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      They say that blood is thicker than water. Gwen was never a fan of this kind of thought. Her only family was found family and she was very happy with that. If blood was so thick, why had her blood abandoned her? While her found family raised her up and supported her, while her found family needed her and gave as much as they took, gave her purpose, her blood family just left without so much as a goodbye. So, if blood was thicker than water, did hers just mean nothing? Was it worthless? Was she worthless?

      “Gwen!”

      She startled from her thoughts only to look up at the faces circled around the table. Faces of her clansmen, her brothers and sisters, her aunts and uncles, her cousins and second cousins, and her nieces and nephews; none of them were by blood, and all of them loved her like their own.

      “Yes?”

      Remus frowned. “I asked how the younger wolves were holding up with their transformations.”

      She swallowed and gathered her thoughts. “They’re doing well. I’d like to speak with Yu and try to have her work with me some more on helping them integrate with their inner wolves better, but I have high hopes for them.”

      He nodded and turned back to the meeting. Gwen looked out over the pack and she wondered, not for the first time, how she had fallen among their ranks. At her time of need, when everything seemed to have crumbled beneath her feet, there they had been, holding their hands out towards her with the promise of family and an acceptance she had never known. And she had taken those outstretched hands and taken what they freely offered and she had given back as much as she could once she was back on her feet. Yet, her heart was still numb and heavy, and sometimes she would feel like there was something big missing from her life, something more than found family. She wasn’t quite sure what that thing was, but she was confident she would recognize it when she found it, and she promised herself she would hold onto it. Because deep down, she knew that whatever that thing was, she needed it. She needed it like she needed air, and she needed it to finally break out of the numbness that had been a constant in her life for as long as she could remember.

      “Gwen!”

      She looked up into Remus’s irritated gaze. “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      It was only then that she realized everyone was clearing out of the room. Absently, she nodded and began to walk out as well. Some fresh air would be nice. A hot hand on her wrist drew her back to her alpha and she met his now concerned gaze.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “You would tell me if you weren’t, right?”

      Gwen smiled, her chest warming slightly. “Of course.”

      He nodded, satisfied with her answer, and let her go. As she made her way out into the backyard where most of the pack had retired to for the full moon festival, Gwen took a moment to just bask in the feeling of belonging she always had when among her clansmen. The laughter of children and the grumble of older men was music to her ears. Yet, even as she listened and was filled with belonging, she couldn’t get rid of the haunting feeling that something important was missing. It was a thought that settled heavily within her gut.
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      “Promise me!” Mary Vega demanded, and Jezebel smirked.

      “Promise you what, little sister?” Jezebel asked as she braided her youngest sister’s hair.

      Mary growled petulantly, her tail swishing around from where it hung down the back of the chair and moved along with her agitation, making Jezebel chuckle. “Promise me, Jazz, that you’ll go on this date I’ve set up!”

      Jazz nodded as if she was listening to Mary, but she was actually more concerned with her two little brothers—twins, God forbid—as they were edging closer and closer to the woods at the edge of their backyard. Two little rascals, they were, Jazz thought as she released a threatening growl and they both stopped and looked back at her.

      “I know I told you two to stay away from the woods,” she said, and they both had the humility to look thoroughly chastised.

      “If you try again, no ice cream after dinner. Am I clear?”

      They both shared a look, as if weighing the pros and cons, before they both nodded and looked back up, two sets of sparkling, green eyes holding a certain kind of conviction only a child could have when they’ve reached a decision they are sure is the right one. They both yelled, “Crystal! Sissy!” and one pushed the other, and the other gave chase, and then they were playing tag as if nothing had happened.

      Jazz let a lazy smile stretch across her lips as she turned back to her sister, Mary, and was met with an annoyed and frustrated look. “You were saying, little sister?”

      “Jazz! You’re going to be alone forever if you don’t date! Do you hear me? Alone!”

      “Not-uh, Mary.” The little girl whose hair Jazz was braiding interrupted them shyly. Were they not what they were, Jazz was sure neither of them would have heard the little girl, as she had spoken barely above a whisper.

      “And why is that, Cierra?” Mary asked, fearing she already knew the answer.

      She attempted to look up, but Jazz growled softly, “I’m almost done, baby girl.”

      “Oh.”

