
  
    [image: The Omega’s Prize]
  


  
    
      THE OMEGA’S PRIZE

      
        TIMBERWOLF LODGE

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        VIVIAN AREND

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE OMEGA’S PRIZE

          

        

      

    

    
      The rules say they don’t belong together. Good thing rules were made to be broken.

      

      Stephanie Nix has always believed there’s more magic in the world than most people see. Still, she didn’t expect to find it wrapped in bright colors and an irresistible grin. Four months after arriving at Timberwolf Lodge, she’s fallen headfirst into friendship with Blue Carter—the Jasper pack’s eccentric Omega—and maybe something a lot deeper.

      

      Blue’s the heart of the pack, a healer, a peacekeeper… and a man who’s finally ready to claim what fate promised him. The only problem? His mate is human, the lodge is under threat, and their connection might rewrite the rules of shifter bonds forever.

      

      When danger comes howling and old enemies rise again, it’s up to one fiercely curious woman and one mischievous Omega to prove that love—like magic—can’t be tamed.

      

      Fated mates. Friends-to-lovers. Found family. A touch of magic, a lot of heart, and the Omega who finally gets his happy ending.
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        Timberwolf Lodge

        The Alpha Option

        The Enforcer’s Gamble

        The Omega’s Prize

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date on new releases, please sign up for my newsletter.
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      “I get to push the trigger first.”

      “Me second.”

      “I’m bigger than you. I get to do it.”

      The excited buzz of voices from Stephanie Nix’s three nephews danced on the late September air as she sauntered past them. They waved briefly before returning to cajoling their babysitter-slash-teacher-slash-moose-shifter bodyguard, Marvin. Two small bodies, one medium, and one huge.

      The four of them sat on the lawn beside Timberwolf Lake, something shiny in the middle of their huddle. Curiosity hit Stephanie for an instant then slid off. As much fun as it was sharing adventures with the kiddos, she was on a different mission. The good weather had enticed her to start her day with a walk around the lake, but it was time to get to work.

      Sort of. What was work, anyway? If she truly enjoyed what she was doing, could she ever complain about her daily tasks? She thought not.

      It had been a good night, following hard on the heels of a great weekend and a fantastic summer…

      No, she needed a better word. A very unforgettable summer.

      Finding out the remote wilderness lodge she, her sister, and her bestie had won in a lottery included a werewolf pack—not a typical agenda item. So far, so good, though.

      Stephanie whistled happily as she bounced up the back porch steps two at a time. She slipped off her shoes at the door then hopped into the kitchen and twirled her sister, Stacy, into a quick, vigorous hug. “You’re making me tuna casserole for supper.”

      “I think I’m making it for everyone,” Stacy teased. She tugged her ponytail a little tighter, her brown eyes flashing with amusement. “But yes, you might get to have some. If you’ve gotten your chores done.”

      Stephanie folded her arms over her chest and glared. “Look, Wolf Mom, just because the pack has embraced your matronly ways with open arms, that doesn’t mean you’re the boss of me.” She dipped her chin firmly.

      Her sister raised a brow. “What? No, so there? No sticking out your tongue?”

      “I’m embracing my inner adult.”

      A sharp snort escaped Stacy. “Good luck with that.” She snapped the dish towel in her hands at Stephanie’s butt. “Out of my kitchen, varmint. Or I’ll make you wash dishes.”

      “Wouldn’t, couldn’t, shouldn’t.” But Stephanie danced out of range as quickly as possible. Stacy was an evil mastermind when it came to towel marksmanship.

      One quick dash put Stephanie around the corner and into the living room. Here, the third member of her gal-pal trio stared at an industrial-size easel covered with fabric swatches, magazine clippings of clothing and food, and an outrageous number of Post-it notes.

      “Collaging without me?” Stephanie pretended to be outraged. “Hand over the glue stick now, and no one will get hurt.”

