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            Get married or else?

          

          OR ELSE, THANKS.

        

      

    

    
      Mal Sterling is not just a male omega wolf shifter—he’s gay. And his father, head of the Atlanta Pack, demands Mal marry the girl he chooses for Mal…or else.

      Mal chooses “or else,” just not the one his father planned.

      Now he’s running for his life but doesn't expect to fall head-over-paws into a sexy elk.

      What a rack!

      Todd is the only elk in the herd, and very popular with the omegas. Despite his active *cough* social life, he’s never found a special someone just for him. But there’s something different about Mal, and the younger pup quickly weaves his way into Todd’s life.

      Except Mal finding his way to the Ocala Pack isn’t the end of the story. When his father declares all-out war against other non-human races, the Ocala Pack must step up… or risk falling next.
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            Content Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains: language, explicit sexual content, MM and MM+, knotting, M-preg, oopsie babies, mating heats, sex toys, mild bondage and spanking, satisfying revenge, and unsatisfying puns.

      There are also discussions of sexual assault and suicide that occurred before the story happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I originally started this book as a serial with Vella under my Ravyn Wolf pen name. Then Vella shut down. So I put it on Radish to continue it.

      And now Radish has shut down.

      (I swear I had nothing to do with that. LOL)

      So when I revealed all my pen names I decided, fuck it, might as well put my name on it and be done with it.

      This is the first book in this series, and all the books will be standalone.

      Sorry it’s long; the characters threatened to revolt if I trimmed it. And, to be fair, it started as a serial.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            Mal

          

          ON THE RUN

        

      

    

    
      As the TV announcer drones on, I unconsciously chew my nails. I know it’s a bad habit, but I can’t stop.

      Especially not now.

      This seedy motel room south of Atlanta is all I can afford. I have less than five grand to my name, cash, and I have to make it last. The only reason I have that much is because Mom handed it to me before I left.

      I wonder if Dad even knew she had that much cash on hand. I feel a little bad that it might have been her escape stash or something, but I’m willing to bet she’s too afraid of him to ever leave.

      Doubly so after the events of this past nine days.

      My nerves get the better of me, and I rise from the bed, pace to the door, and check the lock, deadbolt, and safety chain.

      Again.

      Not that they’d stop any of my brothers if they track me here. It’d barely slow them down.

      I pace back to stand in front of the TV. The guy finally finishes his long-winded introduction.

      “…And now, here is Randolph Sterling, candidate for the US House of Representatives, in his first TV interview.”

      My body viscerally reacts as the camera pulls back and reveals my father’s cold smile where he sits in a chair across from the interviewer.

      The same smile he gave me two days ago when he issued his ultimatum.

      The same smile I’m sure he was wearing when he told my brothers I’m dead to them.

      Meaning he wants me dead-dead.

      “How are you tonight, Mr. Sterling?” the interviewer continues.

      “I’m doing well, Carl, thank you.”

      “You’ve been a successful businessman in Atlanta for thirty years. What prompted you to go into politics?”

      “I decided it was time for me to get involved, hands-on, helping to make changes. Until now, I have contributed to political campaigns, but I want to do more. I want to represent my people.”

      “You mean the residents of the Atlanta area?”

      Dad slowly nods, that creepy smile still in place. “Yes, exactly.”

      “Bullshit!” I’m alone but I startle myself saying it out loud.

      What he’s not doing is telling anyone he’s a wolf shifter. Which is hysterical, because that was part of the whole plan, or so I was told.

      Maybe he wants me dead first. Or maybe he’s decided to hold back that information until after he’s elected. I really don’t care why.

      All I know is I need to get away from Atlanta. Not just put distance between myself and the metro area, but away from this state. The thing is I can’t reach out for help from any of my relatives or packmates—not that I think they will help even if I did—and Dad will likely have my brothers keeping tabs on all my friends.

      And most of my friends’ parents are friends with my parents, so I can’t trust any of them. Not even the friends who I’m sure hate my father. It wouldn’t be their fault if their parents gave me up. Not when he’s so damned powerful and well-connected.

      And he has a history of “problems” conveniently solving themselves…usually involving an obituary.

      I finally change the channel and flop onto the bed. I’m resisting the urge to jump online and check the throwaway e-mail account I created yesterday, which I used to contact someone in the Savannah area for information.

      I need help. More importantly, I need information.

      Because while it’s no longer a secret to the world that wolf shifters exist—and other races of shifters, along with witches, fae, vampires, and others—it is still a secret that my father is a wolf shifter.

      And it’s still a secret among the rest of the pack that I’m gay.

      Which is a secret my father is willing to kill me over if it means keeping it hidden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            Mal

          

          ENSNARED

        

      

    

    
      My problem is that I grew complacent, sloppy.

      I didn’t reveal to any of my shifter “friends” I’m gay, because I knew if it slipped out around their parents or—worse—around my parents, there would be hell to pay. I didn’t want to put anyone at risk.

      At that point, I was already on Dad’s shit list because I insisted on attending public high school instead of the exclusive private school my brothers and the kids of nearly every other high-ranking pack member attended.

      Then, once I graduated, I refused to be shipped off to some fancy-assed university in Europe where other shifter kids went.

      Dad thought he’d win the battle by telling me fine, he’d pay for me to attend Harvard or some other ritzy college in the US.

      Then I blew him off in lieu of the full scholarship to a local trade school I’d landed all on my own.

      He didn’t speak to me for three months. Which, in all honesty, was pretty sweet.

      I know his “friends” reminded him that I’m the baby—even though I’m twenty-five now, thank you very much—and with three older Alpha brothers who could more than adequately perpetuate his “legacy,” he should ignore what I do because I’d eventually come around. And it wasn’t like I was out partying or drawing attention or getting arrested.

      Which…yay. Right?

      Problem solved?

      Not so much.

      I’m a plumber, and that’s not a euphemism. People always need their drains unclogged, their houses piped, and their toilets fixed, right? Kind of a job-security situation. The money isn’t bad, either. Honest work, honest pay, and in my free time I didn’t need to worry about work stuff. Perfect job for me.

      Until my dad stepped in and “asked” my first employer to let me go.

      I didn’t know about that at first. The guy told me he couldn’t afford to keep me on because one of his wife’s cousins needed a job, sorry.

      The second company kept me on for nearly six months before letting me go.

      It was when the third company fired me after only month—days after the owner told me he was keeping me on and giving me a raise—that I finally got my answer. The receptionist of that company caught up with me as I stormed out to my car and whispered to me that my dad had shown up late the previous afternoon after I went home and had a private “chat” with my boss.

      And after that chat, my boss’ face looked even whiter than my pale ass.

      Doesn’t take a genius to connect those dots.

      Meanwhile, Dad had been strongly “hinting” to me that if I wanted to go back to school for a “real” degree, he’d happily pay for it.

      Carrot, meet stick.

      I didn’t confront him about it. Didn’t get angry.

      Well, not in front of him. Felt like keeping my teeth, thanks.

      The next week, my car developed a mysterious problem and was towed.

      And suddenly, lo and behold, it couldn’t be fixed.

      But there was magnanimous ole Dad, ready to buy me a new one.

      I don’t know which pissed him off more—me buying myself a bike and using a combo of it and the bus and train systems to get around, or me not complaining about doing that, even in the harshest of weather.

      I ended up working a variety of part-time jobs, doing everything from washing dishes, changing oil in cars, crawling through sewers, shoveling horse shit at a dressage training center, sorting peanuts at a packing plant, and picking produce in fields with migrant workers.

      I was able to keep that job for a full six months because they paid cash every day, and I started crashing with a friend I made through there.

      Human friend who had no idea I’m a wolf shifter.

      The more determined my father was to wrap me around his finger, the more determined I was to break free.