      “Go on, Cierra, tell Mary what you were going to say,” Jazz encouraged.

      She was quiet for a moment, and the two women waited, as they knew it could take a moment for Cierra to gather her courage and decide on what she wanted to say and how she wanted to say it.

      “Well, Jazzy has us.”

      Jezebel nodded and hummed as she finished up the braids. “I have all of you. All done, sweetie.”

      Cierra stood up slowly and fixed her glasses before turning around and pointing shyly at Mary. “She’s got you.” She pointed to the two boys currently wrestling in the grass. Jazz sighed; she was going to have to buy some more stain remover. “She’s got Jared and Jacob.” Cierra pointed to herself. “She’s got me and Aaron, Cole, Sheik, and baby Elijah.”

      “We can’t forget baby Elijah!” Jazz repeated and Mary scowled at her before turning to their youngest sister.

      “I know she does, honey. Go ahead and play inside while I talk to our older sister, please.” Mary leaned over and planted a soft kiss on Cierra’s cheek, making the little girl blush, but Cierra turned to Jezebel for permission and Jezebel smiled and nodded as she felt Mary’s irritation. Jazz stood and began collecting all the hair products and supplies.

      “Jazz, I know you love all of us despite all of us only being half-siblings.” Jezebel frowned at the distinction Mary made. Family was family; but she understood the world wasn’t always so simple. Mary continued unaware, “But don’t you want to start your own family? Have your own children?”

      Jezebel nodded as if she was listening to Mary, but really, she was listening to the two troublemakers who were once again edging towards the woods, and she sighed more about them than about what Mary was saying. Jazz spun around and slipped two fingers into her mouth before releasing a head-splitting whistle that had everyone covering their ears. The whistle was quickly followed by a loud, annoyed growl that had the two boys running into the house before it finished.

      “No ice cream for either of you, and you’re grounded from the sleepover tomorrow!” she called out as they ran to their shared bedroom. Jazz smiled as she heard their grumbles from behind their door on the second level. Jazz heard Mary sigh and looked over at her.

      “Little sister, you really should worry more about your own love life. What’s going on between you and that alpha, the one you work with?”

      Mary’s face flared up like a firecracker and Jazz mentally patted herself on her back for her ability to distract her pushy and busybody of a sister.

      “Oh, gosh, Jazz. He’s amazing. Totally my type. And well, we get along so well, but, I don’t know. Things have just always been busy for him, and he is my boss, so we just try and keep it professional.”

      Jazz nodded as she walked into the two-story house—mansion, really. Their mother was beyond rich, as she was the alpha feline of their pride, and Mary followed behind her gushing about the flowers this so-called Remus Lander had placed on her desk in the office one day, and the sweet card he had left along with it.

      She had put away the hair supplies and was now pulling out the things she needed to make dinner when Aaron and Cole ran through the kitchen, only for Sheik to come screaming after them. Jazz watched them lazily and with a bit of amusement as the boys slammed and locked themselves in the downstairs bathroom and Sheik raised her hand, probably about to break another door. Jezebel growled softly and Sheik paused and turned back to her. “You break it, you buy another one.”

      Sheik grumbled and stomped off back to her bedroom. Jazz waited, and a moment later the door popped open and Cole’s messy mop of dark-brown hair popped out before yelling back to his older brother that Sheik was gone. They both walked out carefully and paused when they realized Jazz was watching them. Aaron smiled nervously. “Hey, sis.”

      Jazz studied them until her eyes came to rest on a cracked cellphone gripped in Aaron’s hand. She simply held out her hand and his shoulders slumped before he grabbed Cole and they both trudged over to her and dropped the phone into her palm.

      “Break it…” she said, and waited.

      “Buy it.” Aaron’s shoulders slumped even more, if that was possible.

      “You’ll have enough with your next allowance,” Jazz said, and Aaron groaned.

      “But, Jazz, that will be all of it!”

      “Should have thought of that before your curiosity got the better of you. You know what they say, curiosity killed the cat — ”

      “But satisfaction brought it back!”

      “Are you satisfied?” Jazz asked as she pulled out some carrots.

      “Well, kinda.”

      She stood back up. “Good. Now, you can do what adults do and replace what you broke with your own money.”

