d ever seen. I didn’t have many examples of love to go on, but I’m pretty sure their relationship was something special.
"Hello?"
"Wren?" George's voice on the end of the line took me by surprise. Even knowing they shared the phone, I expected Eloise to be the one to call me.
"Hi George, how are you?"
"Fine, fine. Tobias was in town yesterday and picked up the scent of some foreign wolves around the motel room you stayed in."
"They could be Audax Pack wolves, right?" I asked uneasily.
"I've already talked to Archer, none of his pack have been in the area except he and Miles." I rolled my eyes. Of course, he'd already talked to Archer. Did they swap numbers too? Archer had done a fantastic job in winning over my grandparents. Traitors.
Apprehension skittered down my spine. “You think someone was following me?”
“I’m not ruling it out,” George replied sternly, Alpha voice firmly in play. “Does your old pack keep tabs on you? They might have been trying to figure out if you’d joined the Fortis Pack.”
“They haven’t in the past, but they want me for some arranged mating with a pack in Ohio,” I muttered, feeling weirdly embarrassed talking about it. Now I knew how other packs operated, the cultiness of Azymus Pack was impossible to ignore.
George growled down the phone. “Have you mentioned that to Archer? He won’t tolerate anyone sniffing around his mate.”
“I’m not his mate,” I retorted, cringing at how bitter I sounded about that.
“Semantics,” George replied dismissively. “Take care, Wren. Fortis Pack will come to your aid, should you need it.”
“Against your own daughter?” I challenged.
“Yes,” George sighed. “Maybe if I’d fought a little harder for her, she wouldn’t have resorted to the path she’s trying to force on you.”
I’d barely had a moment to process that when I heard Archer’s approach. I shoved my feet into my boots and pulled on my pretty quilted jacket, before opening the front door to find six-and-a-half feet of towering masculinity leaning casually against the porch railing.
“What’s this?” I asked Archer, suspiciously eyeing the reusable coffee cup he was handing me as I pulled the door shut behind me.
“She asks as if she doesn’t have shifter senses. Sniff.” He rolled his eyes as a small smile tugged at his lips. Asshole. I apprehensively accepted the cup, ignoring the buzz where our skin touched.
I already knew it was a coffee — a burned-to-shit espresso, to be precise — but that wasn’t really what I’d been asking. It had just seemed politer than asking why he was handing me a butchered cup of coffee.
Keeping my face carefully neutral, I took a sip and swallowed my grimace along with the un-frothed milk and burned coffee.
“You like fancy coffee, so I got one of those stovetop coffee pot things and followed a video tutorial,” Archer explained with an offhand shrug, though I could tell by his guarded expression that he didn’t feel quite as cool as he was acting. He’d obviously gone to a lot of effort to make this abomination, and I wasn’t heartless enough to shit all over his effort.
“That’s so sweet of you,” I commented lightly.
Archer scoffed. “I’m not sweet.” Before I agreed — because he was absolutely right — he’d snatched the cup out of my hand, whipped the lid off and tipped the coffee out on the grass. “Come on, I’ll buy you a decent one. You don’t start work for half an hour yet.”
“I’m aware of that, thank you,” I replied drily. “I hear you had a chat with my grandfather this morning?” I fell into step next to him as we walked towards the campus, keeping enough distance between us that our arms didn’t brush against each other as we walked.
He hummed in agreement. “Anything you want to tell me, little bird? Because I’m fairly confident whoever was sniffing around that motel wasn’t there for me or Miles.”
“I don’t particularly want to tell you anything, but you’ll probably be a pain in the ass about it until I do. The Alpha of my old pack wants me to go back.” I shrugged.
“You left your pack on your own accord then?” Archer asked, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.
“You think I was exiled?”
“No,” he answered quickly. “I’m just trying to understand, little bird. Usually dominant wolves benefit most from pack life, it’s weird that your experience was bad enough that you wanted to leave. Especially to go it on your own. The lone wolf lifestyle is fucking agony.”
“Is it now?” I asked wryly, not needing him to explain my life to me. Archer gave me an almost sheepish look. “The Azymus Pack works a little differently to other packs, I’ve since learned. They have very strict ideas on how shifters should behave, how they answer to their Alpha, and who they are mated to. Nothing is left to chance.
“The Alpha was mated before I was born, his son was born years later and is far too young for me, therefore the pack had no use for me. I doubt I was the only dominant wolf exiled from the pack.”
“So, you were exiled?” Archer confirmed, surprised.
“They restricted me to my parents’ cabin from age twelve when my wolf emerged — my parents moved into the big pack house so they didn’t have to be around me — then kicked me off the territory at age eighteen.”
Archer’s growl was so steady, it sounded like someone had left a lawnmower running. The noise was all wolf, his animal outraged on my behalf. It was kind of cute.
“So you were, what, just locked in a house for six years on your own?” Archer growled. His wolf was right at the surface, I could almost feel his need to avenge rolling off him in waves.
“Well, locked in is an exaggeration, but I’d have had the full force of the pack on me if I’d tried to leave the house. My wolf was game, but she wouldn’t have been strong enough as a juvenile.”
“We’d totally be strong enough now,” Archer said with a bloodthirsty glint in his eye. My wolf was giving him puppy dog eyes, apparently smitten with his vengeful side.
“Considering they’re almost all submissive wolves, I’m sure we’d have no problem. I don’t want to punish the pack for the crimes of their Alpha, though.”
“So that’s a yes to punishing the Alpha?” he asked hopefully.
“Not in a rip-out-his-throat kind of way,” I laughed, the sound startling me. “I’d like to undermine his power, show the pack how weak and cowardly they really are. It’s a lot easier for submissives to leave a pack if they lose confidence in their Alpha.”
Archer nodded thoughtfully. “You don’t want to take over their pack.”
I said nothing, not willing to open that can of worms. I didn’t want to lead any pack, but Archer would relish the chance to talk me into it.
“Why does the Azymus Pack want you back now?”
“They want me to mate some future Alpha of a pack in Ohio, cement an alliance for them.”
“Not. Happening,” Archer said, his voice raspy as he tried to push his wolf back.
“Well, obviously not. Not because you said so,” I added, throwing him a dirty look. “I rejected the suggestion two years ago, but now he’s turned eighteen, my old Alpha, Mercer, has obviously decided to try again.”
By silent agreement, we sat next to each other on a park bench opposite the coffee shop. It was crazy to give him this much attention, yet it was the most at ease I’d felt since we’d sat next to each other at the Fortis Pack dinner. A few more minutes couldn’t hurt, right? I’d indulge just a little longer.
“I really hate that shit you use to cover your scent, you know,” Archer said conversationally, wrinkling his nose in distaste. “Your natural scent is fucking incredible. Like a drug that was designed just for me.”
I snorted. “Drugs. How romantic.”
“Why do you cover it up?” Archer asked, sounding genuinely bewildered.
“I’ve always been careful to live on unclaimed territory, but occasionally shifters felt threatened by my presence. Once I started covering my scent, I got some peace.”
“So, what, you just roll around in lavender every morning?” I laughed at his question, imagining Archer’s enormous frame rolling around in a lavender bush.
“Obviously not, I make a natural solution out of oils and spray it on myself.”
“You just came up with that shit?” he asked dubiously.
“No. I searched for ‘natural dog deodorant’ online,” I admitted, staring resolutely ahead. Archer’s boom of laughter was loud enough to grab everyone’s attention within a two-mile radius. I leaned across the bench and clapped my hand over his mouth, stifling my giggle.
Archer cocked a brow at me a split second before licking up the length of my hand with his tongue. He grinned as I snatched it back, glaring at him.
“That’s unhygienic,” I said primly, sliding back down the bench and crossing my legs, back ramrod straight.
“I’ll happily lick any part of you I can get my tongue on, little bird,” Archer chuckled. My face felt weirdly hot, and I studied my nails to give myself an excuse not to look at him.
“You should be so lucky,” I muttered.
“I should,” he agreed seriously, leaning back with his knees spread obnoxiously wide.
These were the glimpses of what could have been — the moments where I could see why he was perfect for me and all the ways we complemented each other. But his initial evasion of me, which he’d never apologized for, sat between us like a big, festering wound.
Archer’s charm and sense of humor made it worse in a way. I hated that he acted like he wanted this. Like he and I were inevitable. If that was true, why wouldn’t he have pursued me from the beginning?
I wanted him to hurt — the way I was hurting — yet the idea of him suffering made my chest ache. I wanted him to feel even a quarter of the rejection that I’d felt, the sickly, slimy shame that crawled over my skin at knowing he hadn’t wanted me, but just the thought of his discomfort was unbearable to me. This tenuous bond between us made me protective over him, which was fucking infuriating since it was obviously one-sided.
“I’m going to work now,” I announced, standing and striding purposefully into the coffee shop before he could object. I needed some space to clear my head.
✽✽✽
 
Amazingly, Archer left me alone for my entire shift. I was grateful — it had been what I wanted after all — but by the end of the day I was antsy and my wolf was miserable.
I still made a show of rolling my eyes as I exited the coffee shop and was assaulted by Archer’s masculine sandalwood scent a second before the man in question strode up to me. I didn’t want him to think I was happy to see him.
“You know I’m perfectly capable of getting myself to and from work without an escort, right? I’ve managed just fine these past few months, as you probably saw for yourself.”
He winced slightly at that, and I almost felt bad about the dig. It’s not like I’d said anything that wasn’t true.
“I like walking with you.” Archer shrugged, pulling his ringing phone out of his pocket with a frown.
“Miles,” he clipped. “I can’t talk, I'm with Wren.” Okay, that was a bit cute. I hated him maybe one percent less now. “Pizza again?” he sighed. “I’ll grab some on the way back.”
“Neither of you cook?” I asked as he slid the phone back into his pocket.
“Ah, no. Not really. My mom used to organize the cooking for our pack with a handful of volunteers.”
“Used to?”
Archer glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, looking uncomfortable. “She doesn’t do it anymore. The pack members that used to help her still do it, but they aren’t great at it. Feeding people isn’t their passion like it was hers.”
My heart felt like it stuttered for a beat. Maybe the Fates really did have all of this planned out because there was no possible way that was a coincidence.
“Come on, I’ll cook you dinner,” I said with an exaggerated sigh. “Not because I like you. I feel bad that Miles has to live off takeout,” I clarified.
Archer snorted a laugh, but his eyes lit up like I’d just fucking proposed to him or something. “Sure, little bird. Let’s see what you can do.”
We made a brief stop at the small grocery store just off campus to pick up the ingredients I needed. Since it sounded like it had been awhile since they’d had a decent, home-cooked meal and I wasn’t sure how well stocked their kitchen would be, I’d decided to keep it simple. All wolves liked steak.
Archer insisted on paying for the ingredients, quizzing me on what I liked to drink before tossing a pack of my favorite beer into the cart.
“Miles is going to cry with happiness,” Archer announced, carrying both paper bags of groceries in his arms.
“Just Miles?” I laughed. “Your eyes looked a little glassy when I put the steaks in the basket.”
Archer groaned, the sound setting nerves I didn’t even know I had on fire. He was sex on legs and he kind of knew it, but I don’t think he realized how intense the effect he had on me was. Thank the Fates for that.
“I don’t even remember the last time I had steak. I might orgasm at the table.”
“Please don’t,” I muttered, staring resolutely ahead as my face heated. The house would already reek of his scent, it’d be the ultimate test of my self-control.
Archer turned off the sidewalk, onto a path that led to a small, gray clapboard house. I contemplated mentioning I’d had a puppy power nap in their backyard a week ago, but decided to save that tidbit for later.
"It's not much. The pack bought it so any future pups that attend the college wouldn’t have to stay on campus,” Archer explained.
He let us in to the front door to a small open living room, dining room and kitchen. Miles stood as we entered, giving us a respectful nod.
“Hey Miles,” I said, giving him a genuine smile. My wolf had taken an instant liking to him, seeing the respectful, almost deferential, way he treated me. Miles acted like I was already his future Luna, which was both weird and an excellent ego boost.
“Wren, this is a pleasant surprise. And groceries,” he added, looking at the bags Archer was unpacking on the counter. “An even bigger surprise.”
“Yes, yes. We live on takeout,” Archer drawled, flicking his hand dismissively. “Wren has taken pity on our sorry asses and has decided to make us dinner.”
“Not just dinner. Steak.” I giggled as Miles flopped dramatically back on the couch, grinning like a kid on Christmas morning.
“Do you need any help?” he asked as Archer uncapped three beers and distributed them between us.
“That’s very sweet of you, but I’m fine. Watch sports or do homework, or whatever students do,” I called back, already digging through the cupboards for supplies.
Miles turned the TV on low, letting an old sitcom play in the background.
“Don’t call him ‘sweet’,” Archer grumbled, propping his hip against the counter.
“He is sweet,” I replied amiably, shoving him lightly with my shoulder to move him out of the way. My wolf practically rolled onto her back at the small amount of contact combined with the overwhelming presence of Archer’s scent.
Within half an hour, the three of us were crowded around the tiny table in their open-plan kitchen and living area, tucking into steak with garlic butter, mashed potatoes and green beans.
“Do you like it?” I asked them, failing to hide my amusement at the way they’d both fell onto their plates like they’d never eat again.
“Can’t talk, eating,” Archer mumbled at the same time as Miles managed a quick “amazing” between mouthfuls.
I still had half a plate of food left by the time they finished, and I picked up my pace as they both eyed the rest of my dinner covetously.
“Shit,” Archer cursed under his breath, pulling his ringing phone out of his pocket. “It’s my dad.”
“You should probably answer it,” I replied, nodding at the phone in his hand. “Don’t want to piss off the Alpha.”
Archer grimaced, picking up the phone as he let himself out the back door onto the dark porch. Miles’ eyes followed his departure, with a considerate look on his face. They were clearly close friends, but there was an underlying tension between them I couldn’t figure out.
“What’s Alpha Ellery like?” I asked quietly. Archer must have moved into the backyard because I could no longer hear his voice. Hopefully he, and therefore his dad, couldn’t hear mine.
“Amazing,” Miles replied instantly, without a hint of hesitation. “Strong, fair, kind. He knows every wolf in their pack — their strengths, weaknesses, the things that trouble them.”
“All excellent traits for an Alpha,” I agreed, my gaze flicking to the door Archer had just exited.
Miles hummed, following my gaze.
“You’re annoyed at him,” I stated.
Miles gave me a long searching look. “I’m not as annoyed at him as I like to think I am. Just like you’re not as mad at him as you think you are.”
That made me pause. Miles scrubbed a hand tiredly down his face. “You’ve gotten to know him a little now. You know he’s not just an asshole for the sake of being an asshole.”
I nodded slowly. That was a fair assessment.
“And if he’d just gotten out of his own damn way, he’d have realized straight away that his mate would be his greatest asset, not his greatest burden.”
Ouch.
“Your silence is making me nervous,” Miles said, glancing at me warily.
“I’m just processing,” I assured him, choosing my words carefully. “He pissed me off. And pissed my wolf off. She feels like he has something to prove.”
“His worth,” Miles replied, giving me an understanding nod. “Either he will or he won’t. I can’t vouch for him on that front.”
I was glad he didn’t try to. Miles would make a good Beta someday. Loyal, but unerringly fair.
Archer let himself back in, looking less relaxed than he had before he’d talked to his dad.
“All good?” Miles asked quietly, raising a brow.
“The usual,” Archer said with a shrug. “The stars look amazing tonight, little bird. Want to sit outside for a bit? I’ll bring a blanket.”
“I should clean up—”
“Definitely not,” Miles interrupted. “I’ll clean up. You kids have fun, now.” He winked subtly. Interfering bastard.
“I should really get going,” I protested, though Miles’ words had given me pause. If I expected Archer to prove his worth, I suppose I had to at least spend some time with him. “I suppose I can spare a few minutes,” I added, wanting him to know I’d chosen to stay, not caved to his demands.
Archer pulled a throw off the back of the couch before leading me outside to the small covered porch. The two-person bench looked worryingly cozy, especially considering how much room Archer’s tank of a body would take up.
I sat myself in the furthest corner, rolling my eyes when he made himself comfortable in the middle, manspreading all over the place. He gave me a smug grin, throwing the blanket over both of our legs.
I ignored him in favor of looking up at the stars. They weren’t as clear as they would be from the countryside, but they were beautiful. I’d always found the night sky a reassuring constant. No matter where I’d lived, how dire things had been, the stars were always there.
“Do you see Gemini?” Archer asked, interrupting the silence.
“Hm?”
“Gemini, the constellation,” he said, giving me a curious look.
“I don’t know much about constellations,” I admitted. Actually I knew nothing, but I didn’t want to tell him that. I was glad he was distracted with talking about the stars so he didn’t pick up my nerves at being in his all-too-familiar backyard.
“Gemini means ‘twins’, my grandparents always told us about how Gemini represented the brothers, Romulus and Remus,” Archer explained, still looking at me a little oddly, but thankfully not dwelling on my lack of expertise in astronomy.
“Your childhood pack didn’t use the constellations to teach you shifter origin stories?” Archer asked after I’d been silent for a few moments.
“We celebrated the feasts and learned about the Fates, but we didn’t really have any origin stories,” I replied thoughtfully, straining my memory. We attended school on packlands, but our lessons were more focused on doing what was best for the pack in the future, rather than where we’d come from.
“Why? What kind of origin stories did you learn?” I asked curiously, glancing at Archer out of the corner of my eye.
“The, uh, more well-known origin story is that the brothers Romulus and Remus were the first known wolf shifters, gifted their wolves by the Fates to help protect them when their mother was imprisoned and they were sent down the River Tiber in a basket. Eventually, the Fates blessed others with the gift of a wolf too, because wolves are pack animals and shouldn’t be alone. They started creating each soul in pairs — fated mates.”
“I’ve never heard that before,” I mused. “We didn’t hear stories like that in my pack.”
“My grandma said there was a wolf somewhere along the line who refused his fated mate because she was poor and mated with a wealthy Alpha’s daughter instead. When he became Alpha, he insisted that his way was the right way and all of his pack mated accordingly. It caught on.”
“Not the ‘right’ way, the ‘paradigm’. Packs who follow the paradigm mate in accordance to the pack’s needs, putting aside our own base and selfish desires,” I recited, the words drilled into my head from childhood.
“Fuck that,” Archer muttered. “The Fates don’t get it wrong. No one could ever be more perfect for my pack than you.”
I scowled at him, unsure how to respond to that and annoyed he’d caught me off-guard.
“Maybe one day, we’ll make the trip to Rome to visit the Lupercal — it’s where most wolf shifters try to go in their lifetime to pay tribute to our ancestors.”
“So you all really buy into the Roman origin story then?”
“I mean, the Latin pack names and surnames kind of support that theory, but I suppose we’ll never know,” Archer replied wryly, sounding like he very much did know.
“You’re being uncharacteristically diplomatic,” I said, my lips twitching.
“I feel bad that you grew up in a brainwashy cult pack,” Archer admitted. I laughed, his candor taking me by surprise. He shot me a boyish grin that cracked the icy wall I’d erected around my heart. He was infuriatingly hard to be mad at.
“I should go,” I announced, shoving the blanket to the side and standing up before my resolve weakened any further.
“I’ll walk you home,” Archer replied instantly, pushing to his feet.
“That’s highly unnecessary.”
“But I’m going to do it anyway,” Archer replied, holding the back door open for me to enter ahead of him.
Miles looked up from the table where he’d spread his books out in front of him.
“You heading out?” he asked.
“Yeah, I need to get back.”
“Thanks again for dinner, Wren.”
I scooped up my purse and led Archer out the front door, onto the dimly lit street.
“Remember when I was at your work the other day and I said the only way you’d believe you were it for me would be to see it for yourself?”
“I can’t wait to hear where you’re going with this,” I drawled. Did he always have to stand so close? I could hardly think with his intoxicating scent clouding my senses.
“Some classmates who are fond of me, and hanging around Carson, are having a holiday party tomorrow night. We should go.”
“So I can meet all the girls who’ve had the pleasure of boning you? No thanks,” I shot back acerbically.
“Just so you know, I would absolutely make sure it was pleasurable for you.” He gave me a cheeky grin and my eyes rolled so far back in my head, they were at serious risk of getting permanently stuck there. “I’ve only ever slept with one human, and yeah, she’ll be there.”
Rage ripped through me like a tornado and I knew my eyes were glowing wolf as I tried to hold her back. For once we were on the same page when it came to Archer. If he thought he was going to rub his conquests in our face, we’d claw his fucking skin off.
“Little bird,” Archer sighed.
“My name is Wren,” I gritted out, even though I kind of liked the nickname.
“This isn’t about me trying to rub something in your face. It was a casual hookup when my need for touch got too bad. You can’t say you never did the same.”
No, I couldn’t say that, but it was entirely besides the point.
“And yet, I’m not suggesting you meet any of my former hookups,” I snarked.
Archer made a low, growling sound that was all jealous wolf and I scoffed irritably.
“You’ll never believe that I’m serious about you until we spend some time together in public, Wren. Fight it all you want, but you know that me staking a public claim is important to you and your wolf.”
“You have no claim to stake,” I retorted, flipping my hair over my shoulder. “But fine, let’s see how committed to this whole mating thing you are when a bunch of drunk human girls are throwing themselves at you.”
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Chapter 15
Archer
 