      Took him that long to finally track me down. It was an INS raid on the field we were picking that day that left me riding in the back of one of his guys’ SUVs, in handcuffs and with my bike left behind, to be unceremoniously dumped at his office. He had my other stuff already, meaning they’d figured out where I was staying and stopped there first—my clothes, computer, some other odds and ends.

      The bike was deliberately left behind, I know, as a statement. Because when I’d complained about it, the guy looked at me in the rearview mirror and didn’t respond.

      My father has this politely chilling way of smiling and looking friendly to outsiders when, in reality, he’s about two seconds from peeling the flesh from your bones. He perched on the edge of his desk and stared down at me with that smile.

      “Mal, are you ready to end this nonsense? I get it. You wish to be independent. It’s admirable, even. You have earned my respect, son, but it’s time to work with me and for the pack’s greater good.”

      I knew I was being dragged into the trap even as I stared up at him. I felt the invisible rope wrapped around my ankles tightening, winching me deeper an excruciating foot at a time.

      He didn’t let me answer, continuing. “I’ll let you have two months off to recuperate, clean up, get a new wardrobe, let your mother’s stylist”—he waved a hand at my appearance—“change things up.” His chilling blue gaze narrowed. “I’m making an important announcement in eight weeks, and you need to fall in line, Mal. I want to present a unified front to the world. I’m filing to run for office. We need shifters in office.”

      He stood and rounded his desk to sit behind it. “You will also start dating Lana Chastain. She’s a year younger than you and an omega, like you.”

      Oh, yeah, I should also add I’m certain that another reason my father waited so long to reel me in was the fact that, unlike my three older brothers, I’m not an Alpha.

      Frankly, once I was old enough to understand why my father rarely paid attention to me, I considered it a boon. Camouflage. Hoped it would allow me the chance to escape because he already had three golden-child sons. I was a disappointment from birth, right?

      “I don’t care if you don’t marry her,” he added. “I need you to publicly date her for at least a year, until after the election. Whatever you do, don’t get her fucking pregnant if you’re not marrying her, okay?”

      I was too stunned to talk, honestly. I nodded.

      “Good.” He turned back to his laptop, the conversation over in his mind. “Paul will drive you and your shit home. Not that I think any of that stuff was worth it, but you can thank your mother for begging me to at least do that much.” He dismissed me with a wave of his hand.

      Trembling with rage but smart enough to know not to open my damned snout, I stood, turned, and left his office to find the guy who’d grabbed me waiting for me.

      I silently followed him back to the SUV—without handcuffs this time—and he drove me home. Beyond the rage I felt for myself, I felt anger for the people I was working with. I’m certain my father called INS once he figured out where I was. I was swept up in the initial raid with all the other workers, and in fifteen minutes, that was it; I was handcuffed and hauled out of there by this fucker.

      Dad must have called Mom because she stood waiting for me on the front porch when we pulled up.

      She practically dragged me out of the SUV and into her arms for a long, tight, silent hug, and I nearly broke down sobbing.

      Because I was once again trapped.

      And this time, I had no idea how to escape.

      And, for the first time, I truly understood Mom was trapped, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            Mal

          

          HOMECOMING

        

      

    

    
      Mom hasn’t touched my room.

      I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse. I can smell her scent in here, especially on my bed. Like she comes in and sits in here and misses me. She even still has my old bunny, May-May, once my favorite toy. My confidante.

      The bunny that absorbed countless tears over the years. As I grew older, I’d started hiding her in my closet, tucking her inside clothes, because my older brothers were assholes and, once I hit eleven, my father especially grew mean about “toughening” me. I knew if any of my brothers got hold of her, they’d destroy her. Several times I’d wished I’d grabbed her when I left, but I forgot her.

      I take a shower and that’s when I finally break down, silently crying until I use up all the hot water, which is a major accomplishment in that house.

      I dig a T-shirt and shorts out of my dresser and realize Mom moved all my things into my room for me while I was showering.

      I wonder if she stood outside my bathroom door and listened to me crying.

      Heading downstairs, on my way to the kitchen I detour and snag a brand-new bottle of Tullamore D.E.W. from the cabinet under the wet bar in the living room.

      Don’t even grab a glass. Just peel off the foil, pop the stopper, and as I settle at the breakfast bar I tip the bottle up and drink a few large swallows.

      Mom looks up from where she’s making me a grilled cheese sandwich at the stove, but she doesn’t speak.

      I know she’s making it for me because cooking is one of the few love languages she can freely express without it pissing off my father.

      And it was always my favorite meal.

      Plus, after one of the countless go-rounds with Dad throughout my life, whether being yelled at for something, scolded, upbraided, insulted—take your pick—Mom always had a grilled cheese sandwich either in progress or waiting for me after.

      She didn’t even comment about the booze. I’m certain this bottle was put there by her because I’m the only one in the house who likes it.

      Not rich or rare enough for Dad’s tastes, or my brothers’, who of course emulate damned near everything about him.

      Funny, you’d think Alphas would find their own path, make their own way. It’s like they’re shitting-bricks scared of the old man and here’s me, a lowly omega, and the youngest by five years behind my next oldest brother, who’s openly defied him for years.

      I sit with my fingers wrapped around the bottle’s neck, lightly drumming them on it. When I grabbed it I noticed there were three more under the wet bar, unopened, waiting.

      “Thanks for the Tully, Mom,” I quietly say.

      She hesitantly smiles. “I went out shopping last night. After he said he found you and was bringing you in.”

      Question answered.

      When the sandwich is ready—three, actually, cooked on a large, flat, cast-iron griddle—she cuts the flame and plates them, bringing them to me.

      “Thanks.” I don’t release the bottle as I pick one up with my other hand and take a bite.

      She stands there for several minutes as I slowly chew my way through the first sandwich, savoring the buttery crunch of the toasted bread and the creamy gooeyness of the cheese.

      I had missed Mom’s cooking. She’s damned good. I learned some from her, but I could never cook as well as her.

      Now I realize she channels her survival into it.

      I take a few swallows of the Tully before starting on the second sandwich.

      “Lana is very sweet,” Mom quietly says. “She’s not looking to get married. But please don’t say that to anyone else.”

      I nod, meeting her grey gaze. I inherited that, thankfully, not my dad’s cold blue eyes. My three brothers inherited his blue eyes.

      “She wants to go back to college,” she continues. “To get her doctorate. Your father told her he’d pay for it if she did this.”

      I nod again.

      “He’s giving you my car,” she adds, her nervous tone skittering across my brain. “It’s only two years old. He’s ordered a new one for me.”

      Another nod, another bite of sandwich, another swallow of Tully.

      “He’s flying out to Denver tonight for two weeks for meetings,” she says. “Your brothers are going with him. They’ll leave straight from work. Just you and me. Okay?”

      The prickle of tears stings my eyes and I don’t know if it’s the Tully kicking in or the situation in general, or Mom’s attempts to pad the trap to help soften the blow. But I viciously blink them away and take another bite.

      “The fucker who grabbed me wouldn’t let me get my bike,” I say. “Left it behind even though I asked to get it.”

      “Oh.” She studies her hands for a moment. “Do you think it’s still there?”

      I shrug.

      After a moment of contemplation she says, “I could drive you. Would it fit in the trunk of my car?”

      “Probably.”

      At least she understands how important it is to me. It’s not the bike—I’m sure if I want a bike I can ask for it and it’ll practically materialize within hours.

      It’s that it was my money that bought the bike. And it represented my freedom. My silent rebellion.

      My silent “fuck you, old man” message, which I knew grated on my father’s nerves.

      She reaches over and brushes her fingers across mine where they’re tightly clasped around the neck of the bottle. “Finish your sandwiches and we’ll go get it. I’ll change clothes.”

      “Can I bring the bottle?”