      Aaron sighed and grabbed Cole, who was jabbering to Mary about his wild adventure, and Jazz caught the gist that he had been suckered into doing the dirty work for his older brother, Aaron, again, with the promise of candy. Once they were gone, Mary began talking about Remus again, and Jazz began chopping while considering that she would have to wake Elijah from his nap soon.

      It was a few moments later, and halfway through a story about how Remus ripped his shirt because his muscles were too big, when Cierra came into the kitchen with her nose buried in a book. Cierra was the shyest, and thus the quietest, of the siblings. Jazz had to take the most care when dealing with her. If she was too harsh, Cierra tended to close up. She’d had a bad experience with her father, and though nothing too terrible had happened, it had hurt the girl’s confidence. It was also one of the reasons Jazz was now taking care of all her siblings.

      Cierra plopped down on the chair next to Mary, who was still gushing about her crush and at this point, she was basically talking to herself. Jazz turned to Cierra.

      “What are you reading, baby girl?”

      The girl held up the book so Jazz could see the cover, and she smiled. “Your braids are cute.”

      Cierra blushed and buried her face into the book again, so Jazz went back to cooking.

      “And, Jazz, you wouldn’t believe how sweet he is!”

      “Do you feel close to him?” Jezebel asked as she tossed the chopped bits into a very large pot.

      Mary finally took a breath, only to stare at her sister in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you said he was a werewolf, right?”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “You know werewolves have blood bonds, right?”

      “Yeah, but —”

      Jazz paused and thought for a moment. “They have imprints.” She spun around to see the shock on her sister’s face. “Their soul mate, if you will.”

      Mary was quiet and Jazz faltered. “You didn’t know?”

      “No, I knew. I just forgot I guess.”

      “Has he ever mentioned anything?”

      Mary shook her head. Jazz frowned. “But he’s been doing all of these nice things?”

      Mary nodded. Jazz shrugged and turned back to the pot. “You should ask him about it then.”

      “What if I’m not? His blood bond, I mean?”

      “Then at least you’ll know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      Jazz let Mary stew over that as she finished up the beef stew she was making for dinner. Just before she was about to call all the little monsters down for dinner, Mary spoke up. “But, we get something like that too, don’t we?”

      Jazz paused and turned back to her sister in surprise, but then she remembered the kind of woman their mother was, and she felt anger stir within her gut only to squash it back down where it belonged. “Mary, we do have something similar, but it’s also somewhat different. We’re cats. All different types of cats, but cats nonetheless. Our genetics demand that we mate—a lot.” Jazz waved her hand around to make a point. “But we also love fiercely, possessively, and passionately. It’s quick, sometimes unexpected; other times it’s like a game of cat and mouse, while still other times it’s hot, then cold. We are cats, and though we love fiercely, we also love many. But, we aren’t animals. We carry an animal within us, but we have a humanity that rules us, so you get to decide if he is your one and only. You don’t have to follow in our mother’s footsteps. And I hate to say this, but believe me, you’ll know it when it happens, and you’ll hate me when I say, you can’t stop it once it starts, even if you’re not his blood bond.”

      Mary’s face was solemn and she looked away, “She could have been better,” she whispered.

      Jazz nodded. “We deserved better. But this is what we have, and this is who we are. Now, make the best of it.” Then she turned around and yelled, “Dinner’s ready!”

      Jezebel watched them somewhat proudly, all around the table while they ate, as she fed Elijah. She was the eldest of this litter and therefore they were all her responsibility, for several reasons. Mary was the second-eldest, then Aaron, who was seventeen, Sheik who was sixteen, Cole who was seven, the twins, Jared and Jacob, who were both six, Cierra who was four, and finally Elijah, who had just turned one this past winter. Due to their mother’s tendencies to never commit, as was the way of the alpha female, all the siblings were different types of cats. It was an old practice, to mate with many different types so that the strongest genetics would rule the pride.

      Jezebel despised the old ways. Jezebel was a nekomusume, a cat demon, and her cat species was a panther. Mary was a werecat, Aaron was a lion, Sheik was a black panther, Cole was a cheetah, the twins were jaguars, Cierra was a lynx, and Elijah was too young to have manifested his, but they all suspected he was going to take after his father, who had been a sabertooth. More importantly, though, they were all hers now, and she had every intention of taking care of them all. Their mother was a certain kind of woman, and all of their fathers had been certain kinds of men, but Jezebel had claimed custody of all of them, and she was going to make sure they were raised to the best of her ability.

