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Thank you to Gabi Cervenka and Leonie Duncan!

This time around, we’re celebrating Christmas Jumper Day, which is a British holiday. Save the Children, a charity dedicated to children’s rights, founded it back in 2012. The simplest way to celebrate is to put on a Christmas sweater, but it’s also a great day to participate in charity events.

* * * *
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Chapter 1
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April

Franklin Cyng looked out over the crowd in the dim light and restlessly shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t do restless. He couldn’t say what was wrong. He’d been in the office, doing admin work like most days, when a heated wave had washed over him. A pull inside his chest had urged him to leave the office and step into the bar.

He couldn’t explain why he’d allowed it to dictate his actions. He had more paperwork he needed to deal with.

When he’d become alpha of the Ulledo werewolf pack, he hadn’t thought he’d spend most of his waking hours working in a run-down bar tucked away in a dirty back alley, but it was his reality.

“Eh, boss.”

He slowly turned to look at Elvin, his second in command and best friend since childhood. “Yes?”

“There’s some trouble in the corner.”

Franklin looked toward the corner, then back at Elvin while slowly raising one eyebrow. Trouble was Elvin’s second name. There were few things he liked more than trouble. He enjoyed causing it, and, fortunately, he also enjoyed solving it.

“What kind?” Maybe his subconscious had known something was going on. Maybe it was why he stood here instead of being seated in his chair.

“A psychic.”

Franklin swallowed a growl. He didn’t want any trouble with psychics. Ulledo was only half an hour’s drive away from Foolshope, a psychic community. Only a week ago, some of his men had drugged and kidnapped a psychic in an attempt to blackmail his family. Stupid fuckers.

Luckily, the man had escaped and run off with a vampire before Franklin found out what they’d done. The vampire in question was a friend of Averett’s, the Foolshope alpha, who had called to inform him—not a good look for the pack. Especially not when two of Franklin’s men had gone there to recapture the psychic, and one of them had ended up dead. Attacking a vampire was stupid.

It had been embarrassing as hell to have to admit he didn’t have a clue what was going on, but all he had to do was apologize and hand back the psychic’s belongings.

Then he’d made those of his men involved apologize—to him, not to the psychic.

He wasn’t a fan of psychics, stuck-up bastards who believed they were better than wolves, but for the most part, they stayed away. So what had made one of them wander in here?

“How are they causing a problem?”

Elvin frowned. “He’s already been here for some time.” He pointed through the crowd to the darkest corner of the establishment, tucked away between the emergency exit and the door leading into the corridor with the restrooms. “The guy in the Christmas sweater.”

Franklin leaned to the side to be able to see better. There was a slim guy with tousled dark hair and a thick dark green sweater with Santa on the front and the text: I do it for the Ho’s.

He snorted. Then he realized three people were surrounding the man, one woman in her early sixties, perhaps, and two men in their thirties or forties. It was hard to tell.

Either way, they were arguing. Anger bubbled up inside of Franklin for some inexplicable reason. People argued all the time, it was nothing new, but despite not hearing a word, the argument made his hands curl into fists. “What are they doing?”

He had to force himself not to storm over there.

The man looked at him as if he’d heard him speak—he couldn’t have. His lips parted and a flush painted his cheeks.

Elvin shrugged. “The guy’s been there for a while, sipping on a drink and talking to himself, then the rest came rushing in and started nagging at him. They want him to leave.”

Franklin looked at the man again. He was an adult. At first glance, Franklin would say in his twenties, but the more he looked, the more certain he got that he was older. In his thirties. “Maybe he has a drinking problem.” Something twinged in Franklin’s chest. He hoped not.

“Nah.” Elvin shrugged. “I got the feeling he doesn’t frequent bars often and has little experience with drinks.”

“You talked to him?”

“I figured after last time, I’d better serve the bastard instead of giving someone any ideas.” Elvin glared in Chann’s direction. Chann was the one who’d served a spiked shot to the last psychic who’d dared come in here. Franklin believed he’d learned his lesson, but he appreciated Elvin stepping in all the same.