      She nods. “Sure, honey.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          
            Mal

          

          EXPOSED

        

      

    

    
      I know, I know. That’s backstory. So how’d I end up here, on the run in a shitty hotel room?

      Well, that’s where the careless part comes in.

      Miracle of miracles, my bike was still there. Mom had to help me load it into her trunk because I was on bottle number two of Tully at that point and falling-down drunk.

      Quite a feat for a shifter. I wanted to relish it because I knew I’d be sober again in an hour or two.

      We did more shopping on the way home. She stopped by the bank for a cash withdrawal and then bought me a new laptop, tablet, and phone.

      I had a feeling the reason was so Dad wouldn’t have a chance to put tracking software on any of them.

      And while the new phone was in her name, it wasn’t on the same plan as the others.

      By the time Dad and my brothers returned from their trip, I had a haircut and new clothes. Lana Chastain visited our house twice with just me and Mom to talk, and we laid down the ground rules of this little charade.

      No, Lana wasn’t any happier about this arrangement than I was. Except on her end it was worse, because her parents wanted her to marry me and start popping out Sterling grandpups as soon as possible instead of “wasting time” going back to college. Her parents were in the dark about Dad’s offer, I guess.

      At least, that’s what she and Mom thought.

      Honestly? I wasn’t so sure. I’ve been screwed over enough by the old man to assume there were hidden levels to this that I didn’t know about. Like he let me have enough rope he could easily bind me and Lana together so we couldn’t escape.

      Especially if he was planning a run for Congress.

      Tom, Dick, and Harry—as I refer to my brothers, whose real names are Thad, David, and Harrison—are all married. Thad’s wife, Brynnella, is pregnant with their first pup. As I understand, David’s and Harrison’s wives are trying to get pregnant.

      From little things I’ve heard, however, I have a feeling they aren’t trying nearly as hard as my brothers think they are.

      Like a conversation Mom didn’t realize I overheard where she gave David’s wife Carleen information on natural concoctions she could use to help keep her from catching.

      Dad wants a whole stage full of family behind him for promo ops during his campaign, I’m sure. Wouldn’t do for the leader of the Atlanta Pack to not have a houseful of grandpups so he can pretend to be a doting grandfather, right?

      My three Alpha brothers are nearly as cut-throat as my father, except for one crucial element—they’re dumb as rocks.

      No seriously, they are.

      The only reason they graduated high school and, later, university was my father’s pull and pocketbook. They work for Dad. Everything they have is because of him.

      The ultimate nepo babies, right?

      The problem is they’re annoying shitheads who think they’re smarter than they really are, and to their credit they do a pretty good job of pretending.

      I think that’s something else my father resents. That me, the omega son, got all the brains. Empirically, I am smarter than them, from my test scores to getting away with shit that they’d never dreamed of doing.

      The omega son never needed, much less asked for, help from the old man. Never needed a tutor. Got into trade school without needing money.

      Was working independently, never asking for a single penny from him or Mom, not since I was a kid.

      A few weeks after my unwilling return, my father started spending a lot of time away from home working with his campaign consultants. I dressed the part around him, pretended to do things with Lana—I mean, we were out doing things, but not like he thought we were—and kept my head down to lull him into a false sense of security.

      Which is where I screwed up.

      Big time.

      I’d started frequenting a club just northwest of downtown, and had never scented another shifter there of any kind.

      A predominantly gay club.

      My father thought I was going out with Lana on those nights, her parents thought she was with me, and we were both mutually doing our own things on those nights but staying in touch via text in case we needed to get our stories straight.

      I went to the club seven times, hooking up with guys—humans—and having a blast.

      Unfortunately, it was the eighth time when I fucked up. What, only nine days ago?

      God, it feels like forever.

      I’m only 5’-10” and 180 pounds, but this adorable little guy was even twinkier than I am—that’s a word, right?—and I had him pressed against a wall, swapping spit with him in preparation of asking if he wanted to go somewhere else, when a hand painfully clamped onto my shoulder.

      I spun, ready to throw punches, when I froze.

      Because the hand belonged to Dad’s guy, Paul.

      Motherfucker.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          
            Mal

          

          ESCAPE

        

      

    

    
      Well, long story short, Paul dragged me to Dad’s office that night (cockblocking sonofabitch) and, honestly? I thought I was about to die right there.

      Not metaphorically die from embarrassment or shame or any of that bullshit—I literally thought I was dead.

      I won’t bore you with the details, but I was told if I ever pulled a stunt like that again that he would literally kill me. That now I had to announce a public engagement to Lana and actually go through with marrying her within the next few weeks, or…

      Well, or.

      “Oh, but isn’t that a bit DRAMATIC, Mal?” you’re probably thinking.

      Nope. It’s not.

      He literally laid it out to me. He wouldn’t have a gay son. He couldn’t be seen by our pack or others as being “weak.” And even though there’s nothing wrong with being gay, gay marriage, any of that—it’s a whole thing with him and other old-fashioned shifters who share his beliefs.

      With us publicly “out” now as a species, the most vocal faction wants our kind to breed as quickly as possible to improve our numbers. The public story is they no longer fear being hunted and killed.

      The secret story is that packs like ours and men like my father want to take over governments and put our kind in place and start exacting retribution for eons of being hunted nearly to extinction.

      Not all shifters feel that way, obviously. Most don’t. But I guess during the millennia our kind—shifters in general, not just wolf shifters—spent in the shadows did a number on some of their minds.

      And since I’m an omega male, I have a better than decent shot of getting pregnant if I’m claimed and mated by an Alpha male. I mean, it’s supposedly not unheard of for a beta or gamma male to knock up an omega male, but it’s pretty rare.

      Unfortunately, Dad wants hetero matings, not gay ones. Thinks pups by gay couples are a weakness. While he doesn’t banish omega males, he’s stated in no uncertain terms that if any omega male in “his” pack catches, they’d better run before he finds out, and keep running. He feels omega females are only good for breeding.

      And that the only way to expand is to breed respectable little shifters with “traditional” families.

      Definitely doesn’t want pics of his pregnant son being splashed across tabloid websites.

      Which, duh, another reason I wasn’t stupid enough to hook up with a shifter. Biologically impossible for a human male to impregnate an omega male, helloooo.

      Did I get credit for that?

      No.

      I got an ultimatum.

      That’s why I’m sitting here in a shitty hotel room. I holed up here to give myself a chance to plan and not get caught out in the open.

      I also turned off the cell phone Mom bought me, and my old one—it would’ve looked more suspicious had I left either behind in the car—and I have the burner phone I paid cash for a few weeks back. I felt a mental tingle one day while buying gas. The pump receipt function wasn’t working, and when I went in to get the receipt, they had a display of burner phones. I walked over and grabbed one, paying cash.

      Didn’t know why, at the time.

      Didn’t even activate it until a few hours ago.

      I get up to pace the room again and nearly trip over my bike. Because, duh, I wasn’t stupid enough to take the car.

      I mean, I did take the car to drive to a heavily wooded nature preserve about an hour in the opposite direction, where it’s not uncommon for shifters to go run, and I biked out of there via climbing a fence far from the entrance in case Dad started looking for me with whatever video cameras local businesses have by the main park entrance.

      No way I’d drive the car for my escape because I’d be willing to bet what little money I have that he can track it.

      Everything I own now fits in the large hiking backpack I bought the day before and in the waterproof panniers strapped to my bike.

      Most everything I have are things I can’t replace easily—laptop, tablet.

      Passport. Birth certificate. Pictures.

      Two bottles of Tully. One of which I crack open and take a swallow from. I’m rationing it like crazy because I can’t afford to get drunk, much less spend money on booze when my funds are so limited. This is a luxury now, and I won’t waste a drop of it.

      I know damned well I won’t get another chance with my father after this. If I can’t run far and fast enough and find a safe place to hide, he will kill me.

      That’s not an exaggeration.