      “Jazz?” Mary got her attention from where she sat on her right.

      “Yes?”

      “I hope you find someone one day. Hopefully, soon. You deserve that much.”

      Jezebel smiled and reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind her sister’s ear. “Thank you, Mary. Now, kindly finish your carrots.”

      Mary groaned, and the rest of the monsters snickered. Yes, they were all hers, and she was going to help them as best she could.
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      “Swear it!” a man yelled. His voice grated on Silvia’s nerves, and she wondered, not for the first time, how the hell she’d found herself in this situation.

      “Swear — ” the man began to yell again but a hand rose, silencing him. The man whose hand had stopped the annoying, grating, loud yelling was the reason for this horrible situation Silvia was currently in. Currently meaning that a minute ago, she was not in this situation, and a minute ago, her life had been simpler. But now, as in currently, her life was complicated and Silvia was annoyed. But she was also in the sort of situation where currently, she was about to die.

      Hence why a minute ago her life was less complicated, but now it was more complicated, and it could then go on to be simple once again if she so chose to keep her mouth shut currently, as by not swearing her loyalty to a man whom Silvia was very sure was a very bad man; some might even call him evil. But Silvia would rather just call him ambitious, as she held many of the same qualities she had seen in him thus far. Anyway, by remaining silent, she was essentially signing her death certificate. But to speak—or rather, to swear what they demanded—that was a certain type of death all on its own.

      The man kneeled down beside her and leaned in until his mouth rested against her ear, and she knew that at this moment, as in currently, as in the new currently, as in only a moment ago when all she was concerned with was the annoying voice of the other man, and she quickly realized was now a less complicated moment than the one she was currently in, Silvia sighed as she listened to the man in her new currently, and she knew that in a moment, the next currently, not the present one, but the one where she knew she was going to swear her loyalty to this man currently leaning in to whisper whatever it was he was going to say, that Silvia was now completely sure was going to make her new currently a lot more complicated, and the next currently even worse, because one such as this man does not lean in to whisper something unless he knows that it will change everything.

      That it would change everything that existed in the last moment, the last moment where Silvia thought things couldn’t get worse, where her only concern was to not speak and to be annoyed by the grating and loud voice of the other man she was sure she was about to kill, but now the current man, the one whom she knew she was going to swear her loyalty to in the next moment, well, he was whispering something to her, something that changed everything like she thought it would. So, Silvia sighed as she listened to the man whisper one word, one word that complicated her next currently, that was now the new currently, because that one word was a name. It was a name that changed everything; a name she was bound to by blood, and the name that belonged to a man she had sworn another type of loyalty to the moment he breathed his first breath. That man was her younger brother, and his name was —

      “Nathan.”

      So, Silvia shuddered, and she accepted that all the next moments to come in her future were going to be much more complicated than the current one, and she held her hand over her heart and said, “I swear to thee, Art McCloud, that you have my complete loyalty. That my blood is yours to spill, and my body in your service, and your will is now my will, and it shall be carried out until my dying breath. I swear on my name, Silvia Cain, and on my blood, the blood from the House of Cain, and on my body, the body of the inuyoukai, and on my will, now broken to you. Do you accept my pledge?”

      And the man, Art McCloud, stood, and he smiled, and she knew, just knew, that the truth was that none of those moments before, or the current moments, or even the moments yet to come, had really ever been easy. Silvia’s life was never easy and she lamented that it was never meant to be easy. That was simply not in the cards she was dealt. So, Art McCloud stood, and he smiled, and he raised his hands and said, “I accept your pledge. Welcome to the McCloud Clan, Silvia Cain McCloud. Go forth and do my bidding.”

      This was the moment Silvia Cain became a McCloud, and this was the moment she sold her soul to a very ambitious man. It was also the moment Silvia saved her brother as she had been doing since the day he was born, and she would go on to do even if it meant betraying Art McCloud. Though she had sworn herself to this man, she had sworn her complete loyalty, and all that she was, and all that she was capable of becoming, to her brother, and she had done that many, many years ago.

