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Chapter 1

	Before I even opened my eyes, I knew I was alone. More than that, I knew Trey was not only missing from bed, he wasn't even in the house. Unfortunately, waking up with Trey gone had been the norm of late. Being the predator that he was, it was easy for him to sneak out without waking me.

	I hated it and he knew it, but he was trying to be considerate. Letting me sleep when he had to be up and out. And a part of me appreciated that. But I would rather get up with him, wake up with him, then not. Over the past two years, our pack had grown and Trey was Alpha over them all. Between caring for the pack, running the restaurants, and the upcoming holidays, he was stretched thin. Duncan did what he could, as a good Beta would, and so did I. But there were things only Trey could handle.

	I knew that. I understood that. But I missed him.

	There'd been very little time for just us, and it was taking its toll. On me especially, though I saw the strain in Trey's eyes, too. We hadn't had a scene in weeks and it made my skin feel tight. Like it didn't sit right on my bones. And if I was feeling it, I knew Trey had to be as well. Dominance and submission was part of our everyday life, to a degree. Trey made the decisions and I gave him that power over me. I cooked and cleaned and cared for the alpha house. I made sure to eat and hydrate as Trey insisted. I sat at his feet when he worked at his desk, and accompanied him as he made the rounds, visiting with pack members.

	But I wanted more from my mate. It was still hard to ask, even after all this time. Though I'd accepted all Trey had shown me about being submissive and the power in that, it still wasn't easy to ask him directly for what I wanted. I relied heavily on him reading me and anticipating my needs. And I didn't want to be selfish and take Trey's time from his responsibilities. My needs and wants didn't outweigh those of the pack.

	So I did my best to push them down, knowing that once we got through the holidays, things would ease up some and Trey would have more time for me. With Duncan's help, I'd gotten the alpha house decorated for Yule. Evergreen boughs graced the walls and mantel; holly and ivy surrounded doorways. The tree stood proudly in the corner, ready for ornaments. The Yule log had been selected and honed, and it sat beside the fireplace, ready to burn throughout festivities. Trey himself would light it when we had our party, though I had no idea how we'd get every pack member inside the alpha house.

	I'd done all this, and Trey had barely noticed. He'd given me a smile and told me things looked nice, but that was it. Last year, we'd done it together, and the praise he'd heaped on me for my ideas had me flying for days. But this year, with barely an acknowledgment, I was feeling deflated and sad.

	I'd finally gotten up the courage to ask for attention two days ago. It hadn't been easy, but since Trey had come home early to work and was in his office, I knew it was the best chance I'd have. So even though my stomach wanted to crawl out of my throat, I headed into his office and waited for him to stop typing.

	"Excuse me, sir?"

	Trey had looked up, and a sexy smirk crossed his lips. "Hey, cub."

	"Hello." I'd smiled because even after all this time, hearing him call me that sent the best feelings through me. "I would like attention, please."

	"And I would like to give it to you, Asher. I really would. But I have to finish this first."

	I'd tried not to let my disappointment show. "I understand. But after?"

	"Absolutely." And he'd said it with such certainty that I hadn't doubted him for a second.

	Except it hadn't happened. Not only had he not finished whatever he'd been working on, but he'd been pulled in a bunch of different directions since. There was some sort of issue at the mercantile, and Gia and her husband had to have him resolve it. I still wasn't clear on what had happened. Rumors said one of the tiger-shifter boys had been caught stealing, but no one agreed on which one, and Ellis, the owl shifter who owned the bookstore, said it had to do with an altercation with someone who wasn't pack. I'd hoped to get the story directly from my mate, but Trey hadn't returned until late, then was up and gone again the next morning. And that had been just the first thing, the first pack member that required him. More had followed.
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