      Because I know damned well he’s killed or ordered the killing of others in the past.

      There’s a good reason why Randolph Sterling’s remained the pack Alpha for so long—he’s ruthless, vicious, and cold.

      In the past, I heard whispered rumors of small found-family packs scattered throughout the world, but I never had a reason to follow up on that.

      Not that I thought I’d be able to. I mean, I’m the youngest son of Randolph Sterling. What pack in their right mind would want someone like me settling down amongst them to potentially draw his deadly attention?

      But… I have to start somewhere. And I was an idiot and spent my own money, nearly everything I had, over the past couple of months because I refused to take money from him.

      Including a new laptop and tablet. Because while I love Mom I wasn’t sure if her buying them was a deeper trick by my father. My pride and principles bit me in the ass, all right.

      I’d been pocketing extra cash but I wiped out that precious reserve with the supplies I bought right before I left. There’s still a couple of hundred in my account, but I left it there when Mom gave me the money, because I hoped it’d slow my father down if he saw it still there. No sudden cash withdrawals or crazy purchases showing up on my bank statement to clue him in that I was prepping to bolt.

      Yes, I’m paranoid that he has a way to access my account. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      I manage to wait three hours before I can’t take it anymore. I grab the tablet and head out into the night with my sweatshirt hood pulled up. I keep my head down and don’t walk like I’m in a hurry or being pursued. Casual, like a local. There’s a fast-food restaurant six blocks away with free wi-fi. I head there, on alert for any signs of shifters.

      I walk into the restaurant, order a meal to go, and note the wi-fi password from the sign posted on the counter. Once I have my food, I head to the far back of the restaurant, take the last table, and start to eat with the tablet propped in my lap and hidden by the table.

      I use incognito mode on the browser and log in to the e-mail account.

      Relief fills me when I see a response.

      
        
        Bushville City, Florida.

      

      

      I immediately delete the e-mail, clear the trash, and delete the account. For good measure, I run a factory reset on the tablet to completely wipe it. I never registered it with my regular e-mail or app account, and never used it with our home wi-fi, so hopefully Dad can’t track it.

      The person I e-mailed was a contact I discovered not long after I graduated from high school. I’d heard about them from someone else.

      Hell, I wasn’t even sure if they were a real person or if it’d turn out to be a false lead.

      I guess even then I had it in the back of my mind I might need to escape one day. I’d hoped to avoid completely disappearing for a reason such as this. I’d foolishly believed back then that if I proved I could make it on my own without my father’s help, or “embarrassing him,” he would let me live my life, let me earn an honest living, and relegate me to an ignored non-entity he could easily pretend didn’t exist.

      Guess that’s too much for a malignant narcissist to bear.

      Once the tablet is wiped and I finish eating I use the burner phone to tap into the wi-fi and look up a map of Florida. I don’t find the place at first, and start to panic until I find out it’s not an incorporated town. Hell, it’s barely a four-way stop sign in a rural area not far north of Brooksville, a couple of hours north of Tampa and closer to the coast than to the middle of the state.

      That’s a damned long bike ride.

      I throw away my trash and head out again, this time to a bar five blocks from the restaurant. There aren’t any shifters here as far as I can tell. I order a soda so they don’t card me, pay the bartender with a five and tell her to keep the change, and note their wi-fi password. I take a seat in the back and pull up a larger map on the tablet.

      In a straight line it’s nearly 400 miles. By car, only a few hours south on I-75.

      Except I can’t do that. I can’t even risk hitchhiking along the interstate. It’s too open, too exposed.

      The first place my father or his men will likely try to track me.

      I spend twenty minutes planning my route. Back roads south to the state line and, if I run across the opportunity to catch a ride with someone, like a farmer, I’ll take it. Otherwise, I’ll bike it. Another of my purchases, along with the backpack, was a small one-person tent and a lightweight sleeping bag. It’s not cold right now so I’ll be fine. I also bought a quality set of rain gear, and the backpack is waterproof. For insurance, I bought waterproof bags in which my clothes and other belongings are packed.

      My hope is Dad wastes time thinking I’m camping for a few days, sulking. Because I played terrified—not difficult because I was terrified—and told him I would comply.

      It took me four days to prepare for my departure, doing my best to avoid my father at home. Even buying and “accidentally” leaving a couple of wedding magazines on the coffee table with a few pages notated with sticky notes, and brochures from three upscale bakeries.

      Like I’m silently giving in.

      Since he doesn’t say anything to me or demand specifics, experience tells me he thinks he’s won so he’s “magnanimously” leaving me alone to lick my wounds. In the past, the gloating would happen once I followed through with whatever the “thing” was.

      In this way, at least, he’s predictable. Yet I know my window is quickly closing. He believes I’m scared—I am—and that this time he’s finally put his paw on my throat in such a way I can’t escape.

      Only Mom was home when I packed the car to leave that morning after my father left for work. She froze when she saw me in the garage. I’d backed in and parked in a blind spot, because the security camera inside the garage pointed at the side door, not at this side closest to the utility room. It also didn’t have sound, one of the few cameras Dad hadn’t upgraded.

      I was loading all my shit in the trunk as Mom came in with groceries.

      I hated the pain in her gaze. “Going…camping?” The way she asked tells me she knew that was not the truth. Like she knew I’d run.

      “Yeah. Camping. Regular place.” Which wasn’t outside the norm for me. One of the few activities I regularly did starting in my teens was going camping. Usually shifted and without gear, but my father approved of it even though my real reason was to get the fuck away from him. In his eyes, it was something “real” men did, get in touch with their shifter side, even though I’m certain he hadn’t done that during my lifetime.

      “Need to clear my head. Before… everything,” I added.

      She nodded. “Don’t leave yet. Let me go put these down.”

      “Okay.”

      Part of me worried she might call Dad, but less than a minute later she returned, and that’s when she pressed the wad of bills into my hand before hugging me tightly.

      Like she knew.

      “I love you,” she whispered, barely a breath, definitely no way the outside cameras could pick it up on their feeds. “Look at the moon and know I love you.” That was something she said to me every time I left on a camping trip. A special thing she only said with me. “Please, stay safe.” Her breath hitched, “Don’t look back.”

      A prickle of tears stung my eyes. “Me, too. Love you, Mom. I’ll be gone no more than four days.”

      “Okay.”

      I offer a smile I’m sure didn’t fool her and in a normal voice say, “If he asks, tell Dad that Lana and I will start planning the wedding when I get back. Have it in four weeks. I just…” I force a smile. “I know when I’m beat. I’ll keep my head down and suck it up. He’ll always win. It’s pointless to fight. I’m too tired and scared to fight anymore.”

      At least that last sentence is true.

      She nodded again, knowing damned well I’m lying because the tears welling in her eyes were a goodbye.

      At least she can honestly say that’s what I told her.

      Because I don’t know if Dad can compel her to tell him the truth since they never had a mate bond. Theirs was an arranged marriage.

      I can’t risk it. If he can do that to her I want her able to tell him what he’ll think she believes is the truth, because I don’t want him hurting her more than he already does in the normal course of events.

      That made sense, right?

      I also don’t want him thinking she’s complicit in my departure.

      Just before I pull out of the garage I call Lana—who I know is equally unhappy about this development—and tell her I’m going camping for a few days. Again, this isn’t unusual behavior for me, and she knows it.

      “He’s going to ask me where,” she says. “I can’t lie to him. I’m terrified of him, Mal. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re not the only one. I’m going camping, usual place. I told Mom. She just got home as I was getting ready to leave.”

      I know Lana just well enough to recognize she sounds doubtful but wants to believe me to make her life easier. “Okay.”

      “I also told Mom when I get back we can start planning this bullshit.” I snort. “Do it in four weeks.”

      “Then what?” she asks.