      So, yes, Silvia was now a McCloud, and yes, she had been banished from the Cain household. But nothing, and no one, was capable of breaking the bond she had formed with her brother. Not her father, not this man before her, and certainly not death itself. For Silvia was one thing before she was anything or anyone else, and that thing, that very important thing that made up for all the horrible past moments, all the wretched current moments, and all the unquestionably horrid moments yet to come, and that thing was—is—an older sister. An older sister that would give anything for that small baby boy she had held in her arms as her mother went into cardiac arrest and died on the delivery table, as her baby brother wailed for a woman he would never meet, an older sister that had sworn and held true to that promise to protect him and keep him safe at all cost.

      She had lost her name for him, her birthright as alpha of their pack; she had been banished for him, and now—now she was swearing her loyalty to an ambitious man and signing her life away to the service of another instead of trying to make something of her life, and Silvia sighed, once again, as she figured she would continue to do from this moment on, at just how complicated her life has always been and at the fact that she was tired. Silvia was very tired. But she was more determined than tired, and that determination was focused on her loyalty to her brother.

      Even as she sighed, Silvia rose, then stood to meet the eyes of the man who now held her life in the palm of his hand; who had given her a new name, and now for all intents and purposes, owned her. She met his eyes, and when he smiled at her, she smiled back just as fiercely, because she would be the first to admit that they were a little too similar to not completely understand one another, and she knew that he knew that she would betray him if he ever broke his unspoken promise to protect her brother, and he knew that she knew he would never break that promise because she was much too useful as a pawn, and much too loyal to her brother, that so long as he held her brother’s life, he also held her loyalty. So, they grinned at one another, and those fierce grins sent chills down the spines of all that were present at the ceremony, and Silvia thought that this moment, her new currently, could be a lot worse.
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      “Mocha latte, double shot, delicious goodness in my belly!” Gwen moaned as she sipped at her drink on her way out of Starbucks. She even danced a little bit as she drank her drink.

      Sam snorted as he drank his green tea Frappuccino. It was his favorite drink, but if he was being honest, he mostly just liked the disgusted face Gwen made when he drank it.

      “It’s snot, Sam! How can you drink snot?” she’d complain, and he’d reply, “’S’not good enough for you? What a snob!” And she’d beg him to, “Please! Stop! I can’t take it anymore!”

      Sam chuckled at the memory before saying, “If you love it so much, why don’t you marry it? You’re making me blush with all those sounds you’re making.”

      Gwen slugged him in his arm, making him chuckle. “Shut up! You’re ruining my moment of heaven on earth.”

      Sam smiled as he held the door open for her. Gwen turned around, walking out the door backward, and stuck her tongue out at him. Just as she stepped out onto the sidewalk, she managed to crash into someone. Her arms tingled as she brushed against that someone. Two female voices grunted, and Gwen quickly realized she’d managed to collide with two someones. How? She wasn’t sure, because just a second ago, she was sure the coast was clear. It was just her luck, really.

      “Sorry!” she yelled as she fell. Her wolf instincts had her spinning to try and save her drink. A hand flew out and grasped her arm in an iron grip, stopping her motion, but the grip on her drink loosened, sending it to splatter on the concrete in some strange rendition of a bad attempt at a Pollack. Normally, Gwen would be dismayed by such an occurrence. Actually, were it to occur during her special day of the month, she would be downright furious at being denied her daily caffeine fix.

      Sam would vouch to the demon she could quickly devolve into at wasted coffee. So, imagine Sam’s shock at the lack of outrage, curse words, or even a fit of incoherent crying babble about how unfair the world was. Instead, he looked up from the crime scene of coffee stains and espresso to see Gwen with glassy eyes zeroed in on the two women currently holding one of her arms each. One was a tall woman with a painted purple stripe down each cheek, taller than Gwen by a few inches, with hair as white as snow, glacial-blue eyes, and lips painted in a bold blood red that instantly drew Gwen’s gaze. The other woman was a head shorter than Gwen with smoky, green eyes, dark-mocha skin and black, curly hair with a few strands dyed emerald green.

      “Hi,” Gwen said dreamily.