      Cassidy shook her head, her dark brown hair bouncing lightly as she gestured her friend forward. “I’m good at some parts of this job, but not so good at others. I’m trying to conjure up wild inspiration.”

      “What exactly are we being inspired to do?”

      Her bestie wrinkled her nose as she moved a sticky note that said family event from the square labeled December to the one labeled March. “Master planning themes and events for the coming year. We had a successful soft opening last week, but we only have nine months to get final approval from the powers that be. I want to make sure Timberwolf Lodge is ours for good.”

      “It’s going well so far, though, right?” Stephanie eyed the collage closer. “And last week was not a success; it was a screaming success. Everyone who attended said that if they had a say in the matter, we’d already have won the challenge.”

      The impossible, incredible challenge.

      When Cassidy had tossed their names into the hat the previous spring and won Timberwolf Lodge in a lottery, there had been one caveat. They had to prove themselves to the Wilson Pack to make the win official and final. After the past three months, that nebulous phrase had become clear to mean they had to impress a bunch of werewolves.

      No prob. Maybe.

      Stephanie eyed the chart again. “I suggest you switch to making to-do lists and adding less pictures. Because right now, I’m worried you’re planning a Valentine’s Day massacre or a black wedding.”

      Cassidy blinked then leaned toward the easel, adjusting pictures. “Oops. My Post-its slipped.”

      “Good to know. Because enormous, black-handled knives stabbing into flowers might become a trend, but more likely, not…”

      “Hey, you never know. Look how axe throwing took off.”

      “Axe throwing is a useful and daily activity in many households.” Stephanie kept a straight face as she said it.

      Her bestie did not disappoint. Cass tilted her head and gave her the look. “Daily?”

      “Of course.” Steph smiled sweetly. “That is what you and Jace are doing in your cabin every night, yes? To cause the constant loud thumping noises?”

      Cassidy’s cheeks flared to red. Her mouth opened and closed a couple times, then she narrowed her eyes. “You’re eavesdropping.”

      “I have very sensitive hearing. Or you’re very loud. Possibly both.” Stephanie flitted backward out of swinging range. “I can stay and help if you want.”

      “Nah. Not right now. I’ve already got your list of spa-specific ideas. Once I figure out how to balance it all and we’re getting to the details stage, you can absolutely break out your list-making skills and we’ll have a blast planning minutia.”

      “Right up my alley. Now, I should go annoy my favourite wolf.”

      “Say hi to Blue for me,” Cassidy offered as she turned back to her task, focus already off Stephanie.

      Maybe she should have felt guilty. Both her chicas were hard at work, yet here she was, lazing as she walked out the massive oversized front door of the Timberwolf Lodge into the refreshing fall air. Her shoes were on the other side of the house, so she paced forward silently in her socks.

      Nope. Guilt was not allowed. She worked hard as well, just not right this instant. Running a spa in the lodge meant she’d worked non-stop while they’d had guests. She also put in long hours helping with the rest of the lodge tasks.

      If she wanted to take a breather and go sit with Blue Carter for a while, she was allowed. Her meditations that morning had emphasized the need to take some me time over the coming days, so she would. She liked to listen to the universe and go along with its guidance. Life usually worked out better that way.

      Stephanie stopped two steps onto the porch and eyed the man. Long, lean, yet muscular. A mop of surfer-blond hair that was piled up on his head today in a man bun.

      Blue Carter was…unique.

      In a pack of strong individuals, he sat outside of the norm in just about every category.

      Cassidy’s mate, Jace, was powerful and a capital A-Alpha. Borderline asshole at moments, but then again, so was Cassidy. They were like a matched set of bossy bookends.

      Stacy’s mate was Delaney, and he was the Enforcer for the pack. It seemed to mean a whole lot more handholding and encouraging talks than ripping out throats, which went well with her sister’s style of parenting. Stacy was all tough love yet big heart, always willing and ready to listen to her three boys, and now, to all the teens in the pack who’d started hanging around in droves.