      I feel bad for her because she’ll soon end up married off to someone else, probably against her will, once I’m not around. And then she won’t get her free college education, either.

      “I guess we’ll figure out where you’ll go to school and then get an apartment there.” I snort. “Any chance you can go to school in Washington State or Alaska?”

      She laughs a little. Again, I hate myself for getting her hopes up like this, that we could have at least this illusion of freedom while testing the strength of a very long leash. “I can try. I haven’t filled out applications yet.”

      “The Pacific Northwest has lots of great forests to run through.”

      “True.”

      “I have some ideas. For the wedding. I picked up a few magazines. Nothing huge, right? Please tell me simple’s fine.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” she says. “I hate that kind of stuff. I want it small and simple, preferably outside. I’m sure your father won’t let us get away with eloping, or having it in the backyard, but let’s keep the guest list as slim as we can, okay?”

      “How about you start hunting for venues? I’ll put together ideas for food and cake, and we can finalize that next week. We don’t need to worry about flowers if it’s outside, right?”

      “Exactly.” She hesitates. “I’m sorry, Mal,” she softly says. “How about I try to find a venue that can’t get us in for a couple of months? If I pretend it’s somewhere I have my heart set on, it buys us a few more weeks. Right?”

      I reeeally hate myself for this. “That’s genius,” I say. “Tell your parents we talked about this today. They’ll believe you, right?”

      “Yeah.” She sniffles. “They’ll want us to have a baby.”

      “I know. But with Brynnella due soon, and Carleen actively trying, maybe we can duck that and enlist Mom and your parents to defer it until you graduate. If we pretend we’re doing what he wants, and if he’s elected, he’ll be too busy to pay any attention to us, right? I’ll even start letting him give me money. He’ll think we’re completely in his pocket.”

      “We are,” she grumbles.

      “I’m sorry. This is my fault for getting sloppy and getting caught.” I do mean that.

      “No, I don’t blame you,” she says, which makes me feel worse. “I really thought we could pull it off. I should’ve accepted it was a deal with the devil when I agreed. Dad said he’d made excuses when your father asked him before, but he didn’t know about the deal with the college tuition. I know there are at least three other girls in the pack who would jump at the chance to marry into your family.”

      That last part surprises me, because I damned sure never had girls fawning over me when I was a teenager. Not even at pack events.

      “All right. At least this is a plan of action. I’ll call you when I get back.”

      “Okay. Have fun.”

      “Yeah.”

      Again, I hate that Lana’s been enmeshed in my father’s web more than she already was simply by being born into our pack.

      But I don’t want to die, and it’ll only be a matter of time before I draw my father’s attention and he tries to snap the trap around all four of my legs instead of just one. I refuse to spend my life miserable. It’s worth it to run rather than be forced into working for him—which I know is the next step after getting married—and then being forced to have pups I don’t want.

      I damned sure don’t want to bring more innocent children into the world to be crushed under his paw.

      I blink away the memories and focus on my walk. On my return to the hotel, I swing through a convenience store and buy snacks that’ll pack and ride well. I’m planning to head out hours before dawn and want to take a nap first.

      Because once I’m out in the open and running again, I know sleep will be a precious commodity very hard to come by at first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          
            Mal

          

          WAYWARD ONE

        

      

    

    
      As I pack my things I realize I forgot May-May in my closet. This time, I won’t get to see her again. Regret fills me, but with my life on the line, I’m realistic.

      I shove away the prickle of tears threatening to break through and head out. By my nose the bored woman manning the hotel’s front desk is a chain-smoking human with a love of cheap beer and even cheaper perfume. She wasn’t on duty when I checked in the other night. When I check out I have my bike and backpack with me in the lobby. The only reason I bother to check out is just in case I need the extra witness to point pursuers in the wrong direction.

      I stayed there four days, paying day-to-day in cash. I weighed running farther, faster, but I needed information before blindly running. I needed a destination. Likely not my final one, but I have limited funds and limited transportation.

      Plus, I wanted to see if there were any reports on the news about me. If Dad believes Mom and Lana, no one will start looking for me until tonight, maybe tomorrow, and they’ll start at the wildlife reserve. They won’t expect me to head this way. The woods out there are thick and wild, and I doubled back on myself several times, plus using the bike, meaning it’ll slow anyone tracking me.

      My father is important but he will want to run down leads himself before involving the police. He’s got pull, but he’ll have to wait the standard 48 hours to report me missing without proof there’s foul play. If he tries calling in favors that might bring attention he doesn’t want to his private affairs.

      And that’s something I’ll use in my favor.

      While she’s checking me out I throw in a soft drawl, pitching my voice down. “Meeting my brother. We’re heading over to the Talladega National Forest. He’s driving up from Macon. Going to spend a week there trail riding and camping.”

      She nods but I can tell she’s not really listening, just wants me gone so she can go back to playing video slots on her phone. “Have fun.”

      Five minutes later, I’m on my way. It’s still cool and there’s not much traffic, so I make good time. The touring bike has paid for itself many times over, and this journey is no exception. I have a rack on the back to carry my backpack so I don’t have to wear it all the time, and the gel seat’s comfortable enough to ride for long hours.

      Which is good because I’ll be on it for at least the next several days. Thanks to being a wolf shifter, and spending the past couple of years using this bike, fifty miles in a day is a doable objective if the weather and road conditions hold in my favor.

      By daylight, I’m fifteen miles south and picking up speed because I’m sticking to back roads and sidewalks when needed, trying to avoid clay roads. I mean, I can ride them but it’ll slow me down and vibrate my teeth right out of my head. When I reach Highway 27, the going gets easier and I pick up speed. I only stop for water breaks and to go to the bathroom, usually at busy convenience stores or gas stations, where I buy one and take care of the other.

      It’s nearly dark when I pull in at a smaller one-off truck stop not far from Warm Springs that looks like it was left behind decades ago. I sit at the hot counter with my backpack propped next to me and the grandmotherly waitress cocks her head at me. She’s definitely a human.

      “You hitchhiking?” she asks as she refills my water glass.

      I hook my thumb over my shoulder, where I’ve secured my bike in the rack just out front. “In training for a fundraiser for pediatric cancer research,” I say with my adopted drawl.

      Her drawn-on eyebrows go up. “Oh! That’s so neat!”

      “My brother’s stationed at Ft. Moore,” I continue, having prepped this. “He’s on deployment right now, due back in a month. He asked me to do it with him when he gets back.”

      “Where you from?”

      “Savannah.”

      “You rode your bike all the way over here?”

      I nod. “I needed to get my mind off my ex. And my roommate’s moving to California in three months to be closer to his parents. I’ll live with my brother once he’s back. I’ve got my stuff in storage…”

      She doesn’t have many customers right now, and she’s feeling really sorry for me by the time I pay my $10 tab and leave her a $5 tip.

      “Is there a safe place to camp around here?” I ask. “Or an inexpensive motel?”

      “Hold on just a minute,” she says. “I think I have the perfect solution for you!” She grabs her cell, makes a call, and then takes a quick note. When she ends the call she hands me the paper. On it, directions and an address. “Go two miles down this road right here, take a right at that street, then your first left. The third house on the right. Little B&B, and they have a spare room tonight.” She smiles. “My sister and her husband run it. Told them about you and she said to come on, no charge.”

      The tears I blink back are genuine because of her kindness. “I really appreciate that.”

      “She told me you can stay up to three days, if you want. No charge. They have reservations after that.”

      “Oh, I just need tonight. Thank you so much.”

      She rounds the counter to hug me before I leave and I feel guilty about lying.

      I’m on the way ten minutes later. It’s one less night I have to spend in the open, thankfully.

      And as I climb on my bike I look up at the moon.