“And?”

“And he didn’t have a clue what to order.”

Franklin nodded and watched as one of the men grabbed the guy’s arm. A stillness fell over him, and he got to his feet without protest. Franklin had to fight himself not to intercept when they walked in formation toward the door.

Something was wrong.

Right before they stepped outside, the man looked over his shoulder and met Franklin’s gaze. The plea in his eyes made Franklin take a step forward. What the hell?

His heart was beating fast, and tingling rushed over his skin. Next to him, Elvin shrugged again before walking toward the bar without another word.

The man was gone, and pain spread in Franklin’s soul.

* * * *
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




June

Franklin snarled at the wall in the office. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. He’d always been calm, controlled, and clear-headed, but more often than not lately, he lost his temper. Every question made him want to bite the head off the person who’d asked it.

He feared he was going insane.

“Boss?”

He whirled around, not having heard Elvin approaching. It was another thing. He was distracted. All the time. Maybe there was something wrong with his brain.

“Yes?” He spoke through gritted teeth, and Elvin held up his palms in a placating manner.

“Christmas sweater psycho is back.”

Franklin’s feet were moving toward the door before his brain could follow. He forced himself to stop next to Elvin. “Problem?”

“Nah, just figured you might want to know.”

He did. He didn’t know why, but he did want to know.

When he glanced at Elvin, he couldn’t read his expression.

They walked through the corridor together, entering the serving area next to the bar. It was a weekday evening, so only a few people were enjoying an after-work beer.

The man occupied the same table as last time. He looked tired. More tired than he had back then. The sweater he wore today was red with a fit, tattooed Santa in a muscle shirt and the text: Big Nick Energy written in an arch above.

Franklin snorted, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. The sensation was so foreign, he feared his body had forgotten how to show amusement.

Elvin was studying him with a crease between his brows. Franklin ignored him and focused on the man again, only to realize he was speaking to the empty air next to him.

Fuck.

“He was out of breath when he came in, as if he’d been running.”

Running. In June. In a Christmas sweater. “Did he say anything?”

“Chann served him.”

Franklin gave a short nod and walked between the tables in the direction of the man.

“I tried. You think I enjoy being locked up any more than you do?” The man sounded exhausted, and Franklin slowed his steps, hoping against hope he was on the phone and not talking to thin air. Heat washed through him, and his entire body buzzed with the need to touch the man, but he slowed his steps before he got too close.

“Evening.”

The man startled and almost knocked his drink over. He managed to catch it in time and looked up at Franklin with wide eyes. “Sorry.”

Franklin frowned. What was he sorry about?

“Everything to your satisfaction?” Franklin had no idea why he asked. A drink was a drink.

“Eh...” He blushed, then he looked at the empty seat next to him, and Franklin realized he’d pulled out the chair as if someone was sitting there. A chill traveled his spine.

Before either of them could speak again, the same crowd of three who’d taken the man away last time rushed through the door.

“No.” The man whined like a child, and while Franklin wanted to grab him and run away, take him home and never let him go, he didn’t move a muscle. He wasn’t sure of the man’s mental capacity. Shit, had they served alcohol to someone who wasn’t...all there?

The group approached rapidly, and Franklin was frozen in indecision. He wanted to snarl at anyone who dared approach this man—his man—but...What if they were his carers? His heart cracked, and he took a shuddering breath.

His mate. He was almost certain it was what he was. He inhaled. The man’s scent was mixed with everyone’s and everything else’s in this place, but the faint trickle he got was enough to warm him all over and make the black cloud that had clung to him this last couple of months disperse.

Momentarily.

When the woman spoke, thunder rolled through him.

“Axar.” Her voice was sharp enough to cut.

Axar? He didn’t think he’d ever heard the name before, but psychics were weird, so why wouldn’t they name their kids in the same fashion? He studied the woman, and he believed she was related to Axar.

“No.” Axar looked at the empty seat again, and Franklin took a step back. His soul recoiled at his retreat, but what was he to do?
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