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Atticus

I stretched out my legs and took a sip of the cold beer that Obsidian had handed me. I was sitting out the back of Obsidian and his mate Pitt’s home watching their little girl Juniper run around with Donte, Savannah, and Sable’s children. They were all currently shifted and chasing one another around the large backyard. It reminded me of when my own son was a wee one.

I’d lost my mate during the birth of Tiernan. The death of Erin had nearly broken me. I’d become a shell of a man for a long time. If it weren’t for Lionel Rigby, my boss at the time, I might have given Tiernan up for adoption and taken my own life. But the big lion shifter took me under his wing and basically slapped me into shape.

Lionel had shown me the little boy relying on me, and it was from that day I decided to live. Making the decision to never find another mate was an easy one. No one could ever replace my Erin. Despite Tiernan trying his hardest to get me out there dating. That boy bordered on obsessive about it during his pre-teen years. He’d wanted to set me up with just about every eligible single person out there, no matter whether they were supernatural or human. 

“When is Tiernan due home?” Lionel asked as he stepped onto the back porch where I was sitting.

I glanced up and smiled. Tiernan had shown an enormous talent for football when he was young; he loved it. I wanted to indulge him, and when he was offered a scholarship at a boarding school in Ballarat, I did everything I could to help him get it. I missed him like crazy, and it had been hard to cope with for the first year. But the more I saw him grow and flourish, it made it worth it.

Now he was up for the draft for the Australian Football League. I had everything crossed that he would make it in. This had been Tiernan’s dream for years. But first, he was coming home for a few months before the drafts began.

“Next week,” I replied with a fond smile.

“It will be strange to have him home for so long, I imagine.”

I chuckled and nodded my head. “Yeah, it will be strange. But I’m looking forward to it. I miss him when he is away at school. He is bringing his best friend home with him.”

“Merrick Williams?”

I laughed and nodded my head. “Yeah, that’s the one. That little goblin is all grown up now.”

Lionel snorted. Merrick and Tiernan had been best friends since they were born. The pair of them were inseparable. However, they were more than just best friends, they were cousins too. Wayne was Erin’s brother. Merrick always towered over Tiernan due to being a goblin and Tiernan being a wolf shifter. But the pair were like two peas in a pod. When Tiernan got the scholarship to Ballarat, Merrick mourned the loss of his best friend. It tore at my heart.

His parents were apprehensive about him, depression was falling over him, and we were worried he would sink deeper. After a conversation with Merrick’s parents, we organized the funds for him to join Tiernan.

I thought the boy would explode with excitement when we broke the news to him. It had made my whole year. 

“I remember those two rascals running around the shop, only knee-high to grasshoppers.”

I chuckled and nodded my head. “Little rascals are the right name for them. I swear I’d put a tool down, and one of them would knick off with it and have me searching for hours.”

Lionel threw his head back and laughed. “I think Obsidian is still searching for that damned quarter-inch socket.”

“I am,” Obsidian laughed as he came out onto the back porch with his little boy on his hip. The baby was only a few months old and the spitting image of Obsidian, with dark hair and dark eyes. But he was so alert, it shocked me. I placed my beer down at my feet and held my hands out.

Obsidian chuckled as he handed me over, baby Owen. I took him into my arms and held the baby to my chest, gently kissing the top of his hair. I loved that new baby smell. I could happily have babies every day. It was once they hit their teen years that it became tricky. Not that Tiernan ever really gave me trouble, if I’m honest. 

“Making you clucky, old man?” Obsidian chuckled.

I looked up and grinned. “I think I’m too old now for more babies.”

“Rubbish,” Abigail said as she came out of the house and sat beside me. “You are still a young man in the scheme of things.”

I inhaled and kissed Owen’s head again. “Maybe one day.”

“Especially now that Tiernan is all grown up. It’s your time now,” Lionel said.

“If Mother fate wants me to find another, she’ll send me one.”

“I think there is someone out there for you,” Abigail said with a smile.

“Should we call you Iver?” Obsidian snorted.

Abigail laughed. “He gets his best attributes from his grandma.”

I wondered how I would feel if Mother fate sent me someone. Would I cope? Or would I ever be able to move on from Erin? My mate died eighteen years ago, I knew that most would move on after a while, but Erin had been my love since I was fourteen years old. I had ten years with her before we fell pregnant with Tiernan, and having her ripped from me six months later destroyed my heart. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready to give my heart to someone else.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Merrick

“I can’t believe we are finally done with school,” Tiernan said as he packed the last of his things into the trunk of his car.

“I know. Have you heard from the drafting committee yet?” I asked.

My things were already packed into my best friend’s car, ready to leave for Lalbert to spend the summer with Merrick’s father in the morning. My family no longer lived in Lalbert, having moved to Ballarat when I started my scholarship at the same school as Tiernan. He was there as a boarding student, but I’d chosen to go and stay with my parents once they moved. 