Even as we were walking through the door, I was still half in awe that Wren had agreed to come with me to this party. I got the impression she needed me to prove something to her as much as I had something I needed to prove.
Tonight was about showing everyone that Wren was mine, and I was hers.
She looked beautiful when Miles and I went to pick her up, even with only half her face visible under the mountain of warm clothes she had on. We’d parked back at our place since the party was a couple of houses down the street. Once we got inside and Wren stripped off the thick down jacket I’d gotten her, and removed the scarf and beanie that hid her beautiful face, she was fucking mouthwatering.
Her black skinny jeans, fitted dark green top and dark brown boots were far less revealing than what most of the girls here had on but it was like a personal siren song to me. I didn’t notice the covered up skin. I noticed the swell of her breasts, the hourglass at her waist, the ripe curve of her ass and her long toned legs. Wren’s long black hair hung straight and loose, covering most of her back.
What I would give to see it fanned out over my pillow.
Down, boy. Not the plan for tonight.
Wren’s nose twitched as she scented my arousal and I noted the faint tint to her cheeks as her own body responded to her other half’s. My chest rumbled in appreciation, her need smelled fucking divine.
Wren shook her head as if to clear her thoughts and her gaze flicked down to the bulge in my now uncomfortably tight jeans.
“That better be in my honor,” she grumbled. “If you dragged me here so I could watch you get your rocks off over other girls, I’m out and please never contact me again.”
Miles made a choked sound from my other side which he unsuccessfully tried to cover with a cough. I was fairly confident he’d never heard a female talk to me like that before. And he’d never hear one talk to me like that again. Wren didn’t understand how much power she wielded over me.
“All for you,” I assured Wren, reaching out to rest my palm on the small of her back so I could guide her through to the kitchen to get a drink.
“Good,” she huffed. “Don’t expect me to do anything about it.” But she didn’t move away from my touch either.
“I’m so glad you’re not wearing the dog deodorant tonight.” I inhaled Wren’s scent like it was oxygen and groaned appreciatively.
“I suppose it’s a little redundant now, you already know I’m here.” She shrugged like it didn’t much matter, but she’d been relying on that shit for ages and it must have felt weird for her not to wear it.
“You’re not worried about your old pack tracking you?”
“To be clear, I only used it before because I couldn’t be bothered dealing with the endless conflict — not because I was afraid of it. If those assholes think they can come for me, let them. I’ll handle it.”
My fearless, vindictive little hellion. Be still, my beating heart.
“Dog deodorant?” Miles muttered, shaking his head.
As we moved through the overcrowded living and dining room to get to the keg, Wren had more than a few hostile stares directed her way. None of the girls had been meaningful for me, they were fun make out buddies at parties, and I’d been upfront about that, but plenty of them had angled for more, driven by their instinct to be the Luna to my Alpha.
I’d never walked into a party with a girl before like I was doing with Wren right now. My plan had been to make a statement, and it was working.
It would get worse before it got better, I realized with a grimace as I picked up Camille’s sickly cupcake perfume. I’d slept with Camille a couple of times since I’d started at college when the touch cravings got painful. Camille had fought hard against her instinctive urge to angle for Luna, but I knew it had been a point of pride that she’d got me into bed when no other female on campus had managed it.
Miles filled three solo cups from the keg and gave the first one to Wren, which she accepted with a grateful smile. I hid my grin behind my cup. He was already deferring to her as he would for a future Luna.
“Aren’t you popular?” Wren murmured, scanning the room. I shrugged. She’d smell the lie if I denied it, and I wasn’t about to lie to her, anyway. It didn’t matter if I was popular here at college, the only opinions I cared about were those of my pack and my mate.
Camille’s approach from the adjacent room had started out confident, but by the time she made it into the kitchen where we were standing, her eyes were downcast and her jaw was tight. Humans didn’t know why they found it difficult to make eye contact with us and it never failed to frustrate them.
“Archer,” she cooed, sounding a little strained. “You brought a girl.”
It hadn’t escaped my attention that the closer Camille got to me, the more Wren’s body angled possessively towards mine, closing the gap between us.
“I did,” I confirmed, playing with the ends of Wren’s hair while she was feeling territorial enough to let me touch her.
“Wow, you must be something special. Archer never brings any of the girls anywhere,” Camille said, her voice holding a smidge too much bite to pull off the dismissive tone she was going for.
“Well, I guess that does make me special,” Wren replied, sounding bored as she let one of her hands drift lightly across my chest. Her touch was fucking lethal. My cock was aching in my jeans, and we were both fully dressed. I might die of happiness if I ever got her naked.
“Maybe you have a magical vagina,” Camille said with a forced laugh, glancing at the crowd we were drawing out of the corner of her eye. If she had a wolf, her eyes would be glowing, the urge to prove her dominance riding her.
“I’m sure you’ll find the guy that thinks your pussy feels like heaven and tastes like cotton candy one day,” Wren deadpanned. There was a cautionary edge to her gaze. Like she was telling Camille with her eyes to rein it in, not to be a fucking idiot.
Camille gave Wren a weak half-smile, defeat written all over her features as the fight went out of her. “Hopefully.”
Fuck. Did Wren’s pussy taste like cotton candy? I bet it did. Fortunately, she’d angled herself in front of me, and I discreetly adjusted the bulge in my jeans. Miles looked like he was barely holding his laughter in, and I kind of wanted to break his smug, stupid face.
Wren turned fully to face me, sliding both palms up my chest and fisting my shirt. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Camille slinking away, dismissed by Wren’s turned back.
I tested my luck by smoothing my hands over Wren’s waist and letting them rest on the sinful curve of her hips.
“That was fucking sexy, little bird,” I breathed, leaning down to speak into her ear.
“What was?” she rasped, her grip on my shirt tightening slightly. It felt fucking good to know she was as affected by me as I was by her.
“Hm, I don’t know. The part where you were the perfect Luna, diffusing the situation without conceding any ground? That was kind of hot,” I murmured, sliding one hand slowly up her body to push a lock of hair behind her ear. “Or the part where you said your pussy felt like heaven and tasted like cotton candy?” I whispered, my lips moving against the now exposed shell of her ear. “Because that thought has me about two seconds away from coming in my jeans.”
Wren’s breath hitched as she glanced down at the hard-on threatening to bust through my zipper. She may still be mad at me, but by the way she was biting her bottom lip, a hate-fuck wasn’t entirely off the cards.
“Didn’t I tell you that you’d feel better if you staked your claim?”
“You really want to bust out the I-told-you-so’s right now?” Wren asked, raising one eyebrow slowly as her nails dug into my chest through the fabric of my shirt.
“Guys,” Miles called in a strangled voice. “There’s gonna be an orgy in here soon if you don’t get those alpha pheromones out of here.”
“Shit,” Wren cursed quietly, one hand still fisting my shirt as she dragged me towards the backdoor off the kitchen. I didn’t recognize this Archer — the one who let himself be dragged around. I wasn’t even mad about it.
I left the door open behind me to air out all the sexy hormones we’d flooded the air with, letting Wren pull me around the side of the house and shove me up against the brick wall. I barely registered what was happening before her lips slammed against mine, her hands roughly pulling at my hair as she pulled her body up against mine. My hands found her perfect ass as I yanked her body higher, bending my leg slightly until Wren was straddling my thigh, riding it like a goddamn cowgirl.
Fuck me, I was the luckiest bastard on the face of the earth. My fated mate was spending our first kiss trying to get herself off by grinding on my leg.
Dear Fates, I’m sorry I ever doubted you.
My tongue swept Wren’s mouth, wrestling with hers as I tried to memorize her addictive taste. It wasn’t a gentle kiss, there was nothing sweet about the way we were clawing at each other, trying to devour each other. My teeth sunk hard into Wren’s pouty lower lip, leaving the teeth marks I’d been dreaming of seeing there since I first saw that delicious mouth.
“No biting,” Wren hissed as I savored the metallic tang of her blood on my tongue.
“Fine, fine. No biting. Can we go back to my place now? I really want to test your cotton candy theory.”
“I need my jacket,” Wren blurted, looking alarmed as she pulled back.
“Miles will get it,” I assured her, pulling my phone out to message him as I snagged Wren’s hand in mine, pulling her away from the side of the house and up towards the sidewalk. It seriously did something to my insides that the idea of losing the jacket ate at her.
Obviously, I could never tell her it was from me or she’d set it on fire on principle.
We walked back to the house as fast as we could without drawing attention, fingers intertwined and gripping each other tightly. Deep down, I knew that she thought this was a one time deal, that she was allowing herself to indulge in our mutual attraction for tonight and she’d go back to hating me tomorrow, but I didn’t let myself dwell on it.
If one night was all she could give me right now, I’d take it. I hadn’t earned the right to ask her for anything more yet.
I pulled her in the front door before pushing her back against it, capturing her lips with mine and savoring the taste I already missed after five minutes apart. Fates knew how I’d survive when she snuck out later tonight. I slid my hands down her hips and around to cup her ass, encouraging her to wrap her long, toned legs around my hips. Her hands found my hair, roughly tugging at the strands as she ground down on my erection, two layers of denim separating us.
I carried her through the dark house to my bedroom, kicking the door shut behind me. She groaned the second we were enclosed in the space. If I ever got into her room, drenched in her scent, I’d probably roll all over the bedding and jack myself off. Hopefully she was feeling the same way.
Wren pulled impatiently at my shirt, nipping my lip when I didn’t immediately comply. I growled low in my chest, giving her ass a squeeze in warning.
Before she could retaliate, I tossed her gracelessly into the center of the bed, shooting her a smug grin before reaching over my head to pull my shirt off. Wren moved like she’d protest, but paused as she watched me undress, biting her full pouty bottom lip in a way that made my cock sit up and beg.
“Your turn, little bird,” I told her as I dropped my jeans. I was going commando, and it seemed like Wren liked what she saw.
“Fates, that will never fit,” she breathed, round eyes fixed on my cock.
“Of course it will, we were made for one another.” I replied confidently, taking my length in my hand and stroking it lazily. “Now let me see what’s mine.”
She gave me an incinerating look, but for once didn’t argue as she sat up on her knees and peeled off the green top. She wore a simple black bra underneath, but it could have been high-end lingerie as far as I was concerned. With a teasing look, she unclasped the bra and let it slide down her arms. Her tits were mouthwatering. I wanted them in my hands. In my mouth. Surrounding my dick.
She looked so clean and pretty, and I couldn’t wait to turn her into a filthy mess.
“Lie down,” I rasped, wanting to take the jeans off her myself. Wren gave me a censuring look as indecision warred on her face. “Let me make you feel good, little bird. Fight me all you want, but I’ll never give you control in the bedroom.”
“This is a one time thing,” she shot back, even as she blessedly laid back on the bed.
I crawled over her and wasted no time peeling her jeans and socks off, sitting back for a moment to appreciate the sight of her lying beneath me wearing nothing but a black thong and a hooded pair of bedroom eyes.
“Today would be great,” Wren bit out, squeezing her thighs together.
“Not going to ask me nicely?” I teased, sliding the scrap of fabric down her legs. Fuck. Me. She was perfection.
“I guess I’ll just get the job done myself,” Wren said with a put-upon sigh, sliding her hand slowly over her breast, down her toned stomach, then in between her legs. I pushed her hand out of the way with a growl, settling my face between her thighs.
She didn’t hesitate to spread her legs, bending them at the knees, not self-conscious in the slightest. I took a slow, leisurely lick of her center, willing myself not to come all over the sheets.
Wren tasted better than cotton candy. She tasted like caramelized sin.
I devoured her, going to town on her clit until her back arched and she screamed loud enough that Miles would probably hear her from down the road at the party. I didn’t relent though, determined to wring one more orgasm out of her with my mouth before I had her coming all over my cock.
I’d pull out every move in the book to satisfy her because I refused to accept that this was a one-night only performance.
“Archer!” Wren cried, her voice raspy and sensuous as hell. My name on her lips had me practically humping the mattress. Finally. I felt like I’d been waiting my whole life to hear that. I rewarded her by sliding two fingers into her tight wet heat, groaning as I felt how soaked she was. Wren’s muscles spasmed, and I grinned against her at the feel of her orgasm around my fingers.
Bet that would feel fucking awesome on my cock.
Time to find out.
I sucked her taste off my fingers — not gonna waste a drop of that ambrosia — and moved over her, bracing my elbows either side of her head. Wren leaned up to capture my lips in a messy, hot-as-fuck kiss. Her mass of black hair spread out underneath her, her eyes were lazy with lust, and her lips were swollen from kissing. I’d never seen anything more beautiful.
I lined myself up with her entrance and pushed into her in one smooth movement. She felt like she was made for me. I dropped my forehead to hers, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath to calm myself down so this wasn’t all over before it began.
“Fates, why does it feel like this?” Wren whispered, her voice cracking.
“You know why,” I murmured against her lips, licking at them until she granted me entry. Her legs wrapped around my waist urging me to move, and I happily obliged, starting slowly and building momentum until all I could hear was the sound of Wren panting and the headboard smacking the wall.
“Archer, Archer, Archer,” she chanted on a sob, her nails raking down my back deep enough to draw blood.
“That’s it, Wren,” I urged her, grinding my pelvis against her clit. “Give me one more.”
Wren threw her head back as she let go on an anguished cry. Her tight channel strangled my cock, and I buried my face in the crook of her neck as I found my release, rolling my lips in to prevent myself from giving in to my wolf and biting her. My canines were elongating, cutting into the inside of my mouth, saliva sweetening to prepare for the claiming bite. I squeezed my eyes shut as instinct rode me hard.
Wren’s hand drifted up my back and found its way into my hair, gently running her fingers through my hair, stroking me until the claiming urge receded. I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, lifting myself up on my elbows to look at her.
Her face was so unguarded, so innocent. I could see her trying to put her mask back into place, to cover the hint of vulnerability in her eyes.
I knew what she needed. It was at the tip of my tongue, like it had been every time I’d talked to her, but my pride made me choke on the two words she needed to hear every time I tried to say them.
Wren’s soulful, golden eyes searched mine, always seeing more than I wanted her to see. A wry smile twisted her lips, and I was sure it was because she knew exactly what I hadn’t been able to say. Knew that I’d both failed her and perfectly met her expectations of me in one fell swoop.
“Well, you aren’t terrible in the sack,” Wren admitted, haughty expression firmly back in place as she pushed me off her. I rolled onto my side, but clamped an arm over her waist so she couldn’t run.
“Nope,” she announced, wiggling out of my grasp and rolling smoothly off the bed, already reaching for her clothes. “We are not doing post-coital snuggles. This was great and all. I’ll be on my way now.”
“Wren,” I sighed. She was already in her bra and panties and shimmying into her jeans. “Come on, little bird. You can stay the night. It doesn’t have to mean anything.” Though it totally would.
“I’m glad to see that after months of ignoring me, you can in fact be a gentleman when you choose to be,” Wren shot back, pulling her top over her head. “I told you, this was a one-off thing.”
“Do you still feel that way?” I challenged, propping myself up on my elbows and ignoring the accusatory glare she gave my very much ready-for-round-two cock.
“Of course,” she snapped. Lie. The scent of it permeated the air, cutting through the smell of sex that I wanted to bottle and keep forever. My lips curled into a grin and Wren huffed in frustration. “I haven’t forgiven you.”
“Sure you have.”
“No, I haven’t. You’ve never even tried to get it. If you want my forgiveness, get on your knees and ask for it.”
I scoffed at her deadly serious face. “I’m an alpha wolf, Wren. I don’t kneel for anyone.”
Wren rolled her eyes, but not before I caught the flash of hurt on her face. Shit. Before I could say anything, she was already storming out of my room. A few seconds later I heard the front door slam shut.
My phone dinged almost straight away. Miles’ name flashed on my screen. Poor guy was probably waiting outside in the cold for when it was safe to enter the house again. He’d be less appreciative of the smell.
Miles:
Want me to make sure she gets home okay?
Archer:
Thanks, bro. Don’t let her see you though. I’m not interested in finding out what castration feels like.
My head fell back against the pillows with a thud, my eyes fixed to the shadows dancing across the ceiling. The entire room smelled of the combination of the two of us, it was sweet torture.
If there was one thing tonight had taught me, it was that Wren wasn’t the kind of drug I could get out of my system. Now I had to make sure Wren found me just as addictive.
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Chapter 16
Wren
 