      Blue was the pack Omega. Not the boss, not the parent. Mostly he acted like a court jester, but Stephanie thought some of that was for show. She found him charming and easy to be around. He wore brightly coloured clothing, gaudy to the extreme, in a way that said he was trying to be annoying. His heart was kind, yet he had more than enough oomph so that no one pushed him around.

      Although that might have been the mystical Omega woo-woo stuff that the other wolves in their lives tried to explain but mostly couldn’t. ‘Blue knows things,’ they said. ‘Blue settles people down,’ they said.

      Stephanie eyed him a little longer. Whatever they said, Blue had proven to be a good friend over the past three months. She liked having more friends in her life.

      When she was still a few steps away from the porch swing, Blue closed his eyes and made the most pathetic sound. “Not what I want to listen to,” he complained.

      “You have an ear bud in the other ear?” The swing rocked as she joined him. “Because I don’t hear anything.”

      Blue’s eyes snapped open, and he jerked upright in shock. “How did you sneak up on me like that?” he grumbled.

      She lifted a hand in front of his face and shimmied her fingers. “Maybe I’m magic.”
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      Maybe she was.

      As far as Blue and his wolf were concerned, Stephanie was the be-all and end-all of his dreams. His fated mate. Eventually.

      Which was a weird comment for a wolf, even an Omega wolf.

      He’d known since the first day the ladies arrived at Timberwolf Lodge that she was the one for him…but not yet.

      He knew that made no sense at all. Fated mates were fated mates, only the connection between him and Steph was more like having all the ingredients for a cake sitting on the table. No one would call it a cake until they put everything together in the right order and baked it for long enough.

      Which meant he was stuck continuing as he had over the past months. He kept his need for her in check and controlled the urge he had to claim her, even as they bantered lightly.

      He snorted, then eyed her closer. “Stocking feet on the porch? You’re going to catch a cold, young lady.”

      Stephanie wiggled closer then threw a blanket over both their legs. “Sitting in the cold without a jacket? You’re going to catch pneumonia, or as Ace would say, pee-uwww-moan-ya.”

      Heaven and hell. Blue planned to apply for sainthood ASAP, because he lifted his arm, curled it around her shoulders, and tucked her into his side. Friendly-like. Just good ol’ pals. Buddies with his fated mate.

      Sainthood was definitely up for grabs since he wasn’t tucking her under him and taking a big, giant bite. “We’ll both catch the sniffles. Stacy will make us chicken soup, and Cassidy will make us watch creepy old movies where everyone makes bad choices, to be sure we keep our spirits high.”

      “I heard that,” Cassidy called through the window behind them.

      “Eavesdropping from the living room again. You’re so needy,” Stephanie sang out, shouting at her best friend.

      “I’m right here. And you’re talking about me,” Cassidy complained.

      “So don’t be right there. Isn’t Jace home? Go find your wolf. Throw axes with him or something.” Stacy twisted away from the lodge and took a deep, happy breath. “That is one hell of a view.”

      “The snowline is sticking around.” Blue pointed to the very tip where the faintest brush of white covered the peaks.

      Beside him, Steph shivered. “Chilly. It’s so exciting. Our first winter at Timberwolf Lodge.”

      “Successful first visitors this past week was also exciting. Everyone seemed pleased.”

      “So, so much fun when it was our own lodge and my own studio,” Stephanie agreed, then she shrugged. “Not a perfect homerun, though. I need to schedule my time better and see if there’s anyone in town who can help if things get extra busy. I hated to turn people away, but I was booked solid.”

      “You were too busy,” Blue complained. “I barely saw you for nearly a week.”

      “Aww, did you miss me?”

      “I did,” he admitted readily.

      Stephanie hummed softly. “Well, I sort of missed you, too. But you were also busy. With Jace refusing to leave Cassidy’s side, and Del claiming he was needed at the Lodge as well, someone had to make sure everyone else in the pack behaved.”