      The woman, the white-haired one who was currently the only thing keeping Gwen and the green-eyed woman from a date with the concrete, simply nodded stoically and steadied both women on their feet. The green-eyed woman had at some point grabbed Gwen’s arm to help steady herself better, but quickly dropped her hand and grabbed her head as if in pain. Gwen suddenly flinched and stepped back from both of her saviors.

      “Um,” Gwen stuttered as she shifted her gaze from one woman to the other. “Sorry?”

      “It’s of no concern.” The white-haired woman tilted her head in a slight nod, looked down at her watch, cursed before turning, and was gone in a flurry of too tight jeans and combat boots that made her ass too sinful for so early in the morning with no coffee to balance everything out. The green-eyed woman had also disappeared at some point during the interaction, but Gwen could still feel the tingles on her arms from where their skin had made contact. Sam stepped forward and gently placed his hand on her shoulder. She flinched and stepped back.

      Speaking quietly, he asked, “Are you all right?”

      Gwen was staring down at her arms and only shook her head slowly, absently, before replying, “Sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “I was just reminded of something I wish would stay forgotten.”

      “What?”

      She shook her head but didn’t move.

      “What is it, Gwen?”

      Slowly, she looked up to meet his gaze and Sam was shocked at the grief within hers. “Gwen…” he trailed off. “What is it?”

      She spoke softly. “Sometimes I’m reminded that things will never be the same. When people die or disappear, nothing is really ever the same again. You just learn how to adapt, and adjust, and you hope that you can just make it work through sheer willpower. But, Sam, when things are broken like that, you can’t ever get it back.”

      “Gwen, you’re scaring me.”

      She shook her head. “Sometimes, I scare myself.”

      Sam dropped his hand from her shoulder. “Who died?”

      She was quiet again, and he shifted from foot to foot, his cold beverage melting in his overheated hand, and waited patiently. Finally, she answered him.

      “No one. Myself? A part of me? I think, no, I’m sure, it was a long time ago when I felt it. When it happened.”

      “What?”

      She sniffed, but there were no tears that he could see. “When I just stopped feeling it.”

      “Feeling what?”

      Gwen met his gaze. “Love, Sam. When I stopped feeling love.”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure how to explain.”

      “Try. Please.”

      She nodded, and Sam pulled her in the direction they had parked. They leaned against the truck and watched the clouds flit about the sky. Sam waited. Just as a particularly large cloud drifted past the sun, Gwen spoke.

      “You know about my parents, right?”

      “Yeah.” He took a sip from his drink.

      “Do you know why they left me; abandoned me?”

      He shook his head and she looked down and scuffed her boot against the concrete. “Neither do I. I just came home one day and they were gone. Then Remus showed up and took me into his clan. But, that does something to a person. It did something to me, that day, when I walked into my childhood home and there was nothing there. It was completely empty and my parents were just gone. Just up and left me without so much as a goodbye. Like, I was the trash they didn’t have room to fit into the moving van.”

      “Oh, Gwen,” he sighed and reached out, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her into him tightly.

      She sighed as he held her, but still, Sam noted, there were no tears. “Have you talked to Remus about this?”

      “No. And you’re not going to tell him either,” she mumbled against his chest.

      Sam jerked back. “Why not? He should know.”

      “No, he shouldn’t. Remus is enough of a control freak. He doesn’t need to know this, and I’ll know if you tell him because you’re the only other person that I’ve told this too.”

      Sam nodded after a moment of hesitation. “Okay, okay. I won’t tell him.” She glared at him and he laughed. “I promise, Gwen. I won’t say a word.”

      “Good.” She stepped back out of his arms and leaned against the cool metal of Sam’s truck. She and Sam had always been close. He was a beta in training for the position of second-in-command, or as most just called it, Remus’s second. Therefore, he was usually stuck watching her, as for some extremely annoying reason, the pack didn’t like her to be alone, and therefore, tried to give her a bodyguard whenever they could. Usually, she could convince Remus to let Cait fill the role and then Cait was usually great enough to give her more breathing space. Sam was a compromise. Sam and she had practically grown up together after she had joined the clan and she pushed him in a mud puddle. In many ways, he was her brother, though not by blood, and the best friend every girl dreams of having. Sam was her bromance.

      “Do you want me to buy you another coffee?”

      She shook her head, suddenly exhausted.