      Miss you, Mom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, what little laundry I have is freshly washed (for free, at the woman’s insistence), I have several sandwiches in my panniers—also at her insistence—and I’m on my way before dawn with assurances that I will send them an e-mail before the fundraiser starts so they can donate and follow my progress.

      I feel bad about the lie—and that she refuses to take money from me—but I look at it as the karmic scales tipping ever so slightly in my direction, for once.

      That evening, I’m eating at a truck stop just outside Fort Moore. It’s busier there, but I haven’t scented a single shifter of any species. While I keep my guard up and don’t relax, I decide to keep an open mind for opportunities.

      This time the waitress is still older than me, but not quite mom-to-me age.

      I’m also using a version of the same story. Except I’m from Talladega now, my accent’s a thicker, rounder, slightly more nasally drawl, and I’m trying to get to Titusville, on Florida’s east coast, not far from Patrick Air Force Base. My sister lives there. She’s due back from deployment in two weeks, and we’ll start training together.

      “Hold on, sugar,” the waitress says. She looks around. “Don’t leave—I’ll be right back.”

      When she returns she’s followed by an older woman who I guess is a truck driver and maybe as old as my own mother.

      “This is Connie,” the waitress says, indicating me.

      The woman sticks her hand out to shake with me. She’s got a damned strong grip. “If you want a ride as far as Orlando, we can give you that. What was your name again?” Now I realize she’s carrying a small backpack slung over one shoulder and holding a shower ticket, apparently awaiting her turn.

      “Ron,” I say.

      An older man about her age, with his hair freshly damp from the shower, walks up carrying his own bag. “Damn, that feels better.”

      His name turns out to be Patrick, he’s Connie’s husband, and sure, there’s plenty of room for me and my bike.

      I even get to take a shower there after loading my bike into their trailer and the rest of my stuff into their cab. They’re returning home to Orlando for two weeks to attend their daughter’s baby shower and take time off.

      Two hours later, I’ve got a full stomach, a clean body, and I’m curled up asleep in the bunk in their cab while they drive.

      The next afternoon, I’m biking west across Florida with Orlando disappearing behind me. State Road 50 runs all the way across the state from coast to coast.

      Even better? I stop for the night at one of several campgrounds along that route, pitch my tent, and take a shower. While it’s not as good as sleeping behind a locked door I know I’m far enough from Atlanta no one can find me as long as I don’t do something stupid.

      Before arriving here I stopped at a drugstore and bought hair dye and trimmers. Once the campground settles for the evening, I return to the showers, buzz my hair down, and bleach it blond.

      I’ve also stopped shaving. While I’m not nearly as hairy as my father and brothers, I do have a light scruff now.

      I have no idea what I’ll find when I reach my destination. Who knows if I’ll even locate any shifters, much less ones who will adopt me into their pack?

      It’s difficult not to look too far ahead with the future so tantalizingly close yet murky and impenetrable. Ideally, I’ll find a room to rent, a job I can work for cash under the table, and save up for several months. Let my hair grow out and then dye it dark so it matches a little better. My father’s never seen me with facial hair, much less long hair, because that wasn’t allowed.

      If he doesn’t put out a missing persons report it wouldn’t shock me if he asks law enforcement friends to keep an eye out for me to show up in their system. So whatever I do, I need to be careful. I have no idea how to get a fake ID.

      In a perfect world—I mean for my situation—I’d head out west to California, Oregon, Washington, or maybe even Alaska. It wouldn’t have to hook up with shifters out there because I can pick crops, I can work on a fishing boat, or do logging, construction—anything manual that will pay me in cash every day without asking too many questions.

      But I can’t do that via ticketed transportation. If I buy a bus or train ticket, if he’s put out alerts I would expect him or Paul or my brothers, someone, to show up waiting for me along the route.

      The next morning, I stop at another drugstore and buy a burner phone and activate it, then stomp my old one and toss it in the dumpster behind the store. I haven’t turned it on since leaving Georgia, and I’m damned sure not turning on my other two phones. I can’t risk being tracked if they manage to find the hotel I stayed at and then triangulate cell phone data. Yeah, it’d take them a while, but the risk isn’t worth it. I should’ve tossed the other two phones, but they don’t take up much room and I might have use for them at some point. Two miles down the road is a public library. I stop in there and use their wi-fi with the new phone and search for news stories about me.

      Nothing.

      Yay?

      Either my absence hasn’t been noted—difficult to believe—or Dad hasn’t reported it yet.

      I don’t log into my regular e-mail account. Or any of my social media accounts, for that matter. Not even to go in and delete them. I logged out of all of them on both phones and deleted the apps from the phones before shutting them down the other day. I want there to be no record of me checking those accounts. I won’t risk it. Not even using a VPN. I want it to look like I literally dropped off the face of the planet.

      My father has money and resources and a deep well of anger—all with an even more tenacious thirst for revenge when he feels wronged.

      The best I can hope for is that he disowns me, and as long as I never cross his path again he’ll forget he even has a fourth son.

      Except I’m not that idealistic. I am Randolph Sterling’s smartest son, after all.

      It’s more realistic to assume that with his campaign kicking off he has bigger fish to fry than my ass. If they dig into my actions it’ll soon be evident I willfully disappeared and wasn’t a victim of foul play. Once he wins the election, he might devote time and resources to tracking me down.

      If he were to lose the election…

      Well, I’ll hopefully have an even deeper hole to hide out in by then. Because his rage over losing will need an outlet, meaning I’m the perfect target. Hell, he’ll probably figure out a way to blame me for the loss despite my disappearance.

      The road takes me through several densely wooded wildlife management areas, with excellent camping opportunities. So I opt to stop for a couple of days and rest. There’s spotty cell coverage at best, there aren’t many other campers right now, and I still haven’t scented any shifters.

      I pick up a couple of paper maps and spend evening hours studying them. I’ll make my way through Brooksville and stop at their public library to use their computers and check news reports.

      I hike during the day and spend a couple of hours each night shifted and running before jerking off, taking a shower, then collapsing into deep sleep. While biking has been great to help me expend energy that my brothers usually only burn in a gym, I love shifting and running.

      That was something else I always knew irritated Dad. That the skinny, shortest, and omega son could outrun and outlast not only his Alpha sons but him as well. I got to where if I had to attend a family run, I’d deliberately sandbag and let them win because there’d be hell to pay if I didn’t. Easier to ignore my brothers’ taunts after than to have them roll me while shifted and forcing me to submit, or punch or trip me when we weren’t.

      Wisely picking and choosing my battles is something else I excel at over my brothers.

      Which is also why they’re all married and basically miserable bastards, and I’m on the run for my life.

      But I’m free.

      Right?

      In a perfect world I’d meet and marry a handsome, rich Alpha who’d kick Dad’s ass, send my brothers packing with their tails between their legs, and let me bring Mom home to finally give her a calm and peaceful life.

      Maybe even have pups, I don’t know. I’m not an expert. Once my father realized I was an omega, he told me in no uncertain terms the topic was off-limits, and I was not to talk to anyone about it. I do know that, in the past, male omegas who caught literally hid out while a female, usually human, was bribed, paid, or otherwise compelled to pretend she was pregnant. Then, voila, baby arrived, the woman scampered off to wherever she came from, and the Alpha and his mate raised the baby using whatever excuses were viable.

      Sometimes the female, if she was a shifter or a human who knew the score, lived with them and pretended to be the wife of one or the other of the men. I’m not judgy.

      Then again, that’s how it works for wolves and other canine shifters. Not sure if that applies to other species.

      Dad’s whole “purity” bullshit. Hell, he rarely tolerated human mates, unless they were non-shifters from shifter families. And even then usually wealthy families. If they were from a tornado-ravaged trailer park, forget it.

      I awaken the fourth morning before dawn and listen to the quiet around me. It’s peaceful, but I can’t stay here forever.