I had been wholly lost when Tiernan left Lalbert to move to Ballarat. I was broken without my best friend. I didn’t remember a time before Tiernan. His mum, Erin, and my father, Wayne, were siblings, so it was natural that Tiernan and I would be close. But I felt like our relationship was stronger than just cousins or friends. Tiernan had often said if we weren’t related, we probably would have mated. 

I felt the same way. But I had always hoped for my fated mate. I loved Tiernan, but he wasn’t my fated mate or someone I could mate with.

“No, Derek said I’d hear back from them in two weeks, but at the moment, it looks like it will either be Melbourne Demons or Collingwood that are likely to take me.”

“Who would you rather play for?”

Tiernan grinned as he shut the trunk with a hard thunk. “Collingwood.”

I chuckled. “I shouldn’t have even asked.” Tiernan had been a one-eyed Collingwood supporter since the day he knew what football was. Well, one-eyed was probably wrong; he had two eyes; it just happened that one was black and the other was white.

“You ready to head back to Lalbert?”

I grinned and nodded my head. “I can’t wait. I wonder how much it has changed.”

Tiernan threw his head back with laughter. “It hasn’t. It is the same as when we left.”

I snorted. Lalbert wasn’t like a little town, but it wasn’t quite a city either. It had everything that a person could need, but it lacked a lot of entertainment. Even Ballarat had more nightlife than Lalbert. Well, Lalbert has a kink club, so that was something.

“And your dad is okay with me returning to stay with you?”

“Fuck yeah, he misses you too.”

I chuckled. “I miss him too. It’s been a very long time.”

“Yep, almost five years,” Tiernan sighed.

We slowly started walking back towards the dorm rooms that Tiernan had called home since he was thirteen years old and won the sports scholarship. It had done amazing things for him now that he was facing the draft to a professional football team. It had been good for me too. I’d graduated with honors and was offered a place at the university for medicine. Something I’d wanted to do since I was little.

I wanted to be an obstetrician. I’d promised when I was five years old that I would become a doctor so that Tiernan would never have to face that heartache when he had his own children. One of Tiernan's greatest regrets about his life was that he never actually got a chance to meet his mum.

My desire to be a doctor grew as the years went by. My parents moved heaven and hell to help me to achieve that goal. As of next year, I will be studying at the University of Lalbert. I was excited but slightly scared at the same time.

For the first time in my life, I was going to have to face years at school without the possibility of having Tiernan by my side. Even though we’d had different classes in high school, I still knew that I’d see him during lunch, before and after school. However, while I was at uni, Tiernan would be off training and playing in the AFL.

I was excited for him, but I was selfishly terrified too. I knew it wouldn’t be the end of our relationship. I didn’t think there was much that could possibly destroy the bond we had. We’d had small fights throughout the years, but never anything that couldn’t be solved with a conversation. Usually, our spats only lasted a few hours before whoever was in the wrong came to apologize. 

Usually, it was me. I got jealous when Tiernan would hang out with his other friends. Or I’d get snappy, especially around my heat. Part of it was the goblin in me. I was a grumpy fucker. But when my heat was approaching, it became worse.

“Well, let’s go and check out Danny’s party, and then it will be time to leave before we know it,” Tiernan said as he flung his arm around my shoulder and led us through the dorm hallways towards Danny’s room, a mutual friend who I would also miss. But he was here on an international study and about to head back to China once he was done. 

Danny wasn’t his real name; his real name was Xguyen. But he decided he wanted a more Anglo-Saxon name while in Australia. I’d always thought though, that was the name your parents honored you with, I would respect them to call myself that. But I wasn’t Danny nor his parents, so I just respected his wishes and called him Danny.
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Atticus

I anxiously pottered around the garden, doing a bit of weeding in the large vegetable garden that was my pride and joy. It was filled with corn, beetroot, and various veg and herbs. Along the back of my property, I’d planted loads of fruit trees that got us through the year. Now that I didn’t have Tiernan and his friends visiting, I gave away most of my fruit and vegetables. It helped that Donte’s mate, Savannah was a vegetarian. I was able to give a lot of it to her. 

I enjoyed meat a little too much to give up being an omnivore. It was possibly the vampire in me. As a young man, I’d got into the habit of going hunting in the woods for deer and kangaroo. Something that Erin had loved doing with me. She constantly shifted into her wolf. It was always good having Erin shift; she could tell quickly if the animal I hunted was an animal or a shifter. That was something that, in Lalbert at least, you couldn’t always be certain of.

However, I tended to hunt outside of Lalbert now; the supernatural population was growing too vast here, making it dangerous to pursue in case I made a mistake. I’d never forgive myself if I took the life of a shifter just enjoying their day.

Lalbert was one of the towns that didn’t have a specific hunting season, which made it trickier. Most towns and cities in Australia had forests that were marked as being hunting allowed or no hunting. The ones that there was no hunting meant that it would possibly be where the shifters would go. But Lalbert hadn’t got on board with such markings. It was something that had always worried me about Tiernan being a wolf shifter. When he was younger, he and Merrick would head off into the woods behind the house, and I always kept an ear out; the minute I heard a single gunshot, I’d be straight out there tracking them down. 
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