      “Yeah, I was swamped. Very busy having multiple cups of coffee, tea, and way too much cake. Everyone in this pack makes cake, and I love pie more,” he shared.

      His cake and mates analogy might have something to do with that.

      “I’ll remember that,” Steph promised.

      Thank goodness his Omega skills weren’t completely messed up. Just the one where he usually knew things a little before they happened. As if the future was a whole lot blurrier now than before.

      He had his suspicions it had something to do with Stephanie being his mate. They weren’t there yet…but maybe it was getting closer. Not that he could tell for certain right now.

      Fah.

      Or maybe it was because of Emma Wilson. An evil, grasping-for-power wolf who had been cast out of the pack a couple of weeks ago by their Enforcers. Blue had a gut feeling that Timberwolf Lodge hadn’t heard the last of her.

      Stephanie rested her head on his shoulder, and for a split second, something sizzled up Blue’s skin to the back of his neck. It was gone before he could analyze it.

      Not an electric shock. Steph didn’t seem to notice. So he tilted his head enough that they connected gently, touching each other from hip to head as they stared at the mountains.

      Connected…but not yet.

      His wolf tended to like to ramble, so the fact the four words were all he said before falling silent seemed odd. Blue knew well enough not to fight for more information.

      It would happen when it was supposed to. They would happen. He was sure of it.

      Dear God, just don’t make him wait too much longer or he was going to turn into a bundle of furry frustration. Not a good place for an Omega wolf to hang out. He’d end up making the entire pack jittery.

      But here and now, Blue took the small bit of affection Stephanie was comfortable giving him and savoured it.

      He nudged her lightly with his elbow. “This is nice.”

      “Yeah,” she said, her long, slow breaths matching time with his. “It is.”

      They grinned at each other. Blue stared into her eyes. Sometimes he thought he should win a prize for being patient beyond belief. Then she’d look at him with those big, bright-blue eyes, and he knew he’d wait forever if that’s what it took.

      “It’s so nice and peaceful.” She winked. “Means something is bound to come along any second now and blow it all up.”

      “Oh, you bright and shining optimist.”

      “Ain’t I just?” she agreed.

      That’s when the explosion happened.

      An enormous boom echoed off the buildings and distant mountains, ringing in their ears as amusement vanished and they both shot to their feet.

      A billowing cloud of smoke rose over the roof of Timberwolf Lodge.
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      She couldn’t run as fast as Blue, but she had a sneaky suspicion she knew where to aim him. “Lakeside. Marvin was with the kids.”

      Blue zoomed ahead of her, feet moving like a blur. He vanished before she’d finished speaking.

      By the time she rounded the second corner of the lodge, the smoke had mostly cleared from ground level. A burn mark on the grass showed where the explosion had taken place, but while there were four bodies on the ground feet away from the scorch mark, the boys all seemed to be shrieking with laughter, not pain.

      “That was so cool.”

      Blaze’s shout of delight was followed by a woohoo and a wheeee as all three boys, Colt, Blaze, and Ace, bounced upright. The kids pulled ear protection off their heads and held them to their chests as they raced toward where Blue was helping Marvin to his feet.

      “Wow. That was…unexpected.” The massive man who was nanny and teacher to the children of Timberwolf Lodge loomed above six-foot-tall Blue. Marvin’s tangled beard and mane of hair were messier than normal, and that was saying something.

      “You didn’t know you were about to blow something up?” Stacy had arrived from the direction of the kitchen. Her quick, knowledgeable glance over her boys spotted no injuries, which seemed to settle her anger.

      “Oh, the goal was to blow it up,” Marvin admitted.

      “It was a rocket ship, Mama,” Ace told her excitedly, pointing across the lake to where a shiny silver triangle floated lazily toward the water line, the parachute above it sweeping gently left then right.