I kicked the blankets off me in a rage. Why were there blankets on me? It was a million degrees, sweat was pouring off my skin, and every part of my body was so itchy, it felt like I was wrapped in a cheap woolen blanket from head to toe.
Shifters didn’t get sick like humans did. I’d never been less than one hundred percent healthy in my life. Maybe I’d been around humans for so long that their shitty immune system was rubbing off on me. Was this the flu? The flu made humans feel hot, right? Fates, I’d move my ass to Fortis Pack today if I’d started contracting human diseases.
Or maybe Archer had broken me with his stupid, enormous, perfect cock and now I was dying.
Ugh, why did you sleep with him, Wren? Way to hold out...
Fortunately, it was my day off, and I had nothing to do today except catch up on laundry. Even that was optional. I hadn’t gotten to the emergency part of my wardrobe yet. I never might. The idea of ever putting clothes on my skin again made me shudder.
Despite the freezing December weather, I changed into a pair of light cotton shorts and a tank top. My skin felt like magma. Was this what a fever felt like? Was it supposed to be everywhere? I swear, even my eyeballs felt warmer than usual. I shuffled downstairs to fill my stove-top coffee pot with grinds and set it going. When in doubt, coffee.
I sat on a barstool at the island and laid my face against the cold counter, groaning in relief. The blare of my ringing phone disturbed my snuggle session I was having with the formica countertop and I answered without checking the screen, shoving it against my ear with my eyes still shut.
Ah, so cold. I groaned in appreciation as the cool glass phone screen touched my boiling hot ear.
“Wren?” Madison’s puzzled voice came through the phone. “Are you okay? Big night last night?”
“Hey Madison. I didn’t drink. I just feel… gross. Hot.”
“Oh, are you sick?” Her voice raised in alarm. “Do you want soup or something? My mom always makes me canned chicken soup  when I’m sick. I can come back to Carson, it’s only a couple of hours’ drive.”
“No, no. It’s nearly Christmas, you need to stay with your family, Madison,” I said firmly, lest she get any ideas about spontaneously driving back to Carson to care for her Luna. “I’m going to head outside and get some fresh air. I’m sure that will make me feel better,” I replied, getting rid of her as politely as I could, because Fates, it was hot in here.
“Oh, that’s great! Whatever makes you feel better is great!” Madison sang cheerfully. Her enthusiasm sort of made me hate her for a minute, even if it was in my honor.
I made my coffee in a takeaway cup and headed back upstairs to freshen up and put on a few more clothes. I really didn’t want to add any more layers, but walking around naked in the middle of winter would raise some serious questions. I settled on a pair of leggings, a long-sleeve tunic and ballet flats. I’d still get some weird looks, but the idea of putting anything else on my skin was torture.
I washed my face with the water as cold as I could get it and bundled my hair up in a messy bun on top of my head so it wasn’t touching my neck.
What the hell was wrong with me?
Grabbing my purse with my wallet, phone and keys, and my coffee cup in the other hand, I practically leaped out the front door to get out of the heated house. As soon as I felt the icy air on my skin, I sighed in relief. So much better.
Coffee and fresh air would cure whatever was wrong with me, I was sure of it.
My feet seemed to have a mind of their own as I made my way around side streets with little mind to where I was going. The longer I was outside, the more my body acclimated to the frigid temperature. Soon, the burning heat was back and my clothes chafed painfully at my skin.
“Wren!”
I vaguely registered Archer’s voice calling my name, but I couldn’t focus on it. My skin was so tight, it felt like it was being stretched taut over my bones.
“Wren!”
Archer’s hand on my wrist felt like a cold bucket of water against my skin. I turned into him and immediately reached under the collar of his jacket so my palms lay against his bare skin and hummed happily. So, so good.
“Little bird? Care to tell me why you’re wandering around my street, barely dressed?” Archer asked carefully, scrutinizing my face. I probably looked crazy.
“This is your street?” I asked absentmindedly, wondering how open he’d be to stripping down on the sidewalk so I could reach more of his skin.
“Wren? Baby? Are you okay?” he asked, frowning.
“Not your baby,” I murmured, leaning up so I could nuzzle my cheek against his. “So nice, so cool.”
Archer cursed under his breath. “Come on, we need to get you back to my place. Shit, I’m sorry, Wren. I didn’t think this would happen. Not yet, anyway…”
I had no idea what he was talking about, but he took my hand in his and it felt glorious so I let him lead me forward.
We were in his house within a few minutes and he let go of my hand so he could take his jacket off. I bit back a growl at the loss of physical contact. Fates, something was seriously wrong with me.
Ugh, Archer would definitely get the wrong idea if I kept carrying on like this.
He led me to the couch and pulled me down next to him. So far away. I crawled onto his lap instead, straddling him and letting my hands drift up underneath his shirt. At some point, while I was nuzzling his jaw like a cat, I realized I was acting strangely again.
I sat back, still on his lap, and frowned at him. “Did you drug me or something last night? What the fuck is happening to me?”
“Ah, there she is,” Archer said cheerily. “Right, you’re going to be pissed so let’s just get this conversation out of the way while you’re still lucid.”
My eyes narrowed, and I tried to climb off his lap, but two firm hands clamped down securely on my hips, holding me in place. “Trust me, little bird, you’ll feel more comfortable touching me.”
“And why is that?” I asked suspiciously, narrowing my eyes at him.
“Because you’re going into heat. Your body wants its mate.” He looked altogether too smug about that.
“Excuse me?” I asked, my voice sounding low and dangerous even to my own ears. I’d only learned the very basics about mating heats when I was a kid — they hit once a year in winter, all the mated couples of childbearing age vanished into their homes for a few days, and it made everyone crazy.
“We’re not mated, you can’t have triggered my heat.”
“We’re fated mates, Wren. Maybe your body didn’t need the claiming bite to trigger your heat. Having your strong, virile mate nearby was obviously enough,” Archer said unapologetically.
“You’re not my mate,” I spat back pettily, even as my hands made my way back underneath his shirt to rest on his gloriously defined abs. This whole situation and my own body were careening out of my control and I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to burst into tears or strip Archer’s clothes and ride him like a pony.
“Not yet,” Archer conceded, tilting his head to the side and examining me, shifting slightly so I could pull his shirt up higher.
“Did you know this would happen? Did you sleep with me to trigger my heat? I’m not going to claim you, no matter how crazy the heat makes me,” I promised vehemently, my hands rubbing aggressively at his chest of their own accord.
“What?” Archer’s eyes snapped to mine, full of hurt. “Wren, do you really think I’d do that? Of course I didn’t know. I’m not going to take advantage of your heat to claim you either, I would never bite you unless you were on board with it.”
“Right,” I sighed, deflated. “That was a horrible thing to accuse you of.”
“I believe ‘sorry’ was the word you were looking for,’ Archer said with a snort. As if he’d ever apologized to me. He leaned forward and pressed a light kiss against my collarbone. It was heartbreakingly tender, and as he moved back on the couch I followed him, burying my head in the crook of his neck.
“We should head to my cabin, little bird,” Archer suggested softly. “The next few days will be unbearable if your wolf doesn’t feel like she’s in a safe environment. My cabin has my scent all over it, she’ll like that.”
“I have a job. I need to go to work,” I mumbled into his neck, flicking my tongue against his skin. Had he always tasted so good?
“Yeah, that won’t be happening,” Archer chucked, tipping his head back to give me better access. Through the haziness of my thoughts, I realized the extraordinary amount of trust he was showing me. He was as alpha as they came, and he was giving me access to his throat. I doubted anyone except me had that privilege. “I’ll call Miles from the road, he’ll take care of everything.”
I hummed against his skin. I wasn’t about to argue with that.
“I can stand guard outside the cabin until your heat ends if you don’t want me there with you.”
“Excuse you? You brought the heat on, you stay until it goes away.” Until you fuck it out of my system. “What the hell kind of mate are you?” I groused, sitting back to glare at him again.
“Yours, apparently,” he said with a cocksure grin.
“No. Not mine,” I whined, leaning forward to feel him up again and rubbing my head along his jaw. He didn’t smell enough like me. What if some other females got ideas about him? He was mine.
“No biting,” I slurred, a reminder to both him and myself.
“I want our claiming bite to be something we both remember,” he agreed, sounding very certain of himself. “Hold on, little bird. You’ll be miserable if I put you down.”
I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist as he stood, easily moving around the house with my weight hanging off him. Vaguely, I was aware of him on the phone with Miles and grabbing a few things to chuck in the truck, but I was too enamored with the smell of his skin to care about the details.
“Fuck,” Archer muttered. “Fates knows how we’ll manage this drive.”
He opened the driver’s door and put me down on the bench, encouraging me to move along the bench seat to make room for him as I tried to climb back out into his arms. “Shhh, it’s okay. I’ll be right next to you.”
Eventually he got in the cab with me pressed right up against his side, buckled us both in before pulling out of the driveway. His eyes were determinedly on the road and occasionally a high-pitched whine would break me out of my haze, only for me to realize the noise was coming from me.
“Little bird, I think the proximity is making it harder for you. Try to sit on the passenger side for a bit, okay?” Archer gritted out. I nodded while my brain was still functioning, moving to the passenger side and securing my seatbelt. One thing I recalled about the mating heat was that the males were more lucid since they were responsible for protecting their mates.
I also knew that it was almost impossible for them to deny their mate anything during heat. Archer was probably pretty uncomfortable too.
Determined, I focused on staring out the window, not taking in any of the scenery, but digging my nails into my palms to keep my mind clear. No touching, no touching, no touching.
“Baby, really need you to stay on your side of the truck,” Archer bit out. I stilled, surprised to find myself halfway across the cab already, seatbelt unbuckled, my hand resting possessively on the bulge in his jeans.
This was mine. It was for me. Why did he want me to move?
“Little bird, it’s not safe. Your wolf knows. This isn’t safe for us,” Archer instructed gently. My wolf was agitated, she felt vulnerable. I moved back into my seat and buckled my seatbelt mutely while my wolf fretted.
Rage started unfurling in my chest, rippling through me like fire. I could smell his arousal. He was hard for me. Why was he denying me what was mine?
“Stop growling at me, little bird,” Archer groaned. “We’ll be there soon and then I can take care of you properly. You know it’ll get worse if I touch you and there’s no fucking way I’m letting you go into full-blown heat on the side of the road.”
The second we got in the cabin, I pounced. My wolf recognized that we were in a safe place and recognized Archer as her mate, even though she hadn’t claimed him. For now, that was good enough.
Fuck. Had Archer always smelled that good? Had he always looked that strong? Virile. That’s how he looked. So fucking virile. He could give me the best babies. Strong babies. We should make some of those.
His clothes were ribbons by the time I’d finished with them. I clawed them off his body, desperate to get to my prize. I made sure to knick his skin a few times too; I wanted him and everyone else to know he was spoken for.
Archer attempted to get the upper hand, trying to maneuver me onto the bed and undress me, but my wolf rose to the surface and I snarled at him in warning. I knew what I wanted.
I dropped to my knees, still fully clothed, and licked my lips in appreciation of the fucking perfect cock in front of me. Oh yes, all mine. Greedily licking at the precum leaking from the tip, I savored the taste of him on my tongue. Such a delicious mate I had.
“Don’t fucking tease, Wren. Do you know how hard it was fighting you off me in the truck for the past hour?” Archer moaned, tangling his fist in my hair and guiding my mouth forward to take him. This time I didn’t snarl. This was exactly what I wanted. Just a little taste, before all the baby making started.
I took him deep into my mouth, relaxing my throat so I could take all of him. Archer groaned — a deep, masculine sound of satisfaction that made me preen. I was doing this to him. I may be on my knees, but he was at my mercy.
“That’s it, baby,” Archer growled. “Fucking take me. Finish me so I can spend hours between your thighs.”
The whole cabin reeked of my arousal. The potent combination of his words, his presence and the hormones from my heat were making me dizzy with desire.
Archer brought his other hand to my head to hold it steady and picked up his pace, brutally fucking my mouth. We maintained eye contact the entire time and while his movements were savage and impatient, the warmth in his gaze made it feel intimate. Pride swelled in my chest. I could be a good mate. I could make him happy.
A few more punishing thrusts and Archer stilled, his grip on my hair almost painful as he came with a roar, spilling down my throat. I swallowed every drop like it was mana from the heavens, licking the sides of his cock to make sure I had missed none. I wouldn’t waste any of this gift my mate was giving to me.
“Such a perfect little mate,” he crooned, caressing the sides of my face with his fingers. I sat back on my heels, spine straightening under his words of approval. My mate was proud of me.
“On the bed, little bird,” Archer ordered. “This entire room smells of your arousal and I want to taste it.”
I stood, and Archer guided me with a hand on my nape to the bed. It was a dominant hold, a possessive hold. My wolf approved. He paused before the bed to roughly yank off my clothes, and I groaned in relief to get the restrictive fabric off my skin. Every inch of my body felt too hot, too tight.
“Shhhh, it’s okay baby, I know. I’ll make it better,” Archer soothed.
I crawled onto the bed on all fours and rested my weight forward on my elbows, looking back at Archer over my shoulder. He grabbed my ankles and yanked me back to the edge of the bed before dropping to his knees and burying his face in between my legs from behind. It was lewd and filthy and I should hate it, but in my lustful heat haze, it felt like the best thing that had ever happened to me.
He wanted this. I had to stay still. To give him this. It made him happy.
This wasn’t how we would get the babies made, though.
The higher Archer's tongue drove me, the more I felt my awareness slipping away. Archer would make it okay. I was safe, he would protect me. He would make the ache, the itching, the burning go away.
My first orgasm almost made me pass out in delirious ecstasy. It felt like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Muscles clenched, then let go. Nerves that were once dormant exploded into life. Everything that was bad was good, everything that was wrong was right.
Archer moved me like a doll, lying me on my back in the center of the bed. I whimpered at the loss of contact, but he shushed, and crooned, and told me how perfect I was. That he would always take care of me. Everything would be okay.
His hands tangled in my hair as he thrust into me, swallowing my scream of relief with a kiss. Finally. This was what I needed. The powerful, controlled movement of his hips and the dominant grip he had on my hair made my entire body relax, open to him. My strong, virile mate. My fertile mate. Yes. This was what my body needed.
Time blurred together.
Occasionally I would wake up on Archer’s chest, angry that he wasn't fucking me. Why wasn't he fucking me? I needed him. What if I wasn’t pregnant yet? Worse, sometimes he would leave the bed to eat, and I would scratch him to ribbons as I dragged him back to the bed. I didn't want food. Why was he trying to give me food? Bad mate. Disobedient mate.
Archer was unerringly patient. If he ever felt frustrated, he never took it out on me. If he was exhausted, he didn’t let on. When I wanted him, Archer was there, giving me everything that I asked for.
My gratitude for the way he cared for me was the first and last lucid thought I had before I fell into a deep blissful sleep, my hormones finally giving me a moment’s peace.
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Chapter 17
Archer
 
It took four days for Wren’s heat to finally break. A week ago, I would have said four days of almost constant sex with a beautiful, insatiable woman would be my dream come true.
Now I’d experienced it, I was glad mated female wolves only went into heat once a year. I felt like I’d run seven marathons in a row and I was fucking starving. Miles had arranged for food to be left outside our door each day, but Wren went crazy whenever I tried to get out of bed. I’d shoved in a few bites over the past few days, and she had eaten nothing at all. It had been a miracle to get water into her.
Wren was having a very well deserved sleep while I slowly chewed the dry granola bars we had left from the care packages. It was rapidly approaching dinnertime and I was fucking starving, but I couldn’t bring myself to wake her. Fates, Wren was so beautiful it hurt. Especially right now with her tangle of just-fucked hair, lips bruised from days of kissing, skin all gloriously marked up and flushed from exertion.
Wren’s skin glowed with sweat, and she’d be incredibly grossed out when she came to, but the smell of sex that practically poured off her was getting me high. The only thing that would make it better would be if we were actually mated. Then her scent would still smell like heaven to me, but would warn other shifters that she was taken. She’d smell like a mated she-wolf.
She had so many marks on her, I may as well have carved Property of Archer on her forehead. Fortunately, the possessiveness was mutual. I had a fantastic set of matching claw marks down my arms and chest, and I could tell my back looked like a game of noughts and crosses.
We had all the marks except the ones that mattered. My gaze honed in on the beautiful unbroken skin where her pulse fluttered in her neck. I’d left a hickey there but kept my promise not to claim her. I fancied my testicles attached to my body and if I’d broken that promise, Wren would have made a pair of earrings out of them.
Wren stirred, and I noted with glee the way she immediately reached across the bed to where I’d been lying. Her eyes snapped open when she couldn’t find me, and I saw a flash of relief when she spotted me at the small dining table at the end of the bed before she covered it up with her usual scowl.
As much as I had enjoyed her sex-glazed, eager-to-please expression during her heat, I much preferred this Wren. The one that was fully aware of the world around her, even if it meant being fully aware of how much she disliked me most of the time.
“There she is. My grumpy little bird is back,” I chuckled. I swiped another granola bar off the table and my mug of weak instant coffee and brought them over to Wren. “Here you go, you need to build your energy back up. We’ll head over to the main pack territory later today so we can have a decent meal and proper coffee.”
“Excuse you, Archer Ellery,” she muttered, glaring at me. “Who died and made you king of everything? I’m not going to play happy families with your pack just because you helped me through my heat. You triggered it in the first place.”
“I triggered it because I’m your mate,” I pointed out.
“Not yet, you’re not,” she retorted snappily. I’d take not yet. That practically meant soon. “This was a one-off deal.”
“I feel like I’ve heard that before.” I made a show of tapping my chin thoughtfully, enjoying the way her eye twitched.
Wren was grumpy, sure, but I could see the panic she was trying to repress. She was probably at least a little curious about meeting my pack, but her experience growing up had seriously screwed up her perception of pack life.
And she feared admitting how much she wanted me. Obviously.
“Sorry, little bird, we’re on pack territory so you have to show your face to the Alpha whether you want to or not,” I told her unapologetically. “We don’t have to play happy families, as you so eloquently put it, but I will definitely tell them you’re my fated mate. They’ll expect you to challenge me at every turn, anyway. Future Luna and all.”
Wren flopped dramatically back onto the bed and pulled the pillow over her face. “Nope. It’s too early and I’m too hungry,” she mumbled.
I pulled the pillow away from her face with ease and chucked it across the room with a chuckle. “Come on, little bird. Drink the gross coffee. Eat your granola bar. I’ll run you a bath,” I instructed, pointing at the coffee and food I’d left on the bedside table.
“Shit,” I muttered. “What are you going to wear?”
“Your clothes, I guess,” Wren replied around a yawn, looking more like a kitten than a wolf as she stretched. My cock stirred at the idea of her wearing my clothes, meeting my pack covered in my scent. She really must be tired if she was suggesting it.
I went into the small attached bathroom to run her a warm bath, feeling weirdly bad that I had nothing fancy to put in it. Girls liked that shit, right? I shook my head. She’d barely eaten or slept in four days, I doubted some bubble bath would make that much difference at this stage.
A few days ago, I was glad I could get Wren to this cabin without having to shift, but I regretted not having somewhere a little nicer for her. We could stay in my old room tonight, in the Alpha House with my dad and Flynn. There was more than enough room, and it’d give her a glimpse at her future home once she and I led the Audax Pack.
As I left the bathroom to get her, I realized that the idea didn't fill me with terror for once. The idea of leading the pack with Wren at my side was... exciting. With her, I felt invincible. Like no challenge was impossible, no responsibility too great.
Without a word, I strode over to the bed, pulled the blankets off Wren and scooped her into my arms, striding back to the bathroom. She didn't even glare at me, just laid her head against my shoulder and relaxed into my arms, naked as the day she was born. I fought the smile that was pulling at my mouth. I didn't want to piss her off too much when things were going well.
I lowered her into the bath water and she tipped her head back, sighing in delight.
"I'm going to clean the cabin up a little, are you alright here on your own?" I asked hesitantly. Maybe I shouldn't leave her. Fates knew how all this heat stuff worked.
“Don’t take too long,” Wren instructed, giving me a stern look though I could see the hidden vulnerability in her eyes. She’d never ask for help, but obviously being alone wasn’t sitting well with her either.
I quickly cleaned the cabin as best I could, reluctantly stripped the sweat-soaked sheets from the bed. As gross as they were, I hated to lose the reminder of what had transpired between us. I pulled out the smallest t-shirt and sweatpants I had from my dresser and brought them into the bathroom for Wren with the nicest-looking towel I could find. This place was such a bachelor pad.
There was a split second of relief on her face before she schooled her features, and I happily assisted her out of the bath, wrapping her in the towel and patting her dry.
"I'll leave you to get dressed," I told her, pushing a damp lock of hair away from her face. "I'm going to jump in the shower real quick." 
By the time I emerged in the main cabin, Wren was dressed and I heard two pack members approaching the cabin.
“Miles is here,” I informed Wren, suppressing the Cheshire Cat grin that threatened to take over my face as she knotted my white t-shirt at her side, exposing the waistband of the gray sweatpants she’d flipped over multiple times to keep up. I handed her my dark green Carson College hoodie which fell halfway down her thighs. She was drowning in my huge clothes, and it was the cutest fucking thing I’d ever seen. “He’s brought the pack healer.”
“Why?” Wren asked mystified, growling in frustration as she attempted to finger comb the knots out of her hair.
I tossed her a comb from the dresser as I moved towards the door. “It was your first heat, she’ll want to check you’re doing okay.”
“Oh. Is that because you’re the Alpha’s son?” Wren’s puzzled face fucking gutted me. This was how any decent pack should operate. She’d been seriously deprived of a healthy pack experience.
“Shit, no little bird. We care about every member of the pack equally.” I pulled the door open for Miles and Margaret to enter.
Margaret was about eighty years old, with deep-set wrinkles and long silver hair that she always wore in a braid. Her black eyes sparkled as she entered the cabin, giving Wren a warm look that instantly softened my skittish little future mate.
Miles followed, wrinkling his nose at the sex-drenched scent of the cabin.
“Fates, I might choke on the amount of pheromones in here,” he coughed, positioning himself next to the open front door. I smirked at him, barely resisting the urge to beat my chest like a caveman.
“A powerful Alpha pair,” Margaret said approvingly, apparently unmoved by the stench. “I’m Margaret,” she said, moving to sit at the small dining table and waiting patiently for Wren to join her. I stood behind Wren as she sat, resting my hands on the back of the chair so I could discreetly play with her hair. She tipped her head back to give me an exasperated look, but didn’t move away, so I was taking the win.
My wolf was feeling fiercely protective of her in her post-heat, vulnerable state. I couldn’t have moved away if I wanted to.
“Hi Miles, thanks for all the food and care packages,” Wren said awkwardly, giving him a strained smile. She totally meant to say thanks for providing Archer with food while I attempted to pin him to the bed and fucked him senseless for four days.
“It was my honor,” Miles said, inclining his head and baring his neck slightly, taking Wren off guard. It was a deferential gesture, a sign of respect. She glanced up at me, her lips thinning at what was probably the very smug expression on my face.
“How are you feeling?” Margaret asked, looking closely at Wren’s face.
“Fine.” Wren shrugged. “A little tired, a lot hungry. Looking forward to a decent cup of coffee.”
Miles cursed softly under his breath. “I should have organized that for you.” He looked genuinely upset with himself, his instincts to take care of his future Luna riding him hard.
“You’ve been amazing, Miles. Archer and I are both grateful for all you’ve done for us. Isn’t that right, Archer?”
“It is. Thanks, man.” I tipped my chin at him, watching his chest swell with pride under her praise. She’d said the exact right thing, and I couldn’t tell if she’d realized it or not.
“Margaret, is it normal for fated mates to go into heat before claiming each other?”
She’d be able to scent the fact that we weren’t mates yet, but her eyes drifted over Wren’s throat, regardless. She said nothing, but there was a flicker of disapproval in her eyes.
“For an alpha pair, it isn’t unheard of. Your wolves recognize their other half. Her wolf saw a strong and virile future mate, and it triggered your estrous.”
If shifting didn’t wreck tattoos, I’d totally get ‘Strong and Virile Future Mate’ tattooed on my chest.
“This estrous is unlikely to result in pregnancy, however. As you know, the chances of pregnancy are slim anyway and  you are not properly mated.” Some tension in Wren’s shoulders eased as I fought a frown. I should feel relieved too. I was twenty. I’d been trying to avoid additional responsibility.
So why did I feel so disappointed?
“I urge you to get up to the dining hall as soon as possible for a proper meal — red meat, lots of vegetables. Lots of water. Broth, if food is too hard to stomach at first,” Margaret said in a stern but gentle voice, looking between us. “While you’re recovering from your estrous, the best thing you can do is listen to your wolf. Follow her lead. You too, Archer, go with your instincts.”
My instincts were telling me to touch my girl. I slipped my hand through her mass of black hair to rest on her nape. It was a proprietary hold, made even more so by the fact I was standing over her, but aside from a small bristle, Wren allowed it. I could almost feel her wolf settle under my hand.
“Give us a moment, would you?” Margaret asked Miles sweetly. He looked to Wren and I for confirmation before letting himself out of the cabin.
“Your mother is still at one of the northern caves on the edge of the territory, in her fur. I will go there and try to communicate to her that you are here.” Margaret stood, either not noticing or choosing to ignore my clenched jaw and Wren’s curious gaze. Of course, Margaret knew. It was her job to know about the physical health of every pack member.
“Please let me know if you need anything further; I am always here to answer your questions.” She bowed her head slightly in submission before following Miles.
Fuck. I knew we’d have to have some kind of conversation about my mom, but I had hoped it would be after I’d convinced Wren to fall irrevocably in love with me and I didn’t think we were quite there yet.
With a heavy sigh, I took Margaret’s vacant seat across from Wren as she picked up the comb and resumed working through the knots in her hair.
Wren looked at me like she saw through all my bullshit to the man underneath. The one who was fucking terrified of living up to his family legacy. The one who was worried he’d let his whole pack down. Who couldn’t tell a goddamn soul about any of those fears.
“Tell me about your mother.” Wren’s voice was soft but held the smallest hint of alpha command. It wouldn’t work on me, we were equals, and I doubted she’d even realized she’d done it. She’d be a good Luna. Wren had a softness and approachability about her I would never have.
“She’s sick,” I admitted. It was more than I’d ever talked about it than with anyone else. Miles and I liked to pretend that nothing had changed.
“She’s going feral?” Wren guessed, examining my face.
“It’s a degenerative brain condition. Rare. Possibly genetic, though we don’t know anyone else in the family that’s had it.” My gut roiled with nerves. I wanted everything with Wren, babies included. Maybe she’d decide she didn’t want to risk having kids with my defective genetics.
Wren tilted her head to the side, studying me. Making me nervous. “You’re usually a closed book, but there are so many emotions playing over your face right now,”  she said, gently.
I was not accustomed to being nervous.
“If you’re worried that this will affect my opinion of you, don’t be. My opinion of you is informed by your words and actions, both when you’re being an asshole and those rare moments you’re being sweet. Plus, you get some bonus points for your performance in the sack.” She shot me a mischievous grin, eliciting a snort from me.
“I might develop the same condition one day. Or our kids might,” I added, trying my luck.
“My, my, you’re feeling confident today,” she replied drily, rolling her eyes.
“If you don’t want pups with me, then that’s a conversation we need to have, but you sure as fuck aren’t having them with anyone else. I’d kill anyone who laid their fucking hands on you,” I said casually, not letting Wren see how aggravating the idea of her taking another mate was to me. She raised an eyebrow imperiously, making my cock harden in my jeans. It really did something to me when she looked at me like she wanted to put me in my place.
“If we claim each other as mates, I want to have children. I’m not going to live my life ruled by fear of your mother’s condition, and neither should you.” My chest swelled with hope. She’d stressed the ‘if’, but it was still the first reference she’d ever made to us having a future.
“Don’t look so smug, and I said if,” Wren snapped. My cock stirred in my jeans, despite the thorough workout he’d just had over the past four days. Down, boy. She is way too sore and way too worked up for that.
“If is progress. You’d look fucking beautiful all round with my baby,” I added to throw her off-balance. Watching her face flush was such a fucking treat.
“Shut up, you know I hate when you say stuff like that,” she muttered uncomfortably.
“You hate compliments,” I clarified. “Which is a habit I intend to break.”
Wren glared at me, but it was for sure to cover up her awkwardness.
“How is the pack handling your mom’s condition?” Wren asked. I shifted slightly in my seat, my eyes flicking away from her all knowing gaze.
“They don’t know.”
“They don’t know?” she repeated incredulously.
“My dad didn’t want to worry them. Miles’ family knows, his dad is Beta. His mom, Claudia, helps with a lot of the Luna duties in her stead.”
“You should tell them,” she said eventually.
“Baby, you’ve definitely been away from pack life too long if you think that’s a good idea,” I scoffed.
“First, don’t baby me. Second, don’t patronize me.” She held up her fingers as she listed my transgressions. “Third, based on what Miles told me, your father is a highly respected Alpha. Despite your assholish tendencies, I assume you’re respected by your pack too. Have a little faith in them, Archer.”
“What, you think they’ll all be happy to just carry on like nothing’s changed?”
“No. I think they’ll want to help because they love their Luna and don’t want to see her suffer.” There was censure in her voice that had shame slithering down my spine. The pack had always loved my mother. They’d be appalled to think of the amount of time she spent alone these days.
“Besides, you seem tough. I’m sure you can handle any wolf dumb enough to challenge you,” Wren said dismissively, never one to stroke my ego if she could avoid it.
“Miles and his father are the only ones who probably could outside of the family, and they already know.”
“Then what the fuck is the problem?” Wren asked, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Because from where I’m standing, it seems like you’re more worried about the pack’s perception of your strength than utilizing your actual strength to do right by your mother and prove that you deserve to lead this pack.”
“Yes, well, apparently I’ve been taking the easy way out in a lot of things lately,” I said softly, reaching out to tuck her hair behind her ear. She let me, leaning into my hand for a moment before pulling back, like she remembered she wasn’t supposed to enjoy me touching her.
"Come on, let’s head up to the Alpha's house. You can tell my dad all the ways he’s running his pack wrong," I teased.
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Chapter 18
Wren
 