      On the other hand, at least I know it’s a great hiding place. Part of my explorations involved checking out roads running through the area, other campsites, trails, local stores, and restaurants scattered around the extremely rural area.

      If I am careful, and if I hunt at night while shifted, I could easily hide out here for several months without spending any money. There are houses around here where the residents leave their doors unlocked. I’m small enough shifted I look more like a ridiculously large German shepherd than a wolf, and I could pinch food here and there that likely wouldn’t be missed.

      If I’m desperate, I could pretend to be a dog, show up limping, get myself “adopted” by the family, and suck down dog food. That’s a backup plan.

      Finally, I pack and head west, making it to Brooksville later that afternoon.

      In the library I go straight to the computers, search for news…

      And find nothing. Only information about Dad running for office.

      Nothing about me.

      Sitting back, I stare at the monitor and refuse to let hope take root inside me.

      I got careless once already and this is where it got me. I won’t make that mistake twice.

      While I’m there I search for information about Bushville City. I find ads for local businesses, classified ads for things like used furniture and baby chicks, and not much else.

      I’m ready to leave when I scent something that stops me in my tracks⁠—

      In the faint air currents stirred by the building’s AC, I smell…something.

      Stepping backward between two rows of shelves I close my eyes and inhale.

      Yep. Definitely a shifter, but not a species I’ve smelled before. Not a canine or feline.

      And warmly fresh, not even minutes old, meaning they’re in the building.

      A plan forms in my mind to track them down until another thought hits me: If I can scent them they can probably scent me, too.

      And I might not want them to scent me.

      That’s enough to get me moving. I hurry outside, grab my bike, and I’m about to jump on it when I smell the scent again. I follow it through the parking lot and realize it’s coming from an older pickup truck, looks like a work truck, with Bushville City Dairy & Creamery painted on the doors.

      With an address, phone number, and website.

      I snap a picture with the newest burner phone and then beat feet, cutting across several streets and over five blocks, zipping through a small city park, down through a wet swale, and along a busy road before disappearing into a wooded property with a for sale sign tacked on a pine tree.

      Only once I’m far enough off the road does my pulse start to slow. I pull out the burner phone and look up the place.

      It’s about a mile past the intersection where I’d hoped to start my search…

      Except now the gaping hole in my plan makes itself known.

      Okay, so Dad hasn’t made it public knowledge that I’m gone. No impassioned pleas to the press to help locate his “beloved son.”

      Did you hear me gag? Because I definitely implied that.

      I’ve milked cows before, manually and with milking machines.

      A place like that might could use an extra hand who isn’t afraid of hard work.

      My worry is that an enterprising person with a need to pad their bank account might happily sell me out to Dad if he offers a bounty.

      The problem swirls through my mind while I kick back with a bottle of water and a sandwich to ponder it.

      By the time I finish, I decide on a version of a story with some honesty—I’m gay, my dad threw a shit-fit, and I refuse to be forced into a marriage I don’t want to a woman I barely even know. And I have a genuine fear for my safety.

      If they press me too hard for details, like my legal name, in a way that I feel uncomfortable with, then I skedaddle.

      If they’re sympathetic to my plight, maybe it buys me a few weeks to catch my breath.

      Another problem soon hits me—Florida weather. I just make it to the Bushville City intersection and duck into a farm and feed store when the bottom drops out of the sky. I’m standing inside the door staring at rain so heavy I can’t even see across the parking lot.

      “Help you, wayward one?” a voice asks from too close behind me, making me shriek and jump as I turn.

      Oh, he’s a shifter, all right. Old one, some sort of canine, but not a wolf.

      He stares up at me, squinting. I’m 5’-10”, and he’s a good three or four inches shorter than me, and at least fifty pounds heavier than my lithe 180. Shifters age more slowly than humans, and he looks to be in his seventies, so he’s got to be older than that.

      I swallow hard and fight the urge to bolt, but he’s not approaching any closer than the four feet separating us. There weren’t any vehicles in the parking lot, so I don’t know how many other people might be in here with us, maybe employees parked out back.

      “I… I…” I swallow hard, my throat dry. Words fail me.

      His gaze narrows even more. Deep lines in suntanned skin frame green eyes the colors of rain-kissed ferns. His hair is mostly grey but looks like it was black, and his bushy black eyebrows hardly have any grey in them.

      His focus goes to my bike, which I’d wheeled inside with me because there wasn’t a bike rack outside and I didn’t want it to get wet, then back to me. “Where you running from, pup?”

      I finally manage to whisper, “I’d r-rather not say.”

      He cocks his head. “From the law?”

      I shake my head.

      His gaze softens slightly. “Asshole family?”

      I swallow again and nod.

      His demeanor relaxes and he waves at me to follow. “Bike too,” he says.

      I follow him around the back counter. On the wall behind it, a chalkboard lists prices for hay, feed, and other items. I hear chirping, and we pass three pens of baby chicks on our way to a tiny office with an ancient desk. He indicates for me to leave my bike propped against the wall and follow him in. Then he closes the door and now the faint scent of other shifters—including wolves—tickles my nose and raises the hair on the back of my neck.

      He lowers himself into the chair behind the desk and leans back as I sit in the only chair in front of it. “Without giving me your name or identifying info, tell me a few words that will…frame your situation for me. Take your time. Nothing I don’t need to know right now.”

      I think about it and don’t sense any rush about him. There’s a small bank of four monitors at the end of his desk, which is pushed against the wall, and I realize there are four video feeds on each one, including the parking lot and front door. That’s why he’s comfortable coming back here with me, I guess.

      Hoping I’m not making a mistake, I say, “I’m gay. Accidentally outed. Homophobic Alpha dad and three older Alpha brothers.” A breath shudders through me. “They’ll kill me,” I whisper.

      “You’re an omega, aren’t you?”

      I nod.

      His finger slowly traces lines on the desk blotter calendar before him. “Not wanted by the law?”

      I shake my head. “Never even got a speeding ticket.”

      “How’d you end up here?”

      “I took a risk and sent an e-mail. Used a throwaway account. They gave me the name Bushville City and nothing else. Literally, that’s all their reply said: Bushville City, Florida. I spent the better part of a week getting here.”

      We sit in silence for another few minutes because I can tell he’s thinking.

      “What’s your plan?” he eventually asks.

      “I don’t have one beyond ‘stay alive,’” I admit. “I stopped at the library in Brooksville.” I tell him about the dairy truck. “Do you know if they’d pay cash to work? I don’t mind sleeping in a barn, or I have my tent. Or if there’s any place around here that needs a farm worker, or I can work with horses—I’ll do anything.”

      The sudden, stinging prickle of tears hits my eyes and I don’t bother holding them back. “I just… I just want to hide, work, earn money, and maybe at some point be able to move to the other end of the country where he’ll never find me.”

      “You sound like you’re from Georgia.” Then he holds up a hand when I hesitate to respond. “Don’t tell me. Don’t need to know. Less I know, maybe the less I gotta lie at some point. Less chance of tripping you up with anyone.”

      I nod.

      He stands, and when I start to stand he waves me down. “I need to make a phone call. You don’t need to know who, but they’re a local. Not the law,” he adds. “Keep an eye on the monitors. Anyone walks in, knock on the window to get my attention. Feel free to grab sodas or water out of there.” He points to a small fridge in the corner, then heads out, closing the door behind him.

      Not one to refuse a free soda, I open the fridge and grab one and a bottle of water. He walks to the far end of the back of the building, near open loading bay doors, and he’s on his cell phone.

      Even with my wolf hearing, the office walls and small air conditioner that’s running and keeping it comfortably cool in here, along with the heavy rain on the building’s sheet-metal roof, make it impossible for me to hear. He stands with his back turned to me so I can’t read his lips.