      “Do you want to talk about what just happened?”

      Gwen shrugged. “What’s there to talk about, Sam?”

      “Did you feel something when you bumped into those two women?”

      She shrugged. Honestly, she wasn’t sure what she had felt. Now, though…now, she just felt an ache in her chest, but one that had always been there.

      “Are you positive?”

      Her head whipped up. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      He held up his hand placatingly as his other hand still gripped his drink. “Let me explain.”

      Her hands settled on her hips. “Well?”

      “Hypothetically speaking, let’s say that it’s not love that we’re talking about — ”

      “But— ”

      “Let me finish.”

      She huffed.

      “You’re trying to make the point that basically, you’re broken, and therefore can’t feel love anymore, right? That because you’ve been hurt, your heart has become closed off and numb.”

      Gwen sighed, then nodded.

      “What if we’re not talking about love? You love me, don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah. I guess.”

      “You love the pack? Cait, Snow, and Elena?”

      “Yes, I love them like family.”

      “Then maybe it’s not love that’s the problem. Maybe it’s attraction that we’re talking about.”

      Gwen looked thoughtful. “Attraction?”

      “You want to feel attraction, right?”

      Gwen shrugged, thought for a minute, then nodded.

      “Are you sure you don’t already feel it?”

      “I don’t know, Sam. Mostly, I just feel numb. Don’t get me wrong. I love the clan. You guys are always important to me. But I don’t feel passion, lust…just, nothing. I’ve tried dating. You know how all of those attempts ended.”

      Sam looked out at the sun. “Didn’t one guy call you frigid?”

      Gwen squinted. “I think so. Didn’t you track him down based on the phone number you stole from my cellphone, break into his house, then kick his ass before threatening him to never talk to or see me again or a pack of very angry werewolves would hunt him down and no one would ever find his body?”

      They were silent for a moment. “I thought I hid that better than I obviously did.”

      “Eh, I just have my sources.”

      “Who boasted this time?”

      “Chris was talking shit and it came up.”

      “Goddammit, Chris!”

      Gwen reached over and punched his arm. “Thanks, by the way.”

      He shrugged. “What are friends for?”

      “Most people would call you crazy.”

      “What do you call me?”

      She folded her arms. “Hmm, like, a crazy, homicidal older brother that pretends to be my father sometimes and really annoys me.”

      “All in a day’s work, I suppose.”

      Gwen chuckled.

      He took another drink. “Do you think you’re asexual?”

      Gwen frowned. “Asexual? I’m not entirely sure what that means.”

      Sam took a sip of his drink and they were quiet for a moment. “Well, I’m not too sure about it myself, but I get the feeling it’s on a spectrum, so it means something different from person to person. Asexual can mean a lot of things, but I think the most general idea is that it has to do with having a distinction of the difference between intimacy and sex. Like, you like to be intimate, but that isn’t intrinsically connected to having sex with someone. You know Jeremiah?”

      “From the pack? Yeah.”

      “He says he’s demisexual.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, his partner, Dan…yeah, that’s it for him. His one and only attraction. He told me once that it just clicked. A love-at-first-sight kind of thing. Before Dan, no one did it for him.”

      “So what am I?”

      Sam shrugged. “Only you can decide that. Labels are mostly just a place to start when you try to explain and educate others about yourself. You don’t have to fit into them one hundred percent. They just help you make sense of yourself and help others get an idea of how to understand you. Have you ever felt attracted to anyone? Even before your parents left?”

      Gwen thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I was young when they left but even back then, romance was always the last thing on my mind.”

      “Then maybe you’ve just always been this way and when they hurt you it was natural to assume that it may have caused you to struggle to connect with people.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you think that if you met your soul mate, you would know? Would it bring back the attraction?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’m pretty numb about it all.”

      “What if, even after touching them, it still took time for the connection to link up again? What if you touched your soul mate but you didn’t recognize them as such until the connection had time to warm up. Like a car on a cold day. You have to let it idle for a minute to let the engine heat up so that it doesn’t seize up on you or sputter out before taking off with your crazy driving.”

      She slapped him in the arm as they climbed into the truck. Gwen was quiet until they were in the truck, then she turned to him. “So how will I ever know?”

      Sam frowned. “Luck, I guess.”