I was acting chill, even though I was freaking out internally about meeting Archer’s pack, and family. My body was wrecked — my heat had broken, but the aftereffects of the past four crazy days were catching up with me. Places hurt that I didn’t know could hurt. I was glad that by silent agreement, neither Archer nor I were going into the specifics of what had happened over the last four days. Based on the discomfort I was experiencing, we’d gotten more than a little freaky between the sheets.
Plus, my wolf was edgy. I think the thing she was most edgy about was the distinct lack of a claiming mark on Archer's neck. She felt insecure, not able to understand why the mating hadn't been sealed.
"We can't get there by car," he added, scrutinizing my reaction. "Four legs or two?"
"Two," I replied instantly. My wolf might take things into her own hands if I shifted. Better to be safe than sorry.
"It'll take longer," Archer warned.
"That's fine," I said breezily, moving past him towards the cabin door. "Let's get this show on the road."
Archer’s cabin was in a deserted part of the territory. There wasn’t anyone around and the scents were faint, but it was still exquisite. The towering trees and quiet birdsong were so soothing. I’d missed this so much after years of living around humans. It was the feeling I’d had around the Fortis Pack but amplified even more. Something about this place just settled me.
“Why do you live so far away from your pack?” I asked curiously, walking close enough to Archer that our arms brushed together. My wolf wanted more contact. I wanted more contact. Asking for it made me feel uncomfortable, though.
"It got to be a little much with Mom in her fur and Dad freaking out all the time..." he trailed off, looking a little ashamed. Like he'd been reading my mind, Archer linked his fingers through mine, and I gave his hand a gentle squeeze. I got the impression that Archer had a lot of conflicting feelings when it came to his mom, and guilt was a big one. He was avoiding a situation he didn't know how to deal with, and the more he ran from it, the more horrible he felt.
“Well, you picked a magnificent spot,” I replied cheerfully, not wanting to make him feel worse. “It’s beautiful around here. So peaceful.”
"That cabin was hardly worthy of your first heat. Or any of your heats," Archer scoffed. "You deserve better than a beaten up bachelor pad." I glanced at him in surprise. Did he really think that bothered me?
"It was honestly fine, Archer. I've spent the last two years rooming with humans. I'm not a high-maintenance kind of girl," I joked.
He hummed under his breath. “Don’t think I’m thrilled about that either. You shouldn’t have to live with humans.”
I shrugged. "The sensory overload can be frustrating, but they're usually friendly." Too friendly, if anything.
We made our way up the steep hill, me occasionally slipping in the stupid ballet flats I'd put on when my heat was starting and my body was on fire. It's a good thing shifters ran hot, I was still pretty uncomfortable traipsing through snow in what was essentially bare feet. Archer's grip was strong and steady, I knew he'd never let me fall.
As we moved closer to the center of the territory, cabins of varying sizes were interspersed among the trees. They were all log cabins, with covered porches, and enormous windows. This would have been a magical place to grow up. We broke through the final treeline and arrived at a large clearing with an enormous lodge set at the back of the clearing, with a large dining hall in the middle and smaller buildings scattered around the edges.
It was mid-afternoon, and there were very few pack members in the clearing, but the ones that were here waved at Archer, greeting us both cheerfully. I hadn't expected outright hostility necessarily, but the warmness of their welcome took me off guard.
Archer led me through the buildings to the enormous lodge at the back. It was more log mansion than log cabin. Two stories high, with an intricate stonework chimney that ran up the side of the house, and tall windows that flooded the place with light despite the tall surrounding trees. Archer entered the front door without knocking, pulling me in from the cold and shutting the door behind us.
“Dad!” he called, striding into the center of the great room. I could just make out a generously sized kitchen and dining room behind a sweeping staircase. Fates, I could fit my entire house in this room. Although it was grand, the rough-hewn log walls gave it a homey, welcoming feel.
A tall, broad man emerged from a door to the left of us, the Alpha’s office I assumed. Fates, Alpha Ellery, was Archer in twenty years. The resemblance was uncanny, except the Alpha had gray hair around his temples, laugh lines, and dark blue eyes.
He beamed at us, pulling Archer into a tight one-armed hug. “Introduce us, son.”
“Dad, this is Wren Marques. Wren, this is my dad, Alpha Samuel Ellery.”
“Sir,” I said in greeting, giving him a respectful nod and holding his gaze, pulling my shoulders back. Whatever concerns I had about meeting this guy, I sure as hell wouldn’t let him see them.
“Has Archer given you the tour? Come, let’s walk,” he insisted when I shook my head. Sorry, vagina. We’ll have a lie down soon, I promise.
“I must say, it’s very nice to finally meet you, Wren. You’re Daniel Calvin’s niece, aren’t you? We’ve met many times over the years. He’s a fair man, and a good Alpha,” Samuel said, leading me back out the front door and amongst the cluster of log buildings.
“I haven’t actually met him yet. When I visited the Fortis Pack, he and his family were away visiting his mate’s pack. I spent my time there with my grandparents,” I explained. Alpha Ellery insisted on walking arm-in-arm with me, mostly to antagonize Archer, who growled at any male he decided was standing too close to me.
He couldn’t growl at his Alpha though, I thought, both smug and bereft without his touch. It’s not like he had anything to worry about, I was hardly going to get frisky with his mated father.
“Ah, the former Alpha Calvin. I know him well. Your grandmother, too. She’s a tough woman,” he chuckled.
“That she is,” I agreed. I wouldn’t mind having a reputation as fearsome as hers one day.
Miles strode over to greet me and Archer instantly growled once Miles was within two feet of me. I suppressed a smile. If I was honest with myself, a lot of my anger at Archer had dissipated over the last four days. My memory of my heat was hazy at best, but I know Archer had stayed beside me the whole time, taken care of me, and given me anything I asked for — sexually or otherwise. Mostly sexually. I’d never once felt unsafe, and that was huge for while I was in such a vulnerable state.
My pride dictated that I punish Archer more for his initial rejection and his failure to apologize, but my wolf disagreed. My wolf felt her mate had proved himself and wanted to mark him and be marked in return.
“Come,” Samuel encouraged, leading me forward. “The pack has put on a feast to welcome you to Audax Pack territory, everyone is looking forward to meeting you, Wren.”
Archer was practically oozing satisfaction at that. I shot him a quick scowl on principal to put him in his place. This was exactly what I didn’t want to happen, but it would be disrespectful to refuse.
As we approached the dining hall, Alpha Ellery released my arm and gestured for Archer to move forward. “I assume you’ll be wanting to present a united front,” he said, a little too casually.
“Of course,” Archer replied smoothly, draping his arm over my shoulders and tucking me into his side. My wolf practically rolled over and showed her belly at the possessive move.
If I was being honest with myself, my human side didn’t hate it either. I enjoyed having his scent surrounding me, his hands on me. I definitely wanted everyone to know he was spoken for. Mine. I slid my hand into the back pocket of his jeans and Archer brushed his lips against my temple, sending a shiver down my spine. His nearness made me feel cherished. Safe. Adored.
We entered the packed dining hall — a separate hexagonal building in the center of the territory — together, drawing everyone's eye as we passed them. Ugh, I really wished I wasn’t wearing Archer’s oversized sweats right now. Archer nodded respectfully to his pack members, giving my shoulder a comforting squeeze as the number of stares aimed my way bordered on uncomfortable. Perhaps my grandparents had warned the wolves in their pack to give me space because I didn't recall feeling so heavily scrutinized when I visited the Fortis Pack.
Or, more likely, they were assessing me as their future Luna, which was a flattering and terrifying thought. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about Archer’s position in the pack hierarchy, mainly because I didn’t like the way it made me feel about myself. Selfish, mostly. Archer and my relationship status wasn’t just our business, it affected every member of his pack.
When they were all sitting in a room in front of me, that fact became a little more unavoidable.
Samuel took the Alpha’s seat at the center of the long head table. To his left was the Luna’s space, which remained empty. No one seemed concerned about that, and I wondered if Archer’s theory about the secret nature of his mother’s condition was accurate. These shifters all lived together, worked together, ate together at each meal. They would have noticed something.
Archer sat at the next seat along and pulled out the chair to his left for me. I wasn’t feeling particularly poised or graceful, but I projected that image. Next to me was a wolf who could only be Archer’s little brother, Flynn. He looked a lot like Archer, but with hair that was more brownish than blonde. He was almost as big as Archer, which was a little alarming. A couple more years and he’d probably be a contender to challenge Archer for Alpha, and I know he’d hate to fight his own brother.
"Hey, sis," Flynn said, giving me a crooked smile. Archer snorted, as Flynn reached for the water jug and filled both of our glasses.
"Flynn, I presume," I replied, biting the inside of my lip to stop myself from smiling.
"Indeed. Baby brother, in the flesh," he said, tipping his head slightly to examine me. There was nothing mean about the interaction. He seemed genuinely excited to meet me. "I was so excited when Miles burst into the dining hall and said Archer had brought his fated mate to pack territory, then we didn't get to see you for four days."
"We were a little preoccupied," Archer cut in, giving his brother a sharp look. Flynn grinned impishly.
"So I'm told. Doing what exactly? I'm not sure how it all works. Can you explain it to me, big bro?"
"Shit-stirring little bastard," Archer replied, rolling his eyes. 
“Could we aim a little higher with the dinner conversation, boys?” Alpha Ellery called from down the table, an amused glint in his eye. “We have a guest. Speaking of — Archer, stand up and introduce your girl.”
Fates, my face felt like it would burn off.
Archer stood languidly, with the natural grace of a confident predator. He surveyed the room as the chatter died down, commanding attention with nothing more than a look. "Good evening, Audax family,” he said assuredly. “This is my fated mate, Wren Marques. Her uncle is Alpha Calvin of the Fortis Pack. We met on campus. We'll remain there for the foreseeable future. Enjoy your meal."
"I hope you aren't ever called on to give a motivational speech," I muttered, even though I was relieved at how little he'd said about my origins.
"I couldn't agree more, little bird," Archer replied cheerfully, pulling a tray of barbecued meat towards him and loading up my plate before his. A few days ago, I'd have bristled at the overstep, but I’d have died from dehydration if he hadn’t been force feeding me water during my heat. Doing things for me wasn't something he struggled with.
"Where are Kye and Zoe?" Archer asked Flynn, looking around the room.
Flynn grimaced. "Her heat struck."
"Shit," Archer muttered, looking at him in alarm.
“Yeah, shit is right. Both their parents went postal, but it’s not like they could do anything. They’re holed up at Kye’s parents’ house.”
"Who are Kye and Zoe?" I asked curiously, eager to engage my mouth in anything except eating what was on the plate in front of me, but not wanting to offend anyone. Archer hadn’t been joking when he talked about the quality of the food without his mom in the kitchen.
"They're Audax Pack Relationship Goals," Flynn said with a grin. "Fated mates that grew up together."
“That almost never happens,” Archer added. “We think it’s the Fates’ way of building connections between packs. When Kye and Zoe were born, they only ever settled as babies when they were together. As they grew older, they were inseparable. Like two halves of the same whole.”
"We all thought they were fated mates, but Mom forbade any of us from mentioning it because she didn't want to put pressure on them," Flynn cut in.
“We knew, though,” Archer agreed. “They were miserable when they were apart. They’d always share their toys with each other like little angels, but if one of the pups tried to take a toy Zoe was playing with, Kye would rip into them and vice versa,” Archer chuckled. My heart filled with warmth hearing about his pack and the affectionate way he talked about them.
"Anyway, their wolves emerged at the same time — on Kye's thirteenth birthday," Flynn continued. "They recognized each other as fated mates straight away, which was totally expected, and a massive headache for their parents."
"How old are they now?" I asked.
"Sixteen," Archer said, frowning. "It's always been a matter of time until their first heat, but it's something their parents dreaded."
"They were nervous about it too. They aren't ready to be parents themselves just yet," Flynn added. I was surprised at how much hearing about them was affecting me. This wasn't my pack, yet the idea of young Kye and Zoe worrying had me feeling stressed on their behalf. I wanted to do something. To fix it. Archer's hand rested heavily on my nape, rubbing soothing circles into my skin as if he could sense my distress.
"Have they claimed each other?" I asked, flicking my gaze up to Archer.
“Of course.” I turned my head back to Flynn, who was giving me an odd look. “Two days after they recognized who they were to each other. Their parents tried to make them hold off, but Margaret convinced them they could do the claiming bite without consummating the relationship, so their parents eventually backed off. It would have driven Kye slowly mad if he hadn’t been able to seal the bond. Dominant male wolves struggle without the claim.”
Archer cleared his throat pointedly, and I didn't need to look up to know he was glaring at Flynn over my head. Was he struggling with it? My wolf wanted to bite him — I didn't trust her not to if she had the chance — but “struggling” was probably an overstatement.
Archer rubbed his jaw reassuringly over my hair. I didn’t protest; the gesture seemed to settle both of our wolves, who were tense with the number of people around us when we weren’t at full strength. Particularly my wolf, who didn’t recognize the Audax shifters as our pack.
Yet. Maybe.
Halfway through dinner, I felt the exact moment when four days of constant sex and a few hours of being gawked at by an entire wolf pack caught up with me. My eyelids were itchy and my head was too heavy for my neck to hold up.
Alpha Ellery’s deep, rumbling laughter filtered through my foggy brain and my eyes flared open, surprised to find I’d closed them. To my utter horror, I realized my head was leaning on Archer’s bicep, my hands clutching his forearm. I sat up with a start, awkwardly clearing my throat.
“Shhh,” Archer soothed, immediately tugging me back into his side. My wolf settled instantly.
“It was unreasonable of me to expect you both to come to dinner the day after your heat ended,” Alpha Ellery said gently. “Go. You need to rest.”
“We’ll stay at the main house,” Archer announced, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me to my feet with him. He gave me an assessing look, as if deciding whether he could get away with throwing me over his shoulder. I narrowed my eyes in warning. Don’t even think about it.
Taking the hint for once, Archer supported me out of the dining hall and across the clearing to the Alpha House. I was too stunned to speak as we walked — how had I let myself fall asleep in a room full of strange wolves? How had my wolf let me do that?
My chest constricted as the answer to that question scooped me up bridal style the moment we were in the house and safely hidden from anyone who might witness my moment of weakness.
My wolf trusted Archer implicitly. I wasn’t vulnerable as long as he was around.
Archer strode up the staircase with me cradled in his arms like I weighed no more than a feather. His strength was incredibly sexy. Hazy memories of the way he’d moved me around the bed in his cabin like a doll flooded to the forefront of my mind.
Archer’s nose twitched, and the corners of his mouth curled up. “I knew you enjoyed being carried, really. You’re too tired though, little bird. You’ll have to keep your hands to yourself tonight.”
“You think highly of yourself,” I muttered, even as the scent of my need entirely gave me away.
“You’re very grabby when you don’t think I’m cooperating,” Archer replied smugly.
“I thought we weren’t discussing the past four days,” I mumbled sleepily, letting the last vestiges of my pride go and letting my head fall against Archer’s broad shoulder.
“What gave you that impression?”
“I put it out into the universe and I’m willing it into existence.”
Archer shook with silent laughter as I let my eyes drift shut. I was vaguely aware of Archer laying me down on a bed and climbing in next to me, wrapping me tight against him before I succumbed to sleep.
✽✽✽
 
The sun streaming through the window, irritating my eyes, woke me up. I shoved in vain at the enormous male who was lying almost entirely on top of me, his head resting on my chest. He didn’t have anywhere else to go — this was clearly his childhood bed in his childhood room.
The walls were painted navy, with exposed wood shelves covering one wall that housed what looked like a collection of Archer’s prized possessions, including a deflated football and a surprising number of books. We were tucked up underneath a black-striped comforter. It was a stark, masculine space, but every inch smelled reassuringly like Archer.
“Go back to sleep,” Archer groaned, nuzzling my breasts.
“Here was me thinking you slept on my tits because you didn’t have enough room,” I said drily.
“Sure, definitely that,” Archer said, yawning.
“I want to meet your mom.” Archer stiffened slightly before blowing out a long breath.
“I figured you would. Come on, little bird. Shower and breakfast first. Miles’ mom found you some clothes, they’re on the desk.”
✽✽✽
 
I dressed quickly, relieved to have clothes that fit after wearing Archer’s sweats all day yesterday. Claudia had set aside a few pairs of leggings, warm tops, a winter jacket and even a pair of winter boots that were just a smidge too big. I wore them with Archer’s thick woolen socks to pad them out a bit. I grimaced slightly at my reflection on my way out of the Alpha House. The purple jacket, aqua top and tan boots were far brighter than my usual wardrobe colors of gray, black and dark green. This outfit did not appropriately reflect the blackness of my soul.
We traipsed through the hilly forest hand-in-hand, Archer unnecessarily assisting me over logs and holding branches out of my way. It didn’t annoy me, not today at least. Sometimes he needed to take care of me. Sometimes I needed to let him.
“You know she probably won’t shift back?” Archer asked hesitantly, clutching my hand a little tighter as I leaped onto a fallen log and walked daintily along the length of it.
“I know.” I shrugged, not wanting Archer to feel any worse than he did. My heart broke for him. His mother was still here, but the woman he’d known all his life was lost to him. To her family. To herself. “She’ll have my scent at least, and she’ll smell it on you. I’m sure her wolf recognizes you’re someone important to her.” I gave his hand a supportive squeeze. I’d never really had to comfort anyone before, not in my adult life at least. I wanted to be good at it. I wanted Archer to feel like he had someone to turn to, because it really seemed like he needed it. He was lonely.
Archer said nothing, his mouth set in a grim line and his eyes fixed straight ahead. The smell of wolf was strong here, and we both attempted to make more noise, announcing our approach.
There were no other scents in this area. It seemed the pack members left Mandy to her own devices out here. They definitely knew something was up, even if Archer, Samuel and Flynn weren’t willing to acknowledge it.
A low growl from the bushes alerted us to Mandy’s presence. Not a total fuck off, but a definite watch yourself.
Archer and I exchanged a glance before sitting down on the ground next to each other, stretching our legs out and leaning back on our hands. Non-threatening. Plenty of space.
“I love your territory,” I told Archer, keeping my voice low and even. Mandy’s wolf would understand the tone.
“Oh, it’s still like that, is it?” Archer teased, nudging my shoulder with his enormous one. “Your territory,” he scoffed. “Like we’re not fated mates and didn’t just spend four days fucking each other’s brains out because my mere proximity sent you into heat.”
“It was a little more than mere proximity, Arch. And yes, your territory, we haven’t discussed anything to the contrary.”
“Seriously?” Archer asked, shooting me an incredulous look before returning his gaze to the gray wolf now only partially obscured by the bushes.
“Do you really need me to tell you I want you here? That from the moment I set eyes on that beautiful, fearless face, I knew you were the only future I ever wanted, even if I wasn’t quite ready for it?”
“You’re still not ready, Archer,” I said softly, even as my heart swelled with something a lot like love for this brave and broken man.
“I am—,”
“No, not quite. You’re ready for the easy stuff, but not the hard stuff. The messy bits. The things that make you uncomfortable. You know what I need, what I’m waiting for. Believe me, I know it goes against every one of your instincts to ask for my forgiveness, because it goes against every one of my instincts to give it to you.”
“Wren—,” he began with a sigh. I could see the internal debate he was having playing out over his features from the corner of my eye. The things he wanted to say, but didn’t know how to articulate yet.
“Honestly, it’s okay. There are things I’m not ready for either.” Like everything relating to pack life. “So maybe this can be enough. For now.”
Archer frowned, like he wanted to protest, but before he could the gray wolf emerged suddenly from the bushes, padding toward us quietly, deciding that I wasn’t a threat to her. She paused to affectionately nudge Archer’s legs with her snout before coming around to my side, nuzzling insistently at my shoulder. Comforting me. The gesture was so beautiful, so unexpected, that the tears I didn’t realize I’d been holding back slid down my cheeks. Mandy made a mournful sound, roughly licking the side of my face.
“Mom hates seeing you cry as much as I do,” Archer chuckled, reaching out to wipe the tears away from the other side of my face, rubbing his thumb over my cheekbone with devastating gentleness.
“I’m not crying. You’re crying,” I grumbled, looking at the tree canopy above me and blinking rapidly to get rid of the fresh wave of traitorous tears that were threatening to fall.
Mandy butted my arm again with her head before moving back to Archer and laying down at his side, rumbling contentedly when he buried his hand in the thick fur around her neck.
“She’s lonely,” I told him softly. “It’s unnatural for wolves to be alone like this.”
Archer made a strained sound of agreement in his throat, but said nothing. Minutes passed in silence as Archer gave Mandy the attention she’d been missing.
“I don’t think she’s ever coming back,” he said hoarsely. Archer looked at me with so much pain in his eyes. He seemed so young suddenly. Lost and overwhelmed with the enormity of what he was facing.
“I don’t think she is either, Arch. So, you need to figure out what to do next.”