      “Only, I don’t think there should be that much smoke.” Colt held the instructions in front of him. He twisted them closer, then away, frowning as he read.

      Blaze bounced on the spot, his grin widening. Stephanie knew it for the classic I have a joke I need to tell. Either that or he had to pee. “Blaze, what’s on your mind?”

      Vibrating with happiness, he turned to her. “Know what steps a wolf takes when he sees an explosion?”

      “No, what steps?” she asked obediently like the awesome auntie she was.

      “Big ones!”

      Snickering sounded from the gathered group which now included Jace and Cassidy. The boys’ new father figure, Del, was the only pack leadership missing as he had appointments that morning in town at his law office.

      Marvin’s expression went sheepish as he glanced around at the gathering. “Didn’t mean for that to happen. Believe me, the boys were all a good distance away. Safety gear in place and all that.”

      Stephanie laid a reassuring hand on his arm. “Of course, they were.

      The twisting of the moose shifter’s facial features was made odder than expected by the fact Marvin had clearly not been well out of reach of the disaster. How should she tell him?

      Blue took the lead and cleared his throat. “Um, Marvin?”

      “Yeah?” The big man waved a hand in the air, wafting the lingering smoke away, not realizing he was the source.

      “You’re missing something.” Blue kept his expression blank, pointing to his own eyebrows. “Mostly gone.”

      Marvin pursed his lips, which with the missing brows made him look rather comical. He touched his face gingerly, then shrugged. “Well. That’s something I’ve never tried before.”

      “Come on, kids. Let’s introduce Marvin to the wonderful world of antiseptic cream and possibly a bit of brow liner.” Stacy caught her son by the hand before Ace could race off to retrieve the cap of the rocket. “And you are on chef’s helper duty.”

      “But Mama, the rocket⁠—”

      “I’ll get it,” Jace promised. “Your mama needs your help, or we won’t have lunch on time.”

      Ace’s eyes widened. “Okay.”

      He trotted off with his brothers and mom, guiding a still slightly dazed Marvin to the kitchen.

      Cassidy poked her toe into the burn spot. “I suppose it was worth it. In the name of science and all that.”

      “There’s extra grass seed in the garden shed. I can deal with this,” Blue promised.

      “Thanks.” Cass caught Jace’s fingers in hers. “I’ll walk with you to retrieve the rocket ship parts. I need a brain break.”

      Which left Stephanie standing beside Blue on scorched earth. He bent to stroke his fingers over the blackened space. She leaned over and sniffed. “Ugh. Can you really fix it?”

      “Sure. Not really me, but time. Plus a lot of grass seed.” He grinned at her. “So much for our cozy, relaxing cuddle on the porch.”

      “Adrenaline is good for the system, or so I’ve been told.” She focused on the reason she’d sought him out in the first place. “I was wondering if I could get your help today. After you’re done being garden guru.”

      “Of course. I’m all yours.”

      Too easy. She eyed him. “You know, I ask you for a lot of favours. You always say yes without first asking what I need help with.”

      Blue shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter. If you need help, you need help. Who am I to say, ‘Gee, you want help with that thing I don’t like to do? Nah, you’re on your own.’ That would be a shitty way to act as a friend.”

      “Maybe. But still, that doesn’t mean that’s not what some people do.”

      “I’m not some people.” Blue winked. “What are we doing?”

      “Testing my new acupuncture needles. I’m not sure, but they might have sent ones that are too long.”

      His expression didn’t change. Much. A small flutter of his eyelashes and a twitch at his hairline were the only tells. “Oh. Okay.”

      Stephanie fought her grin. Not that she wanted to scare him…

      Yes, yes she did. Easygoing or not, Blue needed to learn this lesson. “I’m pretty sure I remember all the placement rules, but I should refresh my memory for the groin area and the base of the feet. Probably a dozen needles in each spot, and we’ll be golden.”