      He returns ten minutes later. “I close at six. I sent my guys home because I knew with the rain we’d be dead, and they got obligations of their own. Still, don’t like closing early if it’s not an emergency, in case someone’s expecting me to be open. You wait around here and I’ll drive you somewhere safe after I close. They’ll pay you cash, give you room and board. Not fancy, no questions. Free to leave whenever you want, or stay as long as you want. Meanwhile, I’ll hand you a broom and duster. You can tidy the shelves for me. I’ll give you a twenty and dinner in exchange. Deal?”

      I’m so grateful I nearly burst into tears again. “Deal. Thank you so much.”

      “Now, I’m not sayin’ you’ll find a forever home here. People around here have their reasons for staying private, same as you. But…” I sense this is big because he’s obviously trying to figure out how to phrase it. “But,” he continues, “while no one will ever force you to do anything you don’t willingly agree to, if the powers-that-be decide after a while that they think you’ll fit in, you will be required to live by our pack’s rules. That includes initiating you. Nothing illegal, mind you. And you’re free not to do it and amicably part ways. But our pack is one of choice, not blood. As such, we’re all bound to each other. Every adult not born into our pack and who asks to join goes through it.”

      A tingle starts at the base of my spine, but it’s not bad because I get a whiff of desire, hear his blood pounding a little faster through his veins, see his pupils dilate.

      I’m pretty sure he just popped a chub, too.

      Annnnd belatedly I realize the other scent tickling my nose is sex.

      “Did you go through it?” I ask.

      He nods. “I did.” He smiles, and this time it’s a cocky smirk. “Enjoyed the hell out of it. And I enjoy the hell out of initiating new packmates, too.” His smile fades. “But that’s the easy part. It means you’ve worked your ass off and earned trust. We’re a safe place here. You don’t get to learn more until people trust you.”

      I fight the urge to squirm because my cock’s trying to stiffen. “I’ll do anything to earn people’s trust.”

      He looks down, obviously eyeing my package, before his gaze finally rises to my eyes. “You can call me Davis, pup. What would you like me to call you?”

      “Mal’s fine.”

      “Okay, then. Your stuff is safe in here. Come with me.”

      He turns, and before I start to follow I reach down to give myself a quick adjustment so my cock doesn’t get pinched in my briefs.

      For the first time since I escaped Atlanta, I’m feeling…hope.

      I just pray it’s not misplaced.
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      The rain eventually peters out, leaving a steamy afternoon that makes it feel like everything is sticking to me and that sweat can’t evaporate. I work my way around the front of the store, sweeping, dusting, fronting and facing merchandise, tidying displays.

      Far from the worst task I’ve ever performed. I feel Davis’ gaze follow me around the store as he perches on a stool behind the counter and works on a computer.

      It feels…oddly creepy and exciting at the same time to think I’m reading hunger in his gaze.

      Not the food kind, either.

      I’m not a virgin, topping or bottoming, but bottoming is my preference.

      I wonder what it’d feel like to lean against the counter while he…

      I tighten my grip around the broom handle and turn to face the front of the store, certain my face must be flaming red.

      Reaching down, I adjust myself again.

      See, this is one of the reasons I wormed my way out of as many family runs as possible, especially if we were running with other packmates.

      Because I didn’t want to pop wood in front of anyone, especially a guy, and have my family notice it or, worse, in front of a woman because there was a guy I liked nearby and my Dad thought I was interested in her and he might try to make a match.

      Add in the problem about mating heats.

      Never been in one—thankfully—and would rather not, if possible.

      Not without a mate of my own. Or, at the very least, without a lockable door between me and the rest of the world.

      Yeah, amongst canines, omegas have mating heats, males and females. I don’t know what triggers it. It’s not a subject my regular high school covered in health class.

      If you think I’d ask my dad about it, then were you honestly paying attention earlier?

      I’ve never had anyone to discuss omega males and heats with. Among my pack it’s taboo to discuss—again, please reference my earlier discussion of Dad’s homophobia—and I don’t know what’s myth and what’s real.

      What I’ve heard is for an omega male to get pregnant, he has to be in heat. Like, the metaphorical planets have aligned and everything’s perfect, add an Alpha mate of similar species, and bada-bing, badda-boom, maybe you’ll get a baby.

      I mean, among canines. Not sure how it works with other species, and Dad forbade intermingling.

      Unless they were rich as hell, or well-connected. Then it was totes okay, obviously.

      But only as friends. Or business associates.

      Not as mates. Never as mates.

      Not even as friends with bennies.

      Six o’clock rolls around and I help Davis with closing chores. He hands me two twenties, and when I try to protest he folds my fingers around them.

      “You did good. I can afford it. Just pay it forward if you ever get a chance.”

      “Thanks.” I grab my stuff and my bike, load it into his pick-up truck, and wait for him to lock up and set the alarm.

      When he joins me, he starts the engine but we sit there for a moment while he’s obviously thinking.

      Finally, he says, “We’ll grab food real fast. Then we need to meet with someone.” He looks at me. “For that part, I need to hold all your devices that can record. You will get them back,” he quickly adds. “Also, you’ll have to wear a blindfold for that drive. It’s short, only twenty minutes.”

      “We won’t draw attention?”

      He snorts. “Not around here, no. But it’s a safety issue. You’ll talk to someone, decide if you want to hang around or not. If so, I’ll take you where you need to go. If not, I’ll blindfold you again, get you out of there, and then we’ll take a drive over to the coast so you can part ways with me and maybe find a job on a shrimp boat or something. And get your devices back.”

      “Everything’s in my backpack.” I hook a thumb at the topper over the bed. “So that’s easy.”

      He nods. “Okay.” He shifts the truck into gear and we drive less than a mile to a little pizza joint.

      “Don’t talk while we’re in there, please, unless I talk to you, okay?” he says.

      I nod.

      “Any food allergies?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” I follow him inside, where there are humans behind the counter, but I smell several different kinds of shifters, pretty strongly, like they’re frequent visitors.

      This is a popular place for shifters.

      He must have put in the order while I was working because three boxes are waiting for us, a bag holding something else, and a couple of cold 2-liter bottles of soda.

      He pays, and I help him carry it out to the truck.

      I don’t ask questions. We drive two minutes to a small park, where we sit under a picnic shelter.

      Despite the earlier heavier rain, I still faintly smell shifters. Meaning there must be a lot of them around here and using this place on the regular. Tonight we have the place to ourselves and my stomach grows nonstop from the delicious aroma.

      He bought three extra-large pizzas and two orders of garlic knots. I didn’t realize how absolutely starved I was until I took my first bite of that hot, gooey, cheesy masterpiece.

      He smiles from across the table. “Best pizza around. Only pizza around,” he adds, laughing, “but even if they weren’t it’d be hard to beat them.”

      “Shifters own the place?”

      “Yeah. Everyone working in there is either blood relations or adopted family.”

      “Part of the pack?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.” He takes a bite. “Kids born into the pack, they’re automatically in. People from affiliated packs, they’re usually in if they’re born or mated in. But anyone not born into the pack? They go through initiation.”

      I’m nervous but I smell his arousal, so it’s having an effect on me. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure. Not sure I can answer it.”

      “I understand.” I decide to plunge ahead. “Can you tell me about omega male mating heats?”

      He was taking a bite and his eyes widen. He nearly spits out the pizza because he starts laughing and choking and has to wash it down with a few swallows of soda before he can talk. “Say what?”

      Yep, my face is burning. “Look, I know I’m an omega, okay? I’ve never been in a mating heat. And before you ask, no, I’m not a virgin, but I’ve never had anyone to talk to.”

      He cocks his head. “Really?”

      I point at myself and circle my finger. “Homophobic father. Never told him I was gay until his guy caught me dry humping a human in a club. And even if I did know other omega males, I couldn’t talk to them about this without it getting back to my dad.”

      “Ah.” He slowly nods and wipes his hands with a napkin. “Wolf