[image: Archer]
Chapter 19
Archer
 
It was mid-morning by the time we arrived back among the main pack buildings, hand-in-hand. I walked purposefully to the Alpha House, Wren easily keeping pace next to me.
She’d forced me to acknowledge some hard truths this morning, and it was time for me to man up and do something about them. Starting with standing up to my dad.
Wren’s step faltered as we approached the door to Dad’s study, just off the great room of the house.
“Shouldn’t I wait out here?” she asked, surprised that I was pulling her towards the room with me.
“I’d rather you came in with me,” I said, studying her face to see how she’d react. Privately, I thought I might need her to come in with me, but I didn’t know how to articulate that thought without seeming weak. Wren was like an endless pool of strength. I felt invincible when she was around.
“Okay,” she replied simply, straightening her spine and tilting her chin up, ready to take on an Alpha at my side.
I rapped my knuckles against the door and waited a couple of moments for Dad to call us in.
“Son,” Dad said, standing from behind the enormous oak desk. “Wren. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
He took his seat and gestured at the two chairs in front of his desk for us to do the same. I kept our fingers intertwined as we sat, soothed by the contact. It calmed my agitated wolf, too. He was eager to prove himself, if the discussion came to that.
“We just visited Mom.”
Dad’s eyes flicked to Wren, a hint of nervousness in his eyes. I doubted he meant for me to keep any secrets from her, but his instinct would always be to protect his own mate.
“How was that?” he asked carefully.
“Heartbreaking,” I said honestly. “She is lonely, though I don’t need to tell you of all people how she’s feeling.”
Dad’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if he was assessing the situation, deciding how best to handle my insubordination.
“This is a good pack, Dad, full of good wolves. Kind wolves. If they knew their Luna was lonely, they’d go out of their way to spend time with her. Trust them. It’s been long enough.”
“And if I disagree? Are you challenging me, son?”
My wolf bared his teeth, hackles raised. He wouldn’t relish fighting Dad, but he would if he felt he had no choice.
“You’re a good Alpha, Dad, the best Alpha for the Audax Pack. But Mom’s a member of this pack, too, and you’re not doing right by her. If you won’t act on her behalf, then you’ll force my hand.”
This was a fucking gamble of epic proportions because I wasn’t actually sure I could beat him. I was younger and quicker, but Dad had defeated his fair share of challengers of the years and was no slouch in combat.
Dad leaned back in his chair, elbows propped on the arms of the chair and fingers steepled, contemplative. “Eventually, the pack will malfunction without a permanent Luna. Claudia will fill in where she can, but her duties are foremost as part of the Beta pair.”
Eventually, you won’t have a choice but to challenge me. Eventually, the pack will need you and Wren to step up to the plate.
Fates, I hope I could convince her to seal our mating. First, because I wanted to. Second, because the pack would need us one day.
“But in the meantime?”
“They have a right to know,” Dad sighed. “If someone challenges me, then they challenge me. It wouldn’t be the first time.”
Relief crashed over me like a wave, and Wren gave my hand a supportive squeeze. Mom wouldn’t be all alone anymore.
“I’ll tell the pack at dinner. In the meantime…” Dad hesitated, glancing at Wren. “It might be nice for your mother to have a family run with Flynn too.”
“Please don’t worry about me, sir. I’ll be fine here on my own,” Wren assured him, shrugging nonchalantly.
“What? No, I’m not leaving you here,” I practically growled. How was I supposed to leave her here, in a pack of wolves, without a claiming mark on her neck? That was bullshit.
“Arch, it’s fine,” Wren soothed, using my nickname again without realizing she’d done it. It gave me a brief buzz of happiness every time she did it. “I’m a big girl, I can handle myself.”
“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I muttered.
“Don’t be dramatic.” Wren waved her hand dismissively and my dad stifled a grin. “I’ll wander around, maybe hang out with Miles.”
We followed my dad’s lead as he stood, my chest rumbling in displeasure the whole time as we followed him out of the Alpha House.
“I’m sure you’ll want a long, soppy goodbye, so I’ll give you two a moment. I need to find Flynn, anyway,” Dad chuckled striding away.
“Don’t talk to any unmated pack members. Or mated ones. Ugh, maybe just hang out with the kids. Or the Elders.”
“Keep telling me what to do and see how well that turns out for you,” Wren said wryly, arching her brow imperiously at me.
Before I could reply, Wyatt emerged into the clearing, his eyes bleary. Reflexively, I moved closer to Wren, letting him know that she was taken. It was totally irrational — Wyatt was one of the best guys I knew, he’d never look at Wren as anything more than my fated mate — but the claiming urges were making me see threats everywhere. As an unmated male, my wolf was practically howling threat on repeat in my head. Wyatt was older than me, in his mid-thirties, with fine lines around his eyes and forehead and a deep tan from all the time he spent outdoors.
"Wren, this is Wyatt Scriven. He leads up the centurions at Audax Pack. Wyatt, this is Wren. My fated mate." There was a warning edge to my words and my arms banded securely around Wren’s waist, pulling her tightly against my chest. She shook a little and I think she might have been silently laughing at my little burst of jealousy, the minx.
"Nice to meet you, Wyatt," she said, tipping her head cordially but not reaching out to shake his hand. Maybe she knew I’d totally lose my shit if he touched her.
“Likewise,” he said, maintaining a respectful distance, but also looking like he wanted to laugh at me.
"You look tired," I observed, feeling the shift within me from paranoid mate to worried Alpha.
"Long patrols during the heat cycle," Wyatt rasped, scrubbing a hand over his stubble. "Half the centurions are with their mates." There was a hint of bitterness in his voice that always slipped in when Wyatt talked about mated couples. He was hanging out for his fated mate, but each year the likelihood of him finding her grew smaller.
"When did you last sleep?" Wren said, a hint of dominant Luna seeping into her voice.
"A couple of days ago?" Wyatt guessed, shrugging his shoulders.
"Go, sleep. Dad, Flynn and I are going to join Mom at the northern border for a bit, I'll let the other centurions know to cover the rest," I instructed, not leaving any room for argument in my tone.
Wyatt nodded, giving me a curious look. He probably knew more than most about Mom, given the time he spent in his wolf form patrolling, but he’d wisely never mentioned it.
"We'll be making an announcement at dinner," I added, answering his unasked question. "Get some sleep, make sure you're in the dining hall tonight. You probably need a decent meal, anyway."
"I'm not sure I'll get one of those in the dining hall these days, but you're right," Wyatt chuckled, tipping his chin at both of us before heading off to the edge of the clearing, his shoulders slumped in exhaustion.
"Wyatt hasn’t found his fated mate," I explained quietly, resting my chin on Wren’s shoulder. "He'd rather be alone than with anyone else. Though he's pretty much mated to his job now. We couldn't ask for a more diligent centurion."
She nodded, watching Wyatt's retreat. Just like at dinner when we’d talked about Kye and Zoe’s first heat, I could feel Wren’s concern for them. She looked at the Audax Pack members like she wanted to wrap them all up, keep them safe, fix all of their problems. She also looked like she had no idea why she felt that way.
Wren may be on the fence about being a Luna someday, but her wolf definitely wasn’t.
“Are you sure you’ll be okay without me for a few hours?” I asked, nuzzling the crook of her neck, leaving my scent all over her.
Wren twisted around so she could give me a chastising glare. "Obviously."
“I’m not questioning your strength, little bird. I’m sure you can handle yourself.” The corners of my mouth twitched as I tried to suppress a grin. “You just don’t know anyone. Miles is probably running patrol with Joe. His mom’s nice though. You could go hang out with Claudia.”
“I really don’t need you to organize play dates for me, Arch. I thought I might go help in the kitchen since they’re short of hands at the moment,” she suggested lightly, though I could see it meant more to her than she was letting on.
“That’s a brilliant idea, baby,” I replied, letting a wide grin take over my face. Wren shoved me away, probably because I was making her feel weird about it.
"Go see Mandy. I'll see you at dinner," she called over her shoulder, moving towards the industrial kitchen attached to the dining hall. Wren made it about two steps before I snatched her up, holding her off the ground under her ass and pressing our chests together.
"Where's my goodbye kiss?" I teased.
She growled like it annoyed her, though there was no real heat in it. Sometimes I think she only acted irritated with me because it seemed like the right response. Like she was letting me off the hook if she enjoyed herself. I smirked into our kiss, moving my lips determinedly against hers until she relaxed into it, greedily accepting up all the affection I was offering her. I’d give her everything, if she’d let me.
"See you soon, little bird," I mumbled against her lips, leaning forward to rub my nose softly against hers before letting her slide slowly down my body until her feet touched the ground.
"See you soon, Archer," she breathed as I walked away.  I knew the centurions would keep an eye out for her — not that she was in any danger around my pack — and I wouldn’t even be gone that long, but any amount of time away from Wren was too long. Especially so soon after her heat when she didn’t have a claiming mark on her neck.
This had to be done, though. We’d put it off too long already, and we needed to return to campus tomorrow. It couldn’t wait until my next trip home.
I wound my way between the scatter of pack buildings in the clearing, heading north to the slope that would take me back to where Mom was hanging out. I slung my arm around Flynn’s shoulders as I caught up to him. He gave me an affectionate shove, ducking under my arm.
“Congrats on finding your fated mate, Arch. Wren is awesome.” Intellectually, I knew that he was just being a supportive brother, but with the claiming instinct riding me hard, I had to suppress the urge to clock him in the face.
“Gorgeous, too,” he added, preemptively dodging my fist with an uproarious laugh.
“That’s a dangerous game you’re playing, Flynn,” Dad said mildly, watching in amusement as I lunged for my little brother again, taking him to the ground.
“As far as you’re concerned, Wren’s your sister,” I grumbled irritably, pinning him in the dirt.
“I know that,” Flynn chuckled. “I just meant you’ll have pretty babies one day. What did you think I meant?”
“You’re a pain in the ass.” I stood and extended my hand to pull Flynn up. He gave me a you can’t be serious face before jumping to his feet, brushing the debris off his sweats.
“Flynn, why don’t you run ahead and find your mother. I need to talk to Archer for a minute.”
“Sure. You’re not giving him the birds and the bees talk, right? Because based on the smell around his cabin, I’d say that ship has sailed.”
Dad fisted the back of my shirt as Flynn darted off ahead, moving himself out of striking distance before he shifted. Little shit.
“Leave him,” Dad instructed, holding back a laugh. “You can get your revenge when he finds his mate some day.”
“It won’t be the same,” I groused. “He probably won’t have to wait to claim his mate. It’s the claiming urge that’s driving me crazy.”
“What are you waiting for?”
“Wren, I guess. I feel like I’m ready, but she thinks I’m only ready for the easy stuff,” I muttered, not accustomed to having heart-to-heart chats with my dad.
“You know, son, we’ve always talked a lot about strength,” Dad sighed, running a hand through his graying hair. “The importance as an Alpha of demonstrating strength so the pack always feels safe in your charge.”
I nodded my head silently. It’s almost all we’d ever talked about since I was old enough to understand what he was saying.
“Sometimes the strongest thing you can do is to humble yourself in front of the one you love and beg for their forgiveness when you’ve hurt them. It takes strength to make yourself vulnerable. Especially to someone who has the power to cause you more pain than anyone else.”
“Dad,” I breathed, stunned.
“That girl loves you. Her eyes seek you out constantly. She visibly relaxes when you touch her. She isn’t a naturally smiley person, but you, Archer, make her smile. Really smile.”
His words eased some of the tangled knot of emotions that ached in my chest.
“But she won’t let herself love you, let herself be truly vulnerable with you, unless you do the same. Sometimes you’ve got to take a leap, son, and hope for the best.”
“That goes against everything you’ve ever taught me,” I pointed out with a wry smile.
Dad’s lips twitched in amusement, though his eyes were sad. “Your mom and I agreed that I would handle the Alpha stuff and she would handle the love stuff.”
My throat tightened uncomfortably. “Mom would have torn a chunk out of me for the way I treated Wren.”
“She would,” Dad agreed solemnly. “Probably loudly bemoaning the fact that she had raised such a moron. Then she’d have sat you down and put together a game plan on how to fix the mess you made.”
“Her and Wren would have gotten on great,” I chuckled sadly. “They would have ganged up on me all the time.”
“You would have let them. Wren’s mother let her down something chronic, and your mom always wanted a daughter.”
“She got one,” I said decisively.
“Yes, she did,” Dad agreed.
We crested the rise and found two wolves already playing, leaping up, trying to pin one another. Dad and I stood back, watching them for a while and giving Mom a moment to adjust to our presence.
“How does she feel now?” I asked quietly.
“The happiest she’s been in a while,” Dad admitted. “She may not know who we are to her, but she trusts us. She enjoys having us around.”
I nodded, feeling some tension in my muscles ease. She was happy. If she was happy, maybe I could be too. I could at least be less unhappy. I wished Wren had got to meet Mom properly, before… all of this. I’d never see them share a private joke, or gang up on me, or watch the way my mom would love on Wren like she was her own daughter. That would always sting. But Dad adored Wren, and Flynn would be the annoying little brother she never had.
We may not be the family we were a year ago, but we were still a family. A good one.
“Let’s shift, son.”
I nodded silently, stripping out of my clothes and letting my wolf free.
✽✽✽
 
I could practically feel the excitement in the air, vibrating off the pack members, as Dad, Flynn and I approached the dining hall. We’d spent hours playing as a family in our wolf forms, chasing each other around the territory, and play-fighting. I was the first to shift back — about two seconds before my wolf lost his shit and went to find Wren himself — only to find it was already dinnertime.
“What’s going on?” Dad muttered, immediately suspicious.
“Who cares? Whatever it is, it smells delicious,” Flynn groaned, inhaling deeply.
Miles was waiting for us at the entrance to the dining hall, looking more relaxed than I’d seen him since the start of the semester. “Your girl cooked dinner,” he announced, tipping his head respectfully at the three of us.
“I figured.” Thank the Fates, I’d been craving a decent meal, and I knew Wren’s cooking far surpassed decent.
Even knowing how talented she was, the sight that greeted me when we walked in the room still blew my mind. Wren had dug out the silver warming dishes and lined them up in the center of each long table, with all the fixings for burrito bowls. There was rice, chili, shredded lettuce, chopped tomatoes, grated cheese… It was an impressive organizational feat considering we’d only been gone a few hours and there were two hundred pack members to feed.
It had been a long time since I’d seen the pack look so excited about dinner. Especially the pups, who were staring greedily at the food in the center of the table, not touching it until the Alpha had served himself.
Wren was fussing over the food at a table near the front, though I suspected it was because she felt awkward sitting at the head table without me. Cute.
“What, no ‘kiss the cook’ apron?” I asked as I looped an arm around her waist and hauled her back from the table. The pack members let out a chorus of awwwws as I guided Wren’s chin back towards me with my other hand. I paused, my lips a hair’s breadth away from hers, waiting.
Wren narrowed her eyes at me, hesitating for a split second before closing the distance and pressing her lips to mine in full view of the whole pack. It was a brief, chaste kiss, but the pack hollered like we’d just announced a pregnancy or something. I led Wren to the top table, feeling smug as shit, my grin only growing when I saw the defiant set of her chin despite her flushed cheeks.
Going to add PDA to the list of things to get Wren used to, right after compliments.
“How did it go?” Wren whispered, leaning in close to me as we took our seats. Dad was already helping himself to food, which gave everyone else the go-ahead they needed. No one was paying us any attention.
I almost told a joke about male bonding in the wilderness — anything to avoid talking about this — but I realized I didn’t want to do that with Wren. I wanted to give her something real.
“Hard. Good. Weird.”
Wren nodded like she knew exactly how I was feeling. “Finding a new normal is all of those things.”
I rested my hand on her thigh, squeezing it gratefully. “Dad will say something to the pack after dinner.”
Wren nodded silently, pulling the dishes down the table and filling up both of our bowls before sliding them along to Flynn. I glanced at Dad, who was watching Wren and I with a small smile on his face. A relieved smile.
I groaned as the fresh, yet comforting flavors hit my tongue. This was exactly what I needed.
“You’ve been a busy little bird this afternoon,” I rushed out between mouthfuls.
“Fates, you’re really sticking with that nickname, aren’t you?” Wren grumbled, not sounding all that put out about it. “The kitchen team was short staffed with so many couples in heat, they needed an extra pair of hands.”
“Burrito bowls were totally your idea though,” Flynn piped up from Wren’s other side. “Did you know you’re my favorite sister?”
Wren laughed — a proper, hearty laugh — and the sound filled me with satisfaction that felt like a warm, comforting glow. My happiness was directly tied to hers.
If only it wasn’t my idiot brother making her laugh.
As the sounds of eating and clattering cutlery diminished, Dad stood, and the chatter faded into silence at his solemn demeanor. “Audax wolves.” His deep voice resounded in the quiet room, making everyone sit up straight and pay attention.
“My mate, your Luna, Mandy…” He paused and took a deep breath. “I know you will have been wondering why you have seen so little of her in recent months. Mandy has a degenerative brain condition. I had hoped it would progress slower, but we need to accept that she will most likely live out the rest of her days in her fur.”
There were no gasps of surprise, no loaded looks being exchanged, just a quiet, resigned acceptance. Wren was right. The pack had known far more than we’d given them credit for.
“Claudia has been fulfilling some Luna duties, and will continue to do so for as long as needed.” Dad hesitated, glancing at Wren out of the corner of his eye. I gave him a subtle warning look. Do not pressure her. I could tell she still had reservations about pack life, despite jumping in with both feet today and organizing dinner.
“If you have any concerns, I am always available to talk to you.” I almost snorted because no one would ever take him up on that. Alphas weren’t known for their heart-to-hearts, the Lunas handled that. “You have nothing to fear from Mandy in her fur. She is the same kind and gentle wolf that she always has been, and she would be very grateful for your company.” Dad surveyed the room, gave a decisive nod when no one said anything, and took his seat.
I wasn’t entirely sure what he was expecting. Joe and Miles already knew and hadn’t challenged him — it was unlikely they’d have won if they had. Flynn wasn’t strong enough yet, and it wasn’t my time. I knew I’d have to challenge Dad sooner rather than later — without a Luna, the pack wouldn’t function as well — but I wouldn’t until Wren and I were both ready for everything that came with being the alpha pair.
We made our way around the dining hall after dinner, every wolf in the pack eager for a chance to talk to Wren and to comfort me as a way of showing concern about my mom. I found it reassuring, but I could see Wren getting overwhelmed and after an hour of small talk, I made our excuses so I could get us both out of there.
“You were amazing today, little bird,” I told her honestly, slinging an arm around her shoulders and leading her back to the Alpha House.
“You weren’t too bad yourself, baby Alpha,” she teased, not shrugging off my embrace.
“Just ‘baby’ is fine, you know. Or ‘handsome’. Maybe ‘stud’? No, too cheesy,” I pondered out loud, practically feeling Wren’s eye roll. I wanted to tell her I liked it when she called me ‘Arch’, but I didn’t risk it in case she never did it again on principle.
“I’m too exhausted to come up with a snarky reply right now. You’ll have to use your imagination,” Wren said, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. I scooped her up before she could protest, carrying her the rest of the way to the house in my arms.
Exactly where she should be.
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Chapter 20
Wren
 