      Blue swallowed visibly but kept a sort of smile in place. “Um. Clarifying. You want to put needles in my groin and in the soles of my feet?”

      “Yup.” She caught him by the elbow and marched him toward the lodge, mostly so he couldn’t see her face because she was one step away from losing it.

      He walked with her for about three steps before jerking to a complete and utter stop. “Wait.”

      Thank. God.

      Still, she had to play this one out to the end. She blinked innocently. “Yes?”

      Blue narrowed his gaze. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re pulling my leg.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      He hesitated. “To teach me a lesson?”

      “Whyever would you need lessons, Blue? Or should I call you Mr. Cooperative?”

      With a gentle snort, he twisted to face her then offered another smile. A genuine one this time. “Steph, what do you really need help with?”

      “I got a shipment of massage oils. I need to test them both for scent and basically slickness, so I’m good on what to use where. Can I give you a massage tonight?”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t know if I should help with that. Sounds like a slippery slope. First you’re going to want to give me a massage, and the next thing I know, you’re putting me in an ice-filled tub and harvesting my kidneys.”

      Amusement made her snort in a most unladylike way. “Good job. That’s a leap from, ‘Of course, I’m all yours.’”

      He grinned. “Just making sure you were paying attention. Yes, I would love a massage, even if it means I’ll end up smelling like a flower bouquet exploded. After supper? Before?”

      “After, please. I have a bunch of other things to deal with first.”

      “Then I am your willing victim. Later.”

      Impulsively, she hugged him. “You’re the best.”

      “I am.” He patted her back and stepped out of her embrace. He winked then turned, whistling softly as he headed to the garden shed.

      Good man. Good friend.

      A soft bubble of happiness burst inside, tingling upward from her belly toward her heart. Coming to Timberwolf Lodge had been such a good move.

      Especially since it got me farther away from things better not remembered.
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      Blue waited until he was all the way inside the garden shed before collapsing against the wall and groaning like a zombie. “Whyyyyyyy. Why must she torment me like this?”

      Yet he knew damn well that after dinner he’d march his ass up to Steph’s spa room and allow her to put her hands all over him.

      Masochist. He must have previously unbeknownst-to-him masochistic leanings.

      Suck it up, sweetheart. Someday, our ship will arrive.

      Landlocked. Just saying.

      Blue pulled himself together then dug around until he found the grass seed and some potting soil.

      He also found a bit of youthful memorabilia that made him grin and offered an idea for a lovely afternoon distraction. Tonight, he would suffer. But after his work was done, here was mischief they all could enjoy.

      Prepping the burn spot and reseeding took about an hour, after which he returned to the shed for his treasures.

      He hauled the disc golf baskets and the gym bag full of discs onto an unburnt section of lawn closer to the trees. There were only nine baskets, but that was more than enough to start with. He eyed the terrain and mentally considered the possible flight paths for different shots.

      Del showed up just as Blue placed the third basket into position. “Seriously? I haven’t played in years.”

      “Last time I remember Uncle J had these up was nearly fifteen years ago.” Blue nodded his thanks as Del helped level the goal used for the game. A flattish wire basket circled a vertical pole at about hip height, with a metal circle a couple feet higher. The top circle held a series of chains that hung into a U shape in the middle that they’d try to hit with the frisbees. “I think Auntie Rachel told him to take them down because there was a garden party planned along with some bigwig wedding, and she didn’t want random discs flying everywhere into wedding cakes and punch bowls.”

      “Gee, I wonder how she got the idea that disc golf was a dangerous sport.” Del stepped back, grabbed a disc, and spun it at the basket. It slipped out of his hand, bounced off the chain, and rebounded into Blue’s gut. He coughed even as Del swore. “Sorry. Out of practice.”

      Blue pressed a hand to his belly, laughing around the lack of air. “I don’t know. You used to hit me all the time back then, too.”

      Del snorted but then admitted, “Sometimes.”