      “Sam?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Most of the time, I think you’re an idiot — ”

      “Hey — ”

      “And then you go and give these hypothetical situations and I secretly think you might be a genius that just built so much muscle that it suffocates your brain most of the time.”

      “Uh, thanks, I think?”

      She reached over and patted his cheek affectionately as he turned on the engine. She pinched it for good measure and he frowned. “Thank you.”

      Sam grinned. “I try.”

      “Sometimes.”

      He laughed.

      “So, I just have to get lucky then?”

      “If what I said is actually true, then yes, you’d have to just get lucky.”

      Gwen huffed. “I’ve never been very lucky.”

      “Then be stubborn.”

      “Stubborn? How?”

      “The good old-fashioned way.”

      “And what way is that?”

      “Start dating again.”

      Gwen laughed. “So, basically, do what everyone else in this world has to do.”

      “Like I said, stubborn, and lucky.”

      “Should I join an online thing again?”

      He shrugged. “If you think it will work, but Remus knows a lot of people, and you’re our omega. Don’t you get to meet a lot of people through him already?”

      “Well, yeah, but I’ve never tried to wine and dine any of them.”

      “Why don’t you try? If you meet someone that catches your eye, instead of relying on first touch, just trust your gut. If they’re nice and you get along with them, go for it. See how it plays out. If it develops into something, then maybe there will be that moment.”

      “Moment?”

      “Like, that moment in a relationship…well, you might not know this, actually. When people date the good old-fashioned way, obviously, it isn’t love at first sight. It more like, ‘I like your face and I want to see more of it.’ Then, you just start seeing more of that person, testing the waters, getting to know them. You might do the horizontal tango, you might take it slow, but either way, there’s just this moment in the relationship where it’s just like, wah-pow!”

      “Wah-pow?”

      “Like, bam!”

      “Bam?”

      “Like, shit, I’m in love with this person, and they just picked their nose and wiped it on the bottom of the couch cushion when they thought I wasn’t looking, and I still want to kiss them. What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “I knew you did that!”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You lying piece of — ”

      “Anyway, like I was saying, there’s just this moment when you just get hit by the realization that you love that person. At that moment, your wolf will just know. The connection will be established and you’ll just know as well.”

      “So, you’re basically saying that there doesn’t have to be attraction in order for me to love someone or be in a relationship with them?”

      “Nope.”

      “I could just love them, and still be intimate, like hug and kiss and hold hands, but I don’t have to go beyond that?”

      “Gwen, in a relationship, it’s about love and respect and the care you have for each other. If that person pushes for more and can’t respect your boundaries, then maybe they’re not the one for you. But also, if they need more, you can still work something out. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but if you both are committed, you’ll figure something out.”

      “I feel like I should be paying you for this information.”

      “One hundred bucks an hour, please.”

      “Ah, yeah…no. Sorry. I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “Well, Ms. Lander, there are other ways to pay off your debts.” She looked over to see his eyebrows bouncing suggestively on his forehead. She laughed and slapped his arm again.

      “You’re such a pervert.”

      “It made you laugh. I’ll take that as a win.”

      “How long were you sitting on that one?”

      “Longer than I’m proud to admit.”

      “It was decent.”

      “I thought so.”

      Gwen laughed. “How do you know so much about dating, anyway?”

      “A man’s gotta know the game even if he doesn’t play it like other men. Just because I’m a werewolf, doesn’t mean I know when I’ll find my mate—or if I’ll ever find them. And, I’m a raging ball of hormones. I know you’re a prude, but, Gwen, I gotta fuck.”

      “Oh, my, gosh, I am not a prude!”

      “You’re a total prude.”

      “I am not.”

      “Let’s agree that I’m right and you’re wrong.”

      “No!”

      “When was the last time you got laid?”

      “That has — ”

      “Case in point.”

      “I’m a professional omega. I oversee blood bonds all the time.”

      “Everyone says you get squeamish but try to hide it, and if they ever asked detailed questions about sex, you would deflect.”

      “I do not!”

      “Let’s agree to disagree.”

      Gwen huffed.

      Sam laughed.

      Everything was back to normal.

      Everything was just, okay.

      Everything was all right, for now.

      But would it stay that way?

      Does it ever?
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