This time, I was the one crushing Archer. Not that he seemed to be complaining. I was draped over him like a blanket in his tiny twin bed, his hands resting loosely against my hips. I’d slept in one of his t-shirts again and was very aware of how high it had ridden up during the night and the distinct lack of panties I had on.
All of my bits felt like they were working okay now, and I wasn’t opposed to a bit of morning action, but I didn’t want him to think I was trying to seduce him. Especially after I’d been all ‘it was just a one-time thing to get me through my heat!’
He had to seduce me, and then I could cave and pretend to be mad about it while retaining my dignity. It was the only way.
As discreetly as I could, I slid my hands down my sides and tugged the t-shirt over my ass. Archer’s fingers flexed as he made a delicious groaning wake-up noise, stretching out underneath me. My ovaries sat up like meerkats, hyperaware.
“I can’t decide if I liked my face on your tits or my hands on your ass more,” Archer said, voice raspy with sleep as his hands slid up to cup my ass cheeks under the too-short tee.
“What a conundrum,” I replied drolly, propping my forearms on his chest so I could look down at him. My hair fell around us like a heavy, black curtain, ensconcing us in our own little world.
“Isn’t it, though?” Archer murmured, his thumbs rubbing teasing circles over my skin. “I’ll have to try both positions again to determine the winner. Maybe a couple more times.”
I bit the inside of my cheeks to stop myself from smiling. “Well, that’s just good science.”
Archer grinned before leaning up to brush his lips softly against mine. Yes. This was definitely going in the right direction. Tell me how much you want to fuck me so I can tell you that you’re delusional while I writhe all over your perfect dick.
“Let’s get some breakfast before we hit the road. You can shower first,” Archer said abruptly, rolling me off him and depositing me on my ass on the floor. I blinked slowly, trying to process what just happened.
“Well, if you’re just going to sit there, I’ll shower first. You snooze you lose, little bird!” Archer called over his shoulder, striding into the attached bathroom and taking his perfect dick with him.
What the hell just happened?
I dressed in leggings, a long-sleeve top and Archer’s Carson College hoodie I’d already decided I was keeping. It was soft and well worn, fell to mid-thigh, and smelled like Archer, which my wolf loved and I didn’t totally hate.
We walked into the dining hall together, Archer’s arm draped over my shoulders. I allowed the contact, not wanting the pack to sense any tension between us and risk upsetting them, but I was definitely not talking to him after his little tease this morning.
I was more annoyed at myself, but he was an easier target.
“Kye! Zoe!” Archer cheered, clapping a young guy on the back and smiling at the girl. “Wren, this is Kye and Zoe. Guys, this is Wren, my fated mate. How are you both?”
“Tired,” Kye laughed, scrubbing a hand down his face. I remembered Archer and Flynn telling me they were only sixteen, but they looked older with dark smudges under their eyes from the past few days of their heat.
They were a beautiful couple — Kye was tall and fair, with pale blonde hair and golden eyes. His jaw was lined with the faintest scruff after a few days of not shaving, and he held his mate close to him like she was made of glass.
I doubted he needed to, Zoe looked more than capable of holding her own. Despite her tired state, there was an alertness about her that wouldn’t rest. She had rich black skin and pale brown eyes, with the highest, sharpest cheekbones I’d ever seen. Her thick, curly hair was pulled up in a tight bun, and her simple winter clothes hung stylishly off her willowy frame.
I was almost jealous of this sixteen-year-old who looked more effortlessly cool and regal than I could ever pull off.
“How are you feeling, Zoe?” I asked, examining her face. Something stirred in me — an instinct to care for her, reassure her somehow.
“Hungry,” she admitted.
I linked our arms together and guided her to the buffet table, Kye and Archer following close behind us.
“Perhaps start small? Some plain toast and fruit?” I suggested piling items of food onto her plate. “Do you think you can manage that? Would you rather have broth? Archer, why isn’t there broth on the buffet table during the heat cycles?” I demanded, forgetting I wasn’t talking to him. “How mortifying to have to go to the kitchens and ask for it.”
“You’re absolutely right, little bird,” he agreed, sounding infuriatingly amused. I glared at him over my shoulder.
“I’ll try some toast,” Zoe said, taking the plate and giving me a warm smile. “Thank you.”
“Come on, Wren. You need to eat too,” Archer reminded me, working on his customary breakfast mountain of toast and jam.
I wrinkled my nose distastefully at his plate, making myself a bowl of sugary cereal. The buffet table was a practical option, but the selection was dire. If I were arranging it, I’d put out something different each day, like bagels with fixings or porridge in winter.
Fates. Getting way ahead of myself.
Rather than sitting at the top table in the quiet dining hall, Archer led us to a central table, and we slid onto the bench opposite Kye and Zoe. Kye murmured words of encouragement with every reluctant bite of toast Zoe took, stroking her back and neck constantly, never breaking contact. He was so tender with his mate; I wanted to cry a little bit.
Flynn had not been fucking around when he called them “Audax Pack Relationship Goals.”
“How are your parents coping with everything?” Archer asked, briefly pausing in his mission to consume a whole loaf of bread in under a minute.
“It’s a little awkward.” Kye grimaced. “This was the first year my mom didn’t go into heat, and then Zoe did… She’s feeling old and she’s kind of down about it.”
My gut twisted uncomfortably. It would already be difficult watching your child transition into adulthood so young. Then to be leaving that part of your own life behind, knowing for certain that there were no more babies on the horizon… Maybe I could make her some muffins or something. Something chocolate-y and comforting. Then I could drop them over under the guise of getting to know her so she didn’t feel like I was pitying her…
Archer picked up my hand and pressed a soft kiss against the back of my knuckles.
“Next time, little bird. We don’t have time today.” Fates. Either I had an expressive face or Archer really was a mind-reader. I nodded mutely, chewing on my cereal. I’d mention the idea to Claudia. She could make it happen.
Kye and Archer chatted a little about school over breakfast, but the poor kid looked about a minute away from passing out on the table. Zoe’s eyes were already drifting closed, her body leaning heavily against her mate’s.
“Have you thought more about attending Cars—, what?” Archer asked, baffled as I elbowed him hard in the ribs.
“Why don’t you take some toast with you and go lie down? You look ready to drop,” I suggested softly. “Archer can grill you on your five-year plan later.”
Kye and Zoe giggled sleepily at the mock glare Archer was giving me, his lips twitching in amusement.
“Wren’s right, you two should rest. We’ll talk more next time. We should hit the road anyway, little bird.”
I gave Zoe a quick hug as we separated in the clearing. The surrounding pack members realized we were leaving, surging forward to say goodbye.
I let out a sigh of relief when Claudia approached. “Claudia! Could you check on Kye’s mom? I think she’s having a tough time,” I said, speaking into her ear so I wouldn’t be overheard.
“Oh, of course! You’ll come back soon, won’t you?” Claudia asked eagerly, clasping my hands in hers. She was such a warm, effusive person. Miles definitely got his serious disposition from his dad, Joe.
I pulled Claudia into a hug to avoid answering her question. I felt like I’d probably be back sometime, but Archer and I weren’t on solid enough footing for me to make any guarantees. Nothing about our future was set in stone.
“Thanks for looking after Mom,” Archer said, uncharacteristically somber, giving Claudia’s arm a squeeze while deftly extricating me from her grip at the same time. I’d thought he was cagey about males touching me, but it turned out, he didn’t discriminate.
Archer Ellery was very greedy with my affection.
Claudia began fussing over an indignant-looking Miles, and the Alpha — or Samuel, as he’d given me permission to call him — and Flynn immediately stepped into the space she vacated.
“I know Archer struggled with keeping Mandy’s condition hidden,” Samuel began quietly, looking between Archer and I, “but I’m not sure he would have pushed the issue with me if you hadn’t encouraged him. It was what Mandy would have done too. You’ll be a wonderful Luna someday, Wren.”
I gave him a tight smile, confident I’d never felt more awkward in my life.
“Thank you, Samuel,” I replied respectfully, opting not to argue with him. Archer’s arm tightened approvingly around my waist.
“Archer,” Samuel said, acknowledging his son with a nod. Approval glinted in his eyes as he assessed his son, and pride swelled in my chest. It had taken guts for Archer to dispute his Alpha’s decision. Soon, he’d be strong enough to challenge his father if he wasn’t already.
“We should get on the road,” Archer announced, loud enough for Miles to hear. Archer released me long enough to pull Flynn into a one-armed hug, before snatching up my hand.
“What, I don’t get to give my new sister a hug goodbye?” Flynn teased.
“No,” Archer replied curtly.
Flynn’s laughter followed us as we passed through the central buildings — me on Archer’s left, Miles to his right and slightly behind him. The pack lined the walls of the buildings and hung out of windows, calling their farewells and reaching out to brush their fingers against our arms, scent-marking us.
“Shift, if you want,” Archer instructed Miles. “We’ll meet you down there.” Miles nodded, and I scoffed as Archer’s hands clapped over my eyes the moment Miles started pulling his jacket off.
“I have, in fact, seen other men naked before you know,” I pointed out. Nudity was just a reality of pack life. I’d been seeing naked bodies since I was born.
“Do not remind me of that, little bird,” Archer grumbled.
Before I could point out his obvious hypocrisy, he pulled his hand away and thick fur brushed against my fingers. Miles’ wolf had similar coloring to my own, but with more gray patches than cream-colored fur and darker eyes. He wasn’t as enormous as Archer’s beast, but he was certainly big enough to do some damage.
In any other pack, Miles would be an obvious candidate for Alpha — his wolf was definitely bigger and more dominant than my old Alpha — but I doubted he could take on Archer, or even Flynn, in a few years’ time. The Ellery boys were mammoth. Had they been born that way? Would Archer and I have enormous babies?
I shook my head slightly to clear the errant thought. Shifters were lucky if they had more than one baby after an entire lifetime of heat cycles, and Archer and I weren’t even properly mated. The chances I’d fallen pregnant from my last heat were almost non-existent, but until I got my annual period in a couple of weeks’ time, I wouldn’t know for sure.
That was the only reason I was thinking about Archer and babies in the same sentence. Definitely. Maybe.
I stroked the wolf’s hair and muzzle until Archer growled impatiently next to me. His disapproval made the wolf whimper, and Archer had the decency to look a little sheepish about it.
“Sorry, buddy. You know I don’t like sharing her. Go ahead, we’ll meet you by the car.”
The creamy gray wolf nudged Archer’s hand before turning and darting into the forest ahead of us, leaping over logs and ducking through the undergrowth. Archer led me carefully along the wolf’s path, always conscious of my movements and any obstacles he deemed to be in my way.
“How are you feeling?” Archer asked, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’d prefer to keep you here longer to recover, but I know you’re eager to head back.”
Not nearly as eager as I thought I would be.
“I’m still a little tired, fine other than that,” I said truthfully. “Were you worried I was in pain? Is that why you haven’t tried to have sex with me since my heat broke?” My tone was teasing, but the question was genuine. We’d slept in the same bed for two nights and he hadn’t made a move on me once. I was feeling insecure, and I did not appreciate it.
“Feeling insecure?” Archer asked smugly, like the mind-reading asshole he apparently was.
I caught myself before the automatic denial escaped, making a liar out of me. Again.
Archer chuckled at my silence. “I have decided that I’m not having sex with you again until you’re in love with me.”
“You… what?”
“No sex until you fall in love with me,” Archer said slowly, enunciating every word with a mischievous look in his eye. He was quick, but I could probably land a solid hit if I caught him off guard…
“What makes you so sure I’ll ever fall in love with you?”
“I’m already in love with you, so I’m just sort of hoping for the best,” Archer said casually, like we were discussing what to have for dinner or something.
“Oh.” Oh? Fates, Wren. I wasn’t sure if I was in love with Archer yet, but I was halfway. That thought was terrifying. He’d broken my heart from the moment I met him, and he’d barely even acknowledged it. Letting go, loving him unconditionally, would give him the power to destroy me.
We walked the rest of the way in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. Guilt gnawed at me as I took in the tension in Archer’s spine and the tight set of his jaw. He was a confident man, but “oh” was a pretty lackluster response to an admission of love, bound to hit anyone straight in the ego.
Archer guided me through the treeline, into the little clearing in front of his cabin where Miles was already waiting, leaning against the hood of the truck fully dressed.
“How did you even get here?” I asked him, looking around the clearing, half expecting to see a second vehicle.
“My dad picked me up,” Miles said with a shrug. “You two kind of took off in a hurry,” he added, smirking.
Thank the Fates he hadn’t been in the truck with us on the way to Audax territory. I’d practically mauled Archer on the way up here. It was bad enough that he was there to witness it, let alone anyone else.
“You wouldn’t have been welcome in the truck, anyway,” Archer said succinctly, giving the bench seat a hostile glare as he opened the driver’s door.
Miles didn’t look offended in the least, the corners of his mouth twitching. “If I drive, you can sit in the middle,” he volunteered.
“Why would you sit in the middle?” I asked Archer, baffled. “You’re the biggest of all three of us.” I swear his chest puffed up a little at that. Men.
“He doesn’t want me sitting so close to you,” Miles explained. Right. Because of the lack of claiming mark.
Archer tossed Miles the keys, climbing in through the passenger door and sliding into the middle of the bench. I pulled myself up into the huge truck, sitting as close to the door as I could to give Archer some room. He looked comically large sitting in the middle, with Miles trying not to elbow him as he started the car and moved it into gear.
“Ugh, I’ve probably been fired,” I groaned. I hadn’t even thought about work since my heat had abated.
“You’re not due back at work until tomorrow,” Miles replied, taking me by surprise.
“What? How?”
Archer grunted and Miles’ cheeks looked a little flushed.
“Fates, did you bully those hapless humans into doing your bidding?” I sighed, leaning forward in my seat so I could look at Miles.
“I resent the bullying accusation,” Miles said, looking genuinely offended. “I merely emphasized the importance of taking regular vacations for both mental and physical health and said you’d be taking a week off.”
Archer barked a laugh. “Nicely done.”
“I rescind the bullying accusation, but I’m still not entirely sure how I feel about you alpha-ing my colleagues.” I gave him a mock chastising look, even though I knew he would have charmed them, rather than intimidated them. Indigo was probably half in love with Miles now.
I cranked the radio as silence descended upon the truck, fiddling with the stations until I found one playing classic rock songs.
After half an hour on the road, Archer’s phone rang, startling all three of us.
“It’s Dad,” he muttered, looking uncomfortably at his phone before glancing at a tense Miles who immediately flicked off the radio. They didn’t need to explain to me it was weird for Samuel to be calling them already.
“Hi Dad, we’re still driving,” Archer said, putting the phone on speaker.
“Are you all there?” I could hear Samuel’s footsteps as he paced, probably in his study.
“I’m here with Wren and Miles,” Archer clarified. “Is everything okay?”
“Wyatt just picked up the scent of foreign wolves on the border while he was patrolling. All around the border. Someone has been staking us out.”
Archer glanced at me, a question in his gaze. I nodded mutely. Go ahead.
“The Azymus Pack have contacted Wren, demanding she return and enter an arranged mating with some kid in Ohio,” he explained, voice rough with both his rage and his wolf’s. “After we left Fortis Pack, they picked up the scent of foreign wolves there, too.”
“So they’re ensuring Wren hasn’t joined another pack?” Miles asked thoughtfully, looking over at me.
I shrugged. “I never responded to my mother’s message, and she hasn’t sent any more. I was supposed to go to them, though. I don’t know how they found me.”
“It could have been a lucky guess to see if you’d discovered your maternal family. The Fortis Pack would have been guaranteed to take you,” Samuel suggested.
I hummed thoughtfully. Mom had been weird about me wanting to go north when I left Azymus Pack.
“Be careful,” Samuel added. “If Wyatt wasn’t such an excellent tracker, he wouldn’t have picked up that they’d even been there. They’re smart. And probably running out of patience.”
“Thanks, Dad. We’ll keep you posted,” Archer replied, his voice strained as he hung up. If the Azymus wolves had only been following me since I’d visited the Fortis Pack, it wasn’t that surprising that they hadn’t made a move yet. Archer had rarely left me on my own since then, and he was a good deterrent.
Unease unfurled in my stomach. Had they been hanging around Carson? Watching me? That was so fucking creepy.
This was probably the normal, healthy response I should have had to discovering Archer had been all but stalking me for months. I didn’t mind it so much when he did it.
Archer was doing his best to keep calm, even though I could feel the tension radiating off him. I linked our fingers together and pulled our joined hands to my lap, stroking his arm with my other hand. His wolf was going crazy, and I hoped maintaining physical contact would keep him grounded.
Still exhausted and recovering from my heat, I wasn’t surprised when I woke up with my head resting on Archer’s bicep as we pulled into Carson.
“Where am I dropping you, Wren?” Miles asked softly, his voice cutting through the fog as I rubbed my eyes.
“She’s coming to our house,” Archer replied immediately like it was obvious.
“Is that so?” I drawled, covering my yawn.
“We have no idea if or when the Azymus Pack will make their move, little bird, we are not sleeping in separate houses. I don’t think you want that either.”
I pursed my lips and gave him a considered look. I felt like I should argue with him. On principle.
“I know that look. That look means you agree with me, but you don’t want to admit it.” Archer smirked. “Ha, you’re doing it again.”
“Shut up. Fine. I’ll stay at your house,” I sighed. Truthfully, I didn’t love the idea of spending nights away from him and it was nothing to do with my old pack.
“I know, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
“I need my own clothes first, I’m sick of wearing other people’s things.” Archer agreed, a little too enthusiastically, making me immediately suspicious. Miles waited in the car as we pulled up in front of my place. It looked like none of my roommates were back yet, though I’d received messages from each of them once we’d gotten in range of cell phone reception assuring me they’d return as soon as they could get away from their families and they hated me spending Christmas alone.
Guilt gnawed at me. I doubted they’d be itching to return to Carson early if it wasn’t for me. I drew them in subconsciously with my Luna vibes, and it wasn’t fair to any of us since I had no interest in forming a pack of humans. Maybe I should move out.
I led Archer up the rickety stairs and into my tiny bedroom with little thought, startling slightly at the feral growl he made the moment he was inside the door. He looked absurdly oversized in my modest room with the low, sloping ceiling.
“This is where you sleep?” His voice was rough with emotion, his eyes glowing wolf as he took in the cramped quarters. It wasn’t a very shifter-friendly space.
“It’s fine,” I assured him, instinctively petting his chest to soothe his agitated wolf.
“This isn’t good enough for you, little bird.”
“I’ve told you before, Arch. I don’t need fancy things.” Though I wouldn’t say no to a bigger bedroom. I moved around the tiny room as efficiently as possible with him taking up half the space, shoving two outfits into my duffel bag. Silently, Archer opened my dresser and started pulling out the entire contents of the drawers, squishing them into the bag too.
“It smells like sandalwood in here,” Archer commented, picking up the sandalwood candle on my dresser and examining it before tossing it into the bag. Fates, please don’t read too much into that. How embarrassing.
“How is this all of your stuff?” he grumbled, eventually. It all fit into one duffel bag easily. I hadn’t had a chance to go clothes shopping since I’d moved to Carson. The only new clothes I’d acquired was the slinky dress Eloise had bought me, and…
“Holy shit, you bought me that coat, didn’t you?” I asked, straightening and putting my hands on my hips. How had that never occurred to me before?
“You were cold.” Archer shrugged unapologetically.
“Why are you packing up all my stuff?” I asked, realizing what he was doing.
“You can’t stay in this horrible room with all these humans anymore, little bird.”
“Says who?” I bit back. I really loved that coat. I should probably thank him for it.
“Can you give me this win, Wren?” he sighed, looking suddenly exhausted. I’d shoved his declaration of love into the back of my mind, but now it felt like a tangible presence in the room with us. “Let me take care of you, let me know you’re safe. We don’t know what your old pack has planned, but even if I kill their Alpha, I’ll never be happy unless I can see you. Stay with me. Live with me.”
Wordlessly, I gathered up the rest of my possessions and shoved them in the bag, grabbing the few things I had stored in the bathroom and kitchen. Archer waited patiently on the bed, shoulders slumped in relief and my heart ached for him. No one could be strong all the time, and he was letting me get a glimpse of the worried man underneath the laid back facade. The one with the weight of the Alpha responsibilities slowly piling up on his broad shoulders.
I zipped the duffel bag shut and looked at him expectantly until his eyes found mine.
“Velociraptors.”
“What?” he asked, brow furrowed.
“You asked me once what my favorite dinosaur is. Velociraptors. Ready to go home?”
Archer’s slow smile was so warm, it melted my natural iciness until it was just a watery memory.
“Yeah, little bird. Let’s go home.”
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Chapter 21
Archer
 