      “Why do you think I started dressing the way I do?” Blue demanded. “It was the only way to stop you guys from being all, ‘Oh, gee. Sorry, Blue. Didn’t see you standing there in the middle of the empty lawn. My bad.’”

      “You were a good target,” Del admitted.

      “I’m supposed to be the pack Omega. Don’t know how you managed to abuse me so.”

      Del was outright laughing now. “Poor little Omega.”

      “I was treated terribly. Still am to this day.”

      “I can see that. You usually deserve it.”

      They grinned at each other. Only the closest of family could understand Blue’s complaint to be a boast.

      Omegas were unique. Special even, and there was a time when Blue had been treated too nicely by the pack. No one wanted to upset him or hurt him, even by accident. Which made sense but didn’t.

      Try explaining to a ten-year-old why no one wants you on their baseball team.

      When Jace and Del had decided to treat Blue like one of the guys, it had been the start of the best days in his life. Shoved during tag? Muddy and wet from wrestling in the forest? Bruised from falling out of the treehouse? Okay, that one had been mostly his own fault.

      Still, being treated like he was ordinary was the best thing ever.

      Which meant it was time to put all the ghosts of the past years to rest. Blue wasn’t sure why, but as they paced toward the first tee box to start a round of disc golf, it seemed important.

      “I’ve gotten over you being a jerk. You know, when you kicked Jace out and spent those years being Alpha, you were an ass. But I forgive you.” Blue shared it as if announcing the sky was blue.

      “So big of you.” Del raised a brow. “Did I sound concerned that you don’t like me, or something?”

      “I know you’ve been crying into your pillow over it for weeks.” Blue patted him on the shoulder. “It’s time to let it go.”

      “Start singing, and I’ll throw you instead of the disc.”

      Oh, so tempting. But more than the urge to make mischief, Blue was compelled to speak again. “Serious for a moment. You did okay. It wasn’t where Jasper pack should have been, but that wasn’t your fault. You did the best you could, and now it’s time to move to the next stage. Jace and Cassidy. You and Stacy.”

      All teasing pushed aside, Del paused, his arms folded over his chest as he met Blue’s gaze evenly. They stayed that way for a moment, and then Del dipped his chin. When he spoke, there was nothing lighthearted in his tone, but it held complete acceptance and respect. “I hear you, Omega of the Jasper pack. Thanks for what you did to keep the pack together until we found this new path forward.”

      A knot Blue hadn’t realized existed unfurled in his core. It was as if he’d been clenching his stomach muscles, and now he could relax and breath freely.

      He shook his head lightly. “Okay, that was weird.”

      “Trust me, Blue. Conversations with you are rarely simple.” But Del offered him a hand then pulled him in for a hug and firm back pounding. When they separated, Del raised a brow. “Did you know when you slip into uber-Omega mode these days, you glow?”

      Blue blinked. “Really?”

      “No.” Del grinned. “Just fucking with you.”

      It couldn’t be helped. Blue tackled his friend to the ground and they wrestled like teenagers. Which was where they still were when two pairs of boots stopped beside them.

      “I’m pretty sure they’re not actually trying to kill each other.” Stacy’s solid alto stopped them cold.

      “There would probably be less growling and laughing involved in actual bloodshed,” Stephanie agreed. She rested her hands on her knees and leaned down, meeting Blue’s gaze evenly. “I spotted the baskets from out my window. Don’t even try to deny it. If you hand over the discs, nobody will get hurt.”

      He held his hand out to her, just to torment himself a little as she helped him up. Stacy had done the same for Del, but he did a neat little trick at the end that finished with her in his arms and the two of them lip locked.

      Stephanie sighed. “You two do that far too often.”

      Her sister pulled back, still staring into Del’s eyes. “We’re still newlyweds.”

      Stephanie turned to Blue and made a face, sticking out her tongue and pretending to gag. Blue shrugged. Not much more he wanted to do than to pull Stephanie into his arms and plant one on her.