I looked down at my ringing phone. I could barely hear it over the Christmas music blasting from the coffee shop speakers. It was Christmas Eve, and the humans were losing their shit.
Incoming call: Flynn Ellery
“Go,” Wren mouthed at me from behind the counter, eyes sparkling with amusement. How she put up with this shit, I did not understand. I’d been hanging around her work for the past two days since we’d arrived back and all the humanness was driving me steadily insane. 
“Hey Flynn,” I answered, moving towards the door of the coffee shop and tilting my head at the truck so Wren knew where I’d be. Fates, I needed like three seconds of peace.
“Hey Arch, how’s it going?” Flynn asked. Our daily catchups had become one of my favorite rituals, and I knew how much Flynn needed them. As a highly dominant wolf, he struggled to rely on anyone and couldn’t really talk to anyone about what he was going through.
I knew that feeling well; it was how I’d felt until I had Wren in my life. Flynn wouldn’t ever feel truly settled until he found his mate either. I wasn’t trying to prove my worthiness for Alpha to Wren like I was to my father and packmates. I wasn’t competing with her, the way I subconsciously was with Miles and Flynn. Wren was my true equal. My confidante. My greatest source of strength and my favorite weakness.
“No news here. How are you guys? How’s Mom?” I climbed into the blissfully silent truck and leaned back against the headrest. I could just see Wren moving behind the counter. It reminded me of the bad old days of stalking her from a distance instead of up close like I got to do now. It was more enjoyable for both of us this way.
Fates, Wren made everything better. I felt like an idiot for ever thinking of a mate as a responsibility. Loving her was a privilege, not an obligation. I just had to figure out how to convince her to love me back.
“Mom’s the same,” Flynn replied casually, though I could hear the tension in his voice. “Everyone misses you guys. Like way more than they usually miss you when you leave. Wren’s good for your rep.”
I laughed. “Fuck yeah, she is. I always thought ‘better half’ was the dumbest thing I ever heard, but Wren is most definitely my better half.”
“That’s a bit cute, bro.”
“Fuck off.” I rolled my eyes, then sat up in the truck, dread curdling in my stomach. I couldn’t see Wren through the window anymore. More worryingly, Indigo was pacing agitatedly in front of the alleyway that ran adjacent to the coffee shop.
“I have to go. Call Miles, and ask him to meet me at the coffee shop, I have a bad feeling.” I hung up and leaped out of the truck, running back to the building. I’d never wanted a sealed mating bond more. If we sealed the bond between us, I would always know if she was in danger.
The scent of foreign wolves hit me and my inner animal snarled in agitation.
Indigo’s eyes lit up in relief when she saw me. “They came in the shop, but Wren led them out here and told us to make sure no one entered the alleyway. Derek’s at the other end.” They were protecting their Luna without even realizing.
I spared her a quick nod before striding past. Indigo dropped eyes to the ground as I stalked into the narrow space with all the grace and purpose of an apex predator. I was ready to fuck shit up.
“I know I’m not seeing my mate being held down by three centurions right now. And I know I’m not seeing bruises on her face. That would be like sending me a personalized request for me to end your lives.”
The three centurions pinning Wren to the ground all stiffened. The Alpha whose boot hovered over my girl’s stomach gave me a wide grin, though I could see how much he was struggling to hold my gaze.
“Get the fuck off her,” I growled, barely keeping the shift at bay.
“That won’t be possible,” the Alpha drawled. “Your manners need work, pup. Let’s start over, hm? I’m Alpha Mercer of the Azymus Pack. Wren here will be leaving with me, my centurions, and her parents.” Mercer indicated two submissive wolves, cowering against the brick wall of the coffee shop. I barely spared them a glance. They may have contributed to Wren’s genetic makeup, but they weren’t worthy of being called parents.
“Four on one,” Miles drawled, materializing on my right, slightly behind me to cover my back. The position usually occupied by the Beta of a mated Alpha, whose Luna always took the left-hand spot. “That hardly seems fair.”
Wren took advantage of the distracted centurions, wrenching her limbs out of the grip and barrel rolling away from the Alpha’s boot before it came down on her again. I lunged as he moved to grab her, catching him by the throat and slamming him hard against the brick wall.
Miles dove forward to help Wren, tackling two of the centurions while she climbed to her feet, her movements more sluggish than I would have liked. My wolf growled, furious. Mercer chuckled lightly at her struggle and I felt my fur brushing up underneath my skin as my wolf pushed forwards.
“Fates, you’re an idiot,” I muttered as I slammed Mercer’s head back against the wall hard enough to crack the brick. Funny how smashing someone’s head in a wall knocked the bluster out of them.
Mercer groaned, his body slumping as his eyes became unfocused. There was a thud as a body hit the ground, and the unmistakable sound of someone being winded as Miles chucked a second centurion onto the pile he was making.
I banged Mercer’s head against the wall once more to make sure he was behaving himself, before glancing over my other shoulder to check on Wren. Her hand whipped out to grab the guy’s hair, yanking his head down to meet the knee she brought up to his nose. The crunch of bones and cartilage and the dude’s accompanying howls of pain were music to my ears. With her mouth set in a vindictive sneer, Wren shoved him backwards, only to grab his shirt and deliver a knee to the balls.
I winced. Scrappy little thing. Maybe I’d been getting off lightly with Wren’s punishment of me all this time.
Wren dropped him to the ground, breathing heavily. Blood trickled down underneath her bangs, and bruises decorated her cheek and jaw. If there was a boot mark on her midsection, I’d make Mercer’s death even slower and more agonizing.
“Baby? How are you doing?”
“I’ve had better days,” she grumbled, resting her foot on the centurion’s throat. I doubted he’d even notice, his attention was very much on the family jewels he was still cradling.
“Miles, you good?” I asked over my other shoulder.
“All good here, Arch,” he affirmed, the two centurions still lying tangled on the ground at his feet.
“What’ll it be, Mercer? Are you going to scurry back to wherever it is you came from, tail between your legs, like a smart man? Or are you going to let me have some fun?” I gave him a bloodthirsty grin.
“We are not leaving here without the girl. I have promised Wren to the future Alpha of the Benedictus Pack in Ohio,” Mercer said hoarsely, my fingers flexing around his windpipe.
“Wren is not yours to promise to anyone,” Wren snarled. Her voice was rough as her wolf shoved forwards, pushing for control.
“You owe our pack allegiance. We cared for you as a child, allowing you to stay on our territory until you reached maturity.”
“You imprisoned her for six years, then cast her out,” I snapped. “She doesn’t owe you shit, and you’ll have a problem with the Audax Pack if you take their future Luna, and the Fortis Pack if you kidnap their Alpha’s niece.
“You thought you were coming here with all your muscle to snatch a lone wolf, but Wren’s got allies — probably more than you do — and she got them all on her own because she’s fucking incredible and inspires loyalty just by being herself.”
“Stupid pup,” Mercer sneered, even as his face turned a brilliant shade of red from oxygen deprivation. “Fine, have it your way. I challenge you.”
“An early Christmas present, how thoughtful of you,” I replied. Fuck, yes. Should I gouge out his eyeballs first for looking at my girl? Or rip out his throat for daring to speak to her?
I released Mercer, stepping back suddenly, so he stumbled to his knees. He climbed to his feet, already looking half dead, but glaring defiantly at me.
“I should rip your throat out and mail it back to your pack for even contemplating taking her,” I said thoughtfully, taking in the sorry sight before me. Wren sighed dreamily. She really was my perfect match.
“You probably shouldn’t kill him,” Wren said, sounding disappointed. “Too many humans around here. Imagine the paperwork.” I tilted my head, conceding her point. Dad would be pissed. And a little proud. 
“Was that a wise move? I have three centurions waiting to grab the girl and now you’re not there to protect her,” Mercer sneered.
“Yes, I’m very worried about them as you can tell,” I deadpanned, motioning at the three shifters lying on the pavement. “Besides, Wren can protect herself. Which you must have realized, since you brought three centurions with you on this embarrassment of a mission.” His centurions whimpered on the ground, eager to assist their Alpha. Miles growled in warning, delivering a swift kick in the ribs to the one closest to him.
“That was unnecessary. My centurions can’t help it if they feel compelled to protect their Alpha.”
“Well, you could help it, if you stopped compelling them,” Wren said drolly. “I’d prefer not to kill them, since they’re just puppets in the Mercer Show, but make no mistake — Miles and I are more than capable of ensuring these three don’t make it home.”
Mercer growled, making a clumsy swing for me that I easily blocked with my forearm, taking advantage of the opening to deliver an uppercut to his jaw. Mercer stumbled back, grabbing the wall to steady his footing.
“Why are you doing this? You are not mated,” he growled.
“We’re fated mates,” Wren snapped.
“There is no such thing as a fated mate. It is a crude, barbarian excuse for claiming the first shifter you’re attracted to,” Mercer retorted. The centurions and Wren’s father made noises of agreement. Her cowardly mother was noticeably silent.
“Save the cult-y brainwashing spiel for when you’re on your own territory. It won’t work here,” Wren snarled.
Mercer glared furiously at Wren over my shoulder, enraging my wolf.
“Don’t fucking look at her,” I gritted out, my chest rumbling.
Mercer took a step towards Wren, teeth bared, like he had a fucking death wish. I’d happily oblige him. I rushed him, catching him by the throat and throwing him on the ground, dropping down on top of him with a knee to his solar plexus and my forearm across his neck. The air rushed out of his lungs with a satisfying whoosh.
“This is boring, are you going to fight back?” I drawled, tilting my head at the limp Alpha below me. Mercer said nothing, testing my paper-thin patience. “Fight, concede, or I’ll kill you. Look at you, holding all the cards,” I chuckled. Wren huffed a quiet laugh from behind me.
“I concede,” Mercer croaked, just loud enough for me to hear.
As tempting as it was to gut him out for fucking with my girl, I didn’t want to gain a reputation as a dishonorable challenger — especially when the wolf in question was so much weaker than me. A concession was a concession.
I stood, moving a few steps back without letting Mercer out of my sight, and lifted my arm, beckoning Wren forward. I needed to touch her, feel her skin against mine. I’d never been so scared in my fucking life as when I’d seen her pinned to the ground like that. Nothing could happen to her. I wouldn’t survive it if it did. Wherever she went, I’d follow her. Even in death.
Wren could be prickly at the best of times about my territorial behavior, but she surprised me by wrapping her arms around my waist and leaning her head against my chest as she calmly observed the wolves in front of us. I could feel the slight tremor in her limbs as her adrenaline high faded, too subtle for anyone to see.
Mercer shot a poisonous glare at Wren’s father as he moved to assist his Alpha, before slowly climbing to his feet. The bruising around his neck was immensely satisfying to my wolf.
“You won’t just be leaving with a pretty purple necklace if you make a return visit,” I warned him.
“It would be pointless,” Wren added. “I love Archer. I’m in love with Archer. He’s it for me. I’ll be a happily mated woman soon and of no value to you, anyway.”
Miles made a surprised noise in the back of his throat as he moved into position behind me, disregarding the centurions on the ground. I tightened my grip on Wren’s shoulders, not scenting a lie but not allowing myself to hope her words were true either.
“Say goodbye to your traitorous daughter, you will never speak to or of her again from this day onwards,” Mercer barked at Wren’s cowering parents, his voice raspy from his injured throat.
Her father immediately turned his back and followed his Alpha. “What daughter?” he muttered, solidifying my opinion of him. The centurions hobbled into line behind their Alpha, looking significantly worse for wear.
Wren’s mother, the infamous Heather, formerly of the Fortis Pack, hesitated for a moment, looking between Wren and the retreating backs of her pack members.
Wren huffed impatiently under her breath. “Look, let’s not do this. You could have left the pack, George and Eloise would have been thrilled to have you back.” Heather’s face flushed, shamefaced at the mention of her parents. “You stayed in the Azymus Pack. You chose for me to grow up the way I did. Whether you regret those choices now, I have no idea, but honestly it doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.
“If there are others in the Azymus Pack who want to escape and don’t have the luxury of a supportive family like you do, then send them my way. And tell Marco where I am.” She let a hint of command into her voice with her last instruction and her mother nodded silently, giving Wren a long, despondent look before trailing after her mate and pack.
“Finally,” Wren muttered, cricking her neck like this whole confrontation had been nothing more than a minor inconvenience to her day.
“You’re not upset, baby? They’re your family,” I murmured, peppering the top of her head with kisses. The smell of her blood was driving me and my wolf crazy.
“They’re toxic is what they are. I’m not going to keep people like that in my life just because we share blood. Besides, I have a new family now.”
Wren slipped out from under my arm and doubled back to give Miles a quick hug. “Thanks for the backup.”
“Always,” he replied, giving her a small smile before wisely backing up before I removed his arms from their sockets.
“So possessive,” Wren teased as I pulled her back to me, dabbing at the blood on her face with my sleeve and rubbing my jaw over her hair so she smelled like me again.
“Where are you hurt?” I asked, my voice just this side of a wolfy snarl.
“Just what you can see, and even those are already healing,” Wren assured me, petting my midsection the way she always did to settle my wolf. “You got there before the stomach stomping started,” she added, far too casually.
“Don’t joke about that, little bird. You don’t know how much I’m struggling to let those fuckers go.”
Wren reached up to cup my jaw in her hand, smoothing her thumb over my beard. “You know a murder on campus is a terrible idea, Arch. I’m okay. I knew you’d come. There was never a doubt in my mind.” There was so much trust in her eyes, it was impossible to doubt her sincerity. She’d never looked at me like that.
“Did you mean what you said?” I asked, holding my breath for her reply.
“The bit about me being a happily mated lady? Or the bit about me being in love with you?”
“Both. Either. All of it,” I rasped.
“Hmm.” She pretended to ponder the question, tipping her head back and pursing her lips thoughtfully.
“Don’t play with me, Wren,” I gritted out, my wolf pushing hard to claim her.
“Yes, Archer. I love you. Of course I love you. I think I’d known that for a while, but when I saw you stalk into that alleyway like an avenging demon, I knew it for certain. So, if you still think you’re up for the job of being my mate after watching me destroy that guy’s balls, then let’s do it.” She shot me a mischievous smile that went straight to my groin.
“My mate,” I rumbled.
“Yours,” she agreed simply.
“You might want to head back to pack territory for the claiming,” Miles suggested. I’d forgotten he was even there. He stood far enough back to give us the illusion of privacy, a slight smile playing around his mouth. “Get the swearing in stuff done while you’re there.”
“Excellent. What are we waiting for?” Wren asked, grabbing my hand and tugging me towards the car park.
“Last chance, Wren. You sure about this? This is for keeps, you’ll be all mine.”
“I’m already all yours,” Wren murmured against my lips, reaching up on her tiptoes to kiss me softly.
“Fuck this, let’s go.”
We walked briskly to the end of the alleyway where two of Wren’s humans were waiting for us. Well, her.
Fates, Wren didn’t even realize the loyalty she inspired. Yes, they were human, and yes, they were susceptible to her influence, but that didn’t mean they had to follow her the way they did. Humans responded to me, but I hadn’t unconsciously formed a pack of them based on sheer force of personality. She was a Luna to be reckoned with.
“Wren! Are you okay?” Indigo asked, rushing over and pushing herself tight against Wren’s free side. If Derek could shift, he’d have ripped out of his skin and taken a swipe out of Indigo. At least he wasn’t angling for the Alpha spot now. My wolf still hated him, though.
“I’m fine, thank you for keeping an eye out for me,” Wren said kindly, making eye contact with both of them.
“Do you need anything, Wren?” Derek asked, looking like he was seriously considering elbowing Indigo in the ribs. “Do you want to come out to eat with us?”
“We have places to be,” I interjected, lightly pulling Wren towards the parking lot. We’d be here all day with them competing for her affection.
“Let us know if you need anything! Anything!” Indigo yelled after us.
“I’ll see you guys later,” Wren called over her shoulder, giving me a dirty look.
“Don’t even, little bird. You’ll have to find a way to disband that pack of yours, you know.”
“What pack?” she asked, alarmed. I laughed, unlocking the truck and opening the passenger door for her.
I doubted it would be a problem. In a few hours, she’d be mated to me and give her allegiance to the Audax Pack. Her merry band of humans would fall apart naturally. It could be fun to tease her about it until she realized that for herself, though.
✽✽✽
 
It was a fucking miracle we made it to the cabin without getting pulled over because I was definitely treating the speed limit more like a loose guideline. Fortunately, Wren wasn’t trying to rub herself all over me this time or I’d have wrapped the truck around a tree for sure.
She wanted to, though. Wren watched me the entire drive, biting her lip, crossing and uncrossing her legs in her seat. Fucking tease.
Neither of us said a word as we pulled up in front of the cabin and exited the truck. I unlocked the door to the cabin and yanked her inside before the door was even fully open, slamming her back against it and pinning her hips to the door with mine, devouring her lips.
“Wait, wait,” I panted, pulling back and cupping her cheeks in my hands.
“Wait? Have you lost your fucking mind?” she growled, fisting my shirt impatiently.
I sighed, running my hand through my hair. “There’s something I need to do first, before we go through with this.”
“What could possibly be more important than this?” Wren’s eyes blazed like an inferno as she stared at me, lips pursed.
“First, wait here, I need to get a washcloth for your face. The blood is driving me crazy.” Wren nodded mutely as I disappeared into the bathroom and returned with a wet cloth, gently cleaning her face. The bruises had already faded and the scrape on her hairline had closed. There was no evidence of the confrontation on her face, but I still felt the echoes of the fear in my soul.
“There was something you wanted from me before we went through with the claiming, and I don’t want you to compromise on that because I defended you back in front of your old pack and your wolf is fucking gone for me.”
“Romantic,” Wren said wryly, though she looked at me curiously.
I dropped to both knees in front of her, smirking at the shocked expression on her face. She'd told me to get on my knees and beg, and I'd sworn I'd never get on my knees for anyone. I still wouldn't. But Wren wasn't just anyone. She was the one. The rules had never applied to her. It just took me a little while to realize that.
“I’m sorry, little bird. So fucking sorry. It never occurred to me that you wouldn’t know who I was to you, but that’s no excuse for avoiding you. So I am on my knees, asking for your forgiveness. You deserved better. You probably still deserve better, but I’m never letting you go.”
"You're on your knees," she repeated, looking stunned.
"Isn't this what you wanted, little bird?"
"I didn't think you'd do it."
"Don't you get it yet? I'd do anything for you."
I took advantage of her stunned silence and reached up to grasp her hips in my hands, pulling her close and resting my forehead against her stomach.
Tentatively, she ran her hands through my hair before kneeling in front of me, her body pressed against mine.
“I love you, Archer. And I forgive you.”
“I love you, Wren.”
I groaned at the relief of the crushing weight that had been slowly suffocating me, evaporating into nothingness. I thought I’d been apologizing because Wren needed it, but it turned out we both did. We needed a clean slate.
We leaned in, our lips meeting in a sweet, slow kiss that felt like it could be our first. Then my hands drifted down to cup her perfect ass, and I forgot all about sweet and slow because I was ready to bury myself balls deep in her and sink my teeth into that flawless neck.
“Bed,” Wren panted against my lips, her urgency matching mine. “You are not claiming me on the floor, fucking caveman.”
“In a second,” I grunted, roughly ripping off her clothes and mine. Wren moaned as my teeth scraped against the skin on her neck where I would bite into her perfect, golden-brown flesh.
Her legs wrapped around my hips as I stood, hauling her up against me, grinding against her and reveling in her breathy sighs and impatient growls.
“We’ll remember this day for the rest of our lives, don’t you want us to take our time?” I teased, nipping her lower lip.
“This will be the last day of your life if you don’t stop playing,” she snapped, biting my lip twice as hard.
I stood in the center of the room, banding one arm around her waist, grabbing her ass to hold her against me, my other hand snaking into her hair, wrapping it firmly around my fist so I could control her movement. Wren would fight me, if she wanted to fight me. She didn’t though, not at this moment anyway. She wanted my domination, even if it was only on a subconscious level. She wanted me to prove what a strong mate I would be.
I used the fistful of hair to angle her head back, sucking at the skin on her neck until it colored up to my liking. As well as the claiming mark, I planned on leaving a whole host of other marks on her skin, so every fucker that laid eyes on her knew she was my mate. Mine.
Wren’s arms wrapped tightly around my neck as she ground herself against me in my arms. She was fucking soaked and ready for me — I could feel it against my skin — but I was determined to draw this out. This was the shifter equivalent of a wedding ceremony, but with a lot less clothes. I wanted to make it count.




[image: Wren]
Chapter 22
Wren
 
Archer was moving like a man possessed. He was possessed in a way — consumed by the urge to take, give, claim.
Scraps and ribbons of fabric clung to my arms and around my ankles where Archer had shredded my clothes.
Never mind. The important bits were out.
I didn’t want those clothes anyway. I’d gotten blood all over my jeans when I cracked that guy’s nose. What a waste.
My back slammed into the bed, Archer climbing over me like a predator about to devour his prey. As his mouth clamped around my nipple, his other hand kneading my breast with aching intensity, I returned the clothing favor by ripping his t-shirt clean off his body.
“I liked that shirt,” he growled against my breast.
“I like your body,” I shot back. “Lose the pants.”
He grinned briefly and pulled my nipple taut with his teeth before standing to strip off his jeans.
There was no doubt in my mind that our future would include plenty of fights, plenty of fuck-ups — more his than mine, obviously — and lots and lots of makeup sex. For all our flaws, I was confident we’d never have a problem working out our frustration between the sheets.
Plus, there’d be some love and laughter and all that mushy stuff. Post-sex snuggles. Nights on the couch, sharing a blanket, watching movies. Playful disagreements in the cereal aisle. Babies.
An entire lifetime of memories to look forward to.
An entire lifetime of loving each other. When I’d been pinned to the ground, infuriatingly helpless, and Archer had shown up, the overwhelming rush of love I felt for him almost took my breath away. It was so intense, so obvious, I didn’t know how I’d missed it before.
I fucking loved him like crazy. Maybe more than the first great love of my life.
Coffee.
Archer groaned, his heated gaze running over me from head to toe. “It’s not fair that you look like that,” he muttered, kneeling on the bed and pushing my knees apart.
“Likewise.”
“Yeah?” He glanced up at me, looking genuinely surprised.
“Like you don’t know you’re insanely attractive,” I scoffed, trying to hook my leg around his waist and yank him closer.
Before I could blink, his huge hands had both my ankles pinned to the bed, and he was looming over me, eyes burning hot with lust.
“I wasn’t sure if you knew that, baby. Feel free to remind me though, my ego is pretty fragile.” He grinned, and I bit the inside of my cheeks to stop myself from smiling.
“Your ego is astronomical. If you want a compliment, earn it.” I writhed impatiently on the bed, a not-so-subtle hint for him to get the fuck on with it.
To get the fuck on.
“I can take a hint.”
He pushed my ankles up the bed until my heels touched the back of my thighs, and held them in place while he settled his face between my legs.
“So fucking pretty and all mine,” he practically sang. I bucked up  against him in irritation. His mouth finally, blessedly, settled over my center and my eyes rolled back into my head in relief.
“Nuh uh, baby,” Archer growled, the vibrations lighting up my nerves like fireworks. “Eyes on me.”
I happily complied, propping myself up on my elbows so I could watch the master at work.
And, oh, he was a master.
His lips, teeth and tongue tortured, stimulated, and devoured me, keeping me on the precipice of an orgasm but never letting me reach it.
As if he could read my mind, Archer’s grip on my ankles tightened before I could kick him in the head.
“Any… day… now,” I panted, trying and failing to keep the whine out of my voice.
“We’ve got a lifetime, little bird. Stop rushing me,” he replied, cool as a cucumber.
My hand shot out, taking him enough by surprise for just long enough that I was able to shove his pretty face off me.
“If you can’t get the job done, I guess I’ll have to take care of it myself,” I taunted, moaning as my middle finger circled my clit. Archer’s growl was part man, part beast. He captured both wrists and pinned them with one hand above my head, leaning down to deliver a punishing nip before sinking his tongue into my mouth. Tasting myself on him brought out something very primal in me. He should always taste like me.
In one smooth motion, he drove forward, his cock filling and stretching me in the most delicious way. My climax hit me like a tornado, ripping me apart from the inside. Every nerve ending sparked and glowed, and I half expected the bed to catch fire with the liquid heat that was cascading through my bloodstream. My back arched and my mouth opened in a silent scream, too overwhelmed to make a sound.
“Hands off,” Archer breathed in my ear as I drifted back down to earth, nipping at my earlobe. “If you need relief, you come to me. Your orgasms are mine.”
“Ditto,” I snarled, wrapping my legs around his hips and digging my heels into him, urging him to move faster. Harder. I was ready for more. I wanted us to reach that peak together, fall over into bliss together.
Sink our teeth into each other, together.
Archer’s pace picked up, the headboard banging obnoxiously against the wall as he fucked me like it was our first and last time. He snarled as I tried to pull my wrists free from his grip and I snapped my teeth at him in warning. I enjoyed being pinned down more than I thought I would, but I wanted to mark him. Needed to see my marks on his skin. Archer moved his shoulder closer to my mouth and I immediately bit down, relishing his satisfied groan.
It wasn’t the bite I needed though. Archer changed his angle so his pelvis rubbed against my clit and I moaned in ecstasy.
“Come with me, baby,” he murmured against the crook of my neck, his teeth raking teasingly over the spot he’d chosen to mark me. “Now.”
Archer’s teeth sunk into my neck and my orgasm crashed over me like a wave as he stilled, emptying himself in me. My head felt heavy, clouded by bliss, but as my canines elongated I forced myself up and sunk my teeth into his neck. I could taste the strange sweetness of my saliva as I licked over the mark, sealing it. It was a chemical reaction that occurred to seal the mark — the crucial difference between biting someone and claiming them.
I’d claimed Archer Ellery.
Archer Ellery had claimed me.
My head fell back onto the pillow, but Archer quickly rolled us so I was draped on top of him, my head resting on his chest, him still inside me.
Through my post-orgasmic haze, I felt the bond between us flare to life.
“Your wolf is happy. It makes my wolf happy,” Archer mumbled sleepily.
The bond was between our wolves, not our human halves. Through my wolf, I could feel the smugness emanating from Archer’s wolf. No matter how far apart we were, our wolves would always be connected. If I needed him, Archer would know about it. I was surprised at how much that settled me. I’d be on my own for so long that it seemed natural to rely on myself.
We should celebrate… tomorrow.
“You make me happy,” I slurred, letting my eyes drift shut and the darkness take me.
✽✽✽
 
“Merry Christmas, Archer,” I yawned, burrowing myself into the cozy bedding.
“Little bird,” Archer began slowly. I was lying tucked against him with my head on his chest while his fingers played with my hair. Our legs were tangled together under the heavy blankets, relying on each other for warmth in the unheated cabin, the first rays of sunlight filtering through the windows and reflecting off the fresh layer of snowfall outside.
I didn’t mind Archer’s bachelor pad, but the heating would be an issue.
“Shhh. You’re going to say ‘little bird, we need to go up to the Alpha House and tell the pack our exciting news and pledge your allegiance to Audax’, et cetera, et cetera,” I said in a deep voice.
Archer’s fingers stilled in my hair. “Almost word for word, though your impression needs work if I’m honest.”
I snorted. “Let’s just stay in our bubble for a few more minutes, okay? Between the craziness of pack life and living with Miles in Carson, I want to make the most of these moments where I have you all to myself.”
“You want me all to yourself?” he asked, surprised, despite the smugness of his wolf. I loved the insight into his emotions.
“I wouldn’t be mated to you if I didn’t,” I said wryly, shifting so I could look up at him. “As much as I’d love to stay in bed all day and see who could get the other to orgasm fastest, our wolves are eager for their first run together,” I sighed.
“Fucking hell, we’re putting a pin in that idea though, baby. You’re a genius. I knew I mated you for a reason.”
I scoffed, moving back and shoving him towards the edge of the bed. “I’m not getting out of this warm bed until you find me some clothes. You should probably stop shredding my stuff.”
“You should probably keep spares here so I can shred to my heart’s content,” Archer countered amiably, pulling out two sets of sweatpants, t-shirts, and hoodies from the drawers for us. “I’ll go get the shower warmed up and come back for you. We can get in a practice round for our orgasm challenge.”
We walked to the treeline together. Me, annoyed that Archer had got me to orgasm twice in the shower. Him, smug that he’d got me to orgasm twice in the shower and supremely sexually frustrated.
Good. He played dirty.
“When we get back to Carson, I’ll show you the shortcut so you can get into the woods in your fur from the backyard,” Archer said, stripping out of his clothes.
I hummed noncommittally, pulling the enormous sweater over my head as an excuse to avoid looking at Archer as my face burned.
“That’s a very sheepish wolf you’ve got there,” Archer remarked, voice laced with humor. My wolf huffed indignantly. Sheepish. How rude.
“I’ve already been through the hidden panel in the fence in my fur. The first day of winter break. You weren’t there, obviously.”
“Really?” Archer asked dubiously. I could see why, I hadn’t known who he was to me then.
“I went into the woods to shift for the first time since I’d left Azymus Pack, and my wolf went straight to your house. I didn’t understand why at the time. Anyway, she was sad you weren’t there and curled up to have a little nap in the backyard.”
Archer dropped his pants and bundled his clothes together for his wolf to carry. I crouched down and followed suit.
“I find it weirdly comforting that your wolf was pining for me too,” Archer mused. “Come on. Let’s let them play.”
My wolf didn’t need any encouragement, she was desperate for a run with her mate. I relaxed into the shift, the discomfort of my reforming bones and stretching muscles less obvious to me now. The burn was actually kind of satisfying.
My front paws hit the ground with a thud. I reminded my wolf to pick up my clothes with her teeth, before looking up through her eyes to see bright blue ones staring right back at me. Fates, he was huge. Archer’s wolf towered over me, but it didn’t intimidate me. His commanding presence was comforting. I knew he’d always have my back.
I expected my wolf to nuzzle him, maybe scent-mark him a little, but she surprised me by immediately bowing her front and swishing her tail.
She wanted to play.
That’s all the warning she gave before darting off into the trees, Archer’s wolf yipping excitedly before scooping up the bundle of clothes and giving chase.
It would have been nothing for him to catch me, if he wanted to. He was bigger, stronger and faster than I was. Instead, he let me lead, playfully bowling me over to remind me that he could, and herding me when I drifted off-course.
We broke through the trees into the main pack clearing and Archer’s wolf dropped the clothes, yipping again to encourage me to stop. After a quick nuzzle, our wolves gave way to our human side as we let the transformation take hold.
“I didn’t expect your wolf to be so playful,” Archer laughed, pulling on his clothes.
“Honestly, me neither,” I replied, panting a little and annoyed that he wasn’t out of breath. I could smell pack members nearby and quickly shoved my limbs into the clothes I’d borrowed from Archer. “She’s never really had a chance to socialize with other wolves before.”
“Well, that will be changing from now on,” Archer growled, his tone reflecting his wolf’s agitation. They didn’t like that my wolf had been lonely.
I linked my hands through his to soothe him, and we strode through the interspersed cabins together until we reached the main thoroughfare outside the dining hall.
“I smell mated wolves,” Flynn sang, dancing out of the way as Archer moved to cuff him over the head.
The Audax Pack wolves crowded around us to offer their congratulations, Flynn’s announcement drawing everyone’s attention.
Archer’s arm banded around my waist, keeping us pressed tightly together. We smelled the same to each other, but our scents wouldn’t be as enticing to other shifters. That fact reassured my wolf, and made his wolf practically delirious with relief.
The crowd parted as their Alpha approached. Samuel’s beaming smile as his eyes took in the claiming bites on our necks made my throat thicken with emotion. Samuel Ellery hadn’t had a lot of reasons to smile lately.
“Thank the Fates for that,” he teased. “Now is as good a time as any, shall we make things official?”
I nodded, laying my palms atop the Alpha’s outstretched hands. We’d have to fill him in on the drama with the Azymus Pack eventually, but it could wait.
“What name do you want to use, Wren?”
Archer had moved back ever so slightly to give me some room, but his hands remained firmly glued to my hips. I felt his fingers flex slightly at his father’s question.
“Ellery,” I replied decisively. “Wren Ellery.”
It wasn’t like I had some burning desire to hold on to the surname that tied me to my useless parents. Archer’s rumble of approval made the pack members around us chuckle. His wolf was practically strutting around like a peacock.
“Wren Ellery. As Alpha of this pack, I invite you to join the Audax family. If you accept, pledge your loyalty.” Samuel gave my hands a brief squeeze before releasing them. I hadn’t witnessed an initiation since I was a kid, but I remembered the gist of it.
I dropped to one knee, resting my forearm across my thigh and looked up at the Alpha. Archer took half a step back, giving me space to do this on my own, but staying close enough to let me know he was there.
“Thank you, Alpha. I accept your invitation. I pledge my loyalty to the Audax Pack, and to you, Alpha. I swear my allegiance to this pack above all others.” Gritting my teeth, I tipped my head to the side, fully exposing my throat. It was a gesture of trust, submission to the Alpha, and good faith. Samuel rewarded me with a beaming smile.
“Audax wolves! We have a new packmate!” he boomed. I stood, wincing slightly at the deafening hollers of approval.
“Eat! Drink! Celebrate!” Archer yelled, taking over. “Without us! I need some time with my mate!”
Archer threw me over his shoulder to resounding cheers, impervious to the beating I was giving his back with my fists. Apparently, the cabin was too far away because he strode purposefully toward the Alpha House, carrying me the entire way like a sack of potatoes.
“Do you mind?” I hissed as Archer kicked the front door shut behind him.
“Not even a little bit,” Archer replied smugly. “What I do mind is that we’ve never done it in this house before. That is a fucking travesty.” I rolled my eyes.
Archer swatted me on the ass as he started up the stairs, not sounding even slightly out of breath.
“What was that for?” I asked indignantly.
“I felt you roll your eyes,” he chuckled. I buried my grin against his back.
“Go on then. Ravish me in your childhood bedroom.”
Archer groaned. “I love it when you talk dirty to me, little bird.”
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Chapter 23
Wren
 
Six months later - Seattle
Archer and I loitered in the foyer, leaning against a wall, waiting for my cousins to arrive. A bunch of shifter councils had booked this Seattle hotel on neutral ground out for the leadership event, designed for young shifters who seemed likely to be part of an Alpha or Beta pair one day. It was strange to be surrounded by so many shifters from different packs.
Well, strange for me. Archer seemed to know everyone already.
I smoothed my hands over the simple dark green tank top and denim shorts I was wearing and pulled my ponytail tighter. Archer gave me a knowing look and rolled his eyes playfully. I wasn’t nervous. I just wanted to make a good first impression. Sadie, Alec and I had messaged a lot, but today would be our first time meeting in person. As much as I wanted to go back to Fortis Pack territory and spend some time with my mom’s side of the family, we hadn’t had the chance yet. They’d been the ones to suggest we attend this event and Samuel had been all for us going, even if it took Archer, Miles and I away from the pack for a few days over summer break.
We’d spent most of the summer on Audax Pack territory and gone back every weekend during the semester to help Samuel. Archer was taking a more proactive role in learning the Alpha ropes with his dad, and I was taking on increasingly more Luna duties. Claudia was happy to hand them over — the Beta pair were usually better suited to the practical, day-to-day running of the pack. I thought I’d prefer that kind of role too, but I found I enjoyed the personal nature of the Luna role. I loved spending time with pack members — comforting them when they needed comfort, fixing problems that needed fixing.
Cooking. Fates, I loved feeding a crowd. It fulfilled something in me to know I was caring for and nourishing so many pack members.
“Wren!” I heard the excited squeal a moment before its owner launched at me, throwing her arms around my neck. Archer’s hand tightened slightly on my hip, a growl reverberating low in his chest.
“Relax, caveman. Can I not hug my own cousin?,” I said over my shoulder, shooting him a mischievous grin.
“I’d rather you didn’t,” he muttered, though his eyes glittered with amusement.
“So, you must be Sadie?” I laughed, pulling back to look at the young she-wolf who was staring at me in awe. Warmth emanated from her every pore. If she wasn’t a Luna, I’d eat my shoe.
“I am. It’s so nice to finally meet you, Wren. Grams has talked so much about you,” Sadie gushed. Not in an eager to please way, but with all the confidence and effusiveness of a protective, dominant wolf.
“It’s true, she’s talked about almost nothing else,” a male voice added, sidling up next to her. Seeing them side-by-side, there was no denying they were twins. Their dark brown hair with honey-colored streaks was the same shade — Sadie’s was long and worn in two thick braids that made her look even younger than she was. Alec’s was longish too, curling around his ears and the collar of his shirt. Their eyes were a matching shade of warm brown, and they both had olive complexions.
“Alec, right? I’m Archer.” My mate leaned around me to shake Alec’s hand. To my surprise, Alec’s gaze instantly dropped to the floor.
“Nice to meet you, Archer. I’ve heard a lot about you.” He was by no means a submissive wolf — that was clear by his size alone — but he wasn’t an Alpha in the making either.
“Hi Archer,” Sadie greeted him cheerfully, though there was something in the way she examined him that pricked uncomfortably at my wolf. She didn’t look at him like she wanted him, it was more like a look of nervous curiosity. I didn’t think my mate had that much of a reputation. I shook off the weirdness, I was probably imagining things.
“Alec, I’m Wren,” I greeted him, pulling him into a quick one-armed hug, awkwardly dragging Archer along behind me. I already liked Sadie, but I felt protective of Alec. He was pinging on my Luna radar.
“Do you have to hug other people so much?” Archer grumbled. “I could easily fill your daily hug quotient.”
“Fates, I barely hug anyone, don’t be such a baby,” I reprimanded, swatting his forearm. “Shall we get some lunch?” I asked, turning my attention back to Alec and Sadie. “Our packmate, Miles, is around here… somewhere.” I actually didn’t know where he’d gone, he’d been acting strange since we arrived this morning.
We found a table in the hotel restaurant, placing our orders with the human waitress. I ordered a burger and fries for Miles, just in case.
“So you guys are planning on attending the college in the fall, right? What do you want to study?” I asked, popping a fry in my mouth.
“Music,” Sadie answered instantly.
“Really?” I asked, failing to keep the surprise out of my voice.
“I play piano. I enjoy writing music and entertaining the pack.” She shrugged a little sheepishly. Interesting. Maybe music was her love language, like food was mine.
“How about you?” Archer asked Alec, looking across the table at him.
“My dad wants me to study business,” Alec replied uncomfortably, before deflecting with a question to Archer about school sports. Poor kid.
Miles slid into the seat next to Archer, shooting me a small half smile at the cold plate of food I pushed towards him. That was practically a beaming grin by Miles’ standards.
Sadie was a beautiful young woman, but Miles didn’t spare her a second glance. He’d confided in me once — after the three of us polished off a bottle of whiskey my grandparents sent us to commemorate Archer and my official mating — that the girl in his dream was blonde. Really blonde. And petite.
With her dark hair and tall, lean frame, Sadie held no interest to Miles. I’d also never seen a short shifter though, which made me wonder about the accuracy of his vision.
“This is our packmate, Miles Rubio. His parents are the Beta pair of the Audax Pack. Miles, these are my cousins, Alec and Sadie Calvin.”
“We don’t have any events scheduled until tomorrow and I could really use a beer,” Miles said, shooting us a pleading look. Archer’s brow furrowed, Miles was usually the cool and collected one.
“I’m alway game for a beer,” Archer said eventually, studying Miles.
“Great, I’ll get us drinks,” Miles suggested. Alec immediately volunteered to help him. Strangely happy to help for a dominant wolf.
They returned shortly with beers for all of us, and I raised my brow pointedly at Alec and Sadie.
“I feel like I probably shouldn’t condone your underage drinking.”
“We drink beer at home,” Sadie said with a shrug. Shifters had a higher tolerance for alcohol than humans, and it’s not like I could judge them. I’d happily made the most of the human bartenders who were too enthralled to ID me.
“Did your dad help organize this event? He’s on the Council, right?” I asked Sadie, sensing Alec’s discomfort at being asked questions.
“Oh yeah, he’s all about inter-pack relations,” Sadie said enthusiastically. “I wasn’t supposed to be here, but Grams nagged him into letting me come along when you said you’d be here too.”
“You should definitely be here,” I said, baffled. Everything about Sadie screamed Luna.
“He wanted to send me on my own as Alpha heir,” Alec mumbled, fidgeting in his seat. I kicked Archer hard under the table as his eyebrows shot into his hairline. Then did the same to Miles.
Zero freaking poker faces.
Sadie rubbed her brother’s arm, comforting him. I was dying to learn more about the story, but it seemed too soon to dig into the family politics. We were pretty much strangers to each other, after all.
“Well, I’m glad you’re both here and we finally got to meet,” I offered, smiling to ease the tension at the table. “Maybe you’ll meet your mate here,” I said to Miles, waggling my eyebrows at him. I was adamant that my first act as Luna would be to find Miles’ fated mate. He’d never be happy until he did.
Miles said nothing, staring determinedly down at his plate of food. I frowned. He was pretty stoic, but he was generally good humored. Weird.
“I can’t believe we’re here,” I admitted, babbling to fill in the silence. “Archer didn’t strike me as a big city boy, I thought for sure he’d put up a fight.”
“He still hates the city,” Miles said wryly, “but you asked, so he said yes.” Archer nodded sagely, making Sadie giggle.
“Will you come visit us soon?” Sadie asked hopefully. “My mom is so excited to meet you.”
“Not your dad?” I asked, quirking a brow.
“He’s not not excited,” Sadie clarified, eyes widening. “Grams has said how much you look like your mom and I think it makes my dad upset. I don’t even know how I’d cope if Alec left the pack.” Alec cleared his throat and gave Sadie a tight smile.
“Well, if the Alpha is fine with it, I’m sure we can arrange a visit,” I said diplomatically.
Sadie twisted her fingers nervously, cheeks pinkening. “I hope this doesn’t come out weird, but, uh, do you have a brother?” she asked Archer.
Archer’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline and I could see the beginning of a shit-eating grin forming on his face.
“Yes, he does,” I interjected, giving him a pointed look. “Why do you ask?”
“Please don’t rip my throat out,” Sadie replied, giving me a tense smile. “I’m not attracted to Archer’s scent — obviously — there’s just something about it that seems… I don’t even know how to describe it. My wolf finds it comforting.”
Down, girl, I told my wolf, whose ears had flattened, teeth slightly bared. I’d found Archer’s scent comforting before I knew who he was to me, and Sadie knew what to look out for. Siblings smelled similar — Flynn smelled like a knock-off version of Archer to my nose, but would probably smell like sex on legs to his fated mate.
“He’ll be starting at Carson the same time as you,” Archer said casually, “though I’m sure we could arrange a meeting before then. Maybe I could convince him to join us here. He didn’t bother because he assumes Alpha and Beta will be filled by Miles and I.”
“Oh no, we should wait,” Sadie replied, looking stricken. “It’ll be so embarrassing if I’m wrong, please don’t tell him.”
“We won’t,” I assured her. “We won’t,” I reiterated, elbowing Archer hard in the ribs.
I took a long pull on my beer, watching Alec out of the corner of my eye. Flynn was a dominant wolf, a few years away from being strong enough to challenge Archer for the role of Alpha heir. But maybe he wouldn’t have to. Maybe Flynn would be an Alpha after all, just not of the Audax Pack.
“I have to go,” Miles said abruptly, pushing away from the table and his barely eaten plate of food.
“What? Why?” Archer asked, surprised.
“She’s here. My fated mate is here.”
“How exciting!” Sadie squealed.
“Um, fuck yeah it is. Come on,” I stood, tugging at Archer’s bicep. “Let’s go see.”
“Definitely not,” he chuckled. “Give the man some space, Fates.”
“We were going to go meet some friends who have flown in from Texas now, you guys are more than welcome to come?” Sadie suggested.
“No thanks, we have enough friends,” Archer said jovially, not caring in the least at how rude he sounded. “I’m about at my limit of sharing my mate today, time to head back upstairs, little bird.” He shot me a lustful look that had me blushing and Sadie giggling as she dramatically fanned her face.
“Fine, let’s go,” I agreed readily, before the whole restaurant got a whiff of how much I wanted my mate. No secrets among shifters.
“See you later, guys!” I called over my shoulder to my laughing cousins as Archer tugged me along impatiently behind him, taking the stairs two a time.
It was almost frightening how quickly six months with Archer had passed. I wanted to grab Father Time by the collar and tell him to slow the fuck down. I was enjoying myself.
The lock on the door had barely clicked shut when Archer hoisted me up against it, his hands working underneath my denim shorts to cup my ass.
“I swear you wore these just to torture me,” he growled against my mouth, sinking his teeth into my lower lip hard enough to leave an indent. I snaked my hands into his hair and wiggled against him.
“What are you going to do about it?” 
“I’m pretty keen on leaving some handprints right… here.” He punctuated his words with a firm squeeze. “Then if your shorts ride up, everyone will know this ass is taken.”
“Caveman.” I rolled my eyes, though my core clenched with need and my nipples rubbed uncomfortably against the lace of my bra.
“You like that about me,” Archer said with a slow grin, inhaling deeply as the scent of my need filled the room.
“I like everything about you, Archer Ellery,” I breathed, leaning forward to bite his earlobe and rolling my hips slowly against the bulge in his shorts. “Let me show you how much.”
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Hello! 


Thank you so much for taking the time to read Wren and Archer’s story. It came to me while I was doing the dishes (where all of my best ideas happen) and I couldn’t get it out of my head. Miles’ story will be the next one for the Audax Pack, and then Flynn, who will kick off the Fortis Pack series. Keep up with me on Facebook or Instagram for the latest news and release dates. 


If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Aside from being essential to new authors building their profile, I’m a nosy AF and I want to hear your opinions. 


Colette x 
coletterhodes.com
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