      Not yet, his wolf warned. Not yet but… Soon?

      The unexpected announcement meant Blue was still blinking when Stephanie shoved a disc into his hand. “Okay, kissy-poos. We’re partnering up. Blue and I challenge you to a duel.”
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      As far as wild, rambunctious activities went, this was low on the scary scale. Still, as Stephanie and Blue took turns flinging their discs toward the basket, amusement and laughter rose rapidly.

      Del had a wicked forehand, which meant with the slight flick of his wrist he managed to send his discs swirling around impossible corners. Stephanie had some tricks of her own, though.

      Blue’s jaw dropped in astonishment as she stepped up and threw a disc with her left hand. It spun prettily past the tangle of rosebushes that would’ve otherwise barred the way. “How did you do that?”

      She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him toward where the disc now sat an easy putt away from the basket. “Ambidextrous.”

      “Get out. I did not know that.”

      She shrugged. “I can’t do everything with both hands. I mostly write with my right hand, but there’s a lot of stuff that I use my left for instead.”

      They played the first half of the baskets Blue had put into place, Stephanie happily pacing by his side. “It’s too bad we didn’t get these up for the entire summer,” she said.

      “I had no idea they were still here,” he shared. “We used to have enough for a full eighteen hole course. The rest of them must be in a storage shed somewhere else on the property.”

      “Nine will be fine for now.” She tilted her head and raised her voice toward her sister. “We can kick their butts just fine with nine holes.”

      “You need to stop cheating,” Stacy called back.

      Stephanie twirled toward her, pressed a hand to her chest, and slipped on her best outraged expression. “Moi? Cheat? Never.”

      It was the honest truth. It seemed the skills she’d acquired many years ago hadn’t faded. And when it came to the final hole and Blue missed his putt, Stephanie marched up to the spot and confidently threw her disc in without taking any time at all.

      Del eyed her with curiosity as he shook her hand and offered congratulations. “That’s quite the arm you got on you.”

      Stephanie smiled broadly. “Ultimate Frisbee. Five years during college.”

      Her sister narrowed her gaze for a moment. “Seriously? I didn’t think the sports were related.”

      “Lots of skills that have overlap,” Blue said with an approving nod. He slipped his arm around Stephanie’s shoulders in a side hug. “My partner is the best.”

      “Thank you. You’re pretty cool, too,” Stephanie offered, anchoring him to her with a hand around his waist.

      Something cool and refreshing wafted over her in the second that he met her gaze and winked. Her heart pounded a couple of times, and her throat tightened a little. It was⁠—

      Then they were surrounded by a mass of kids, their nanny, and the rest of the Timberwolf Lodge staff who had all come out to check out the latest activity.

      Stacy clapped and held her hands in the air. “I have chili planned for supper. There’s no reason why we can’t move that into an outdoor meal if everybody wants to play some more disc golf and have a bonfire tonight.”

      Five-year-old Ace came up and tugged his mom’s hand. “Dixie and Miss Sophie can come to supper too, yes?”

      Stacy tapped her youngest on the nose with a fingertip. “Yes.” She glanced around at everybody gathered around them. “How does that sound?”

      A chorus of cheers went up, and the group tugged into different directions. Blue and Del were swamped by the boys wanting to learn how to play this new game. Jace marched in another direction with Marvin, while Cassidy headed back to the Lodge with Stacy.

      Stephanie stood at the edge of the forest and watched as everybody eagerly moved to the next thing.

      Her feet stayed planted on the spot. Her heart still raced as if something extraordinary had just happened.

      Blue had just happened.

      Stephanie pressed a hand to the space between her throat and her chest and felt the pounding rhythm of the blood pumping through her. She took a deep breath, and the scent of him—snowcapped mountains and cool running river—filled her head even though he was now twenty feet away, Blaze riding his back as if Blue were a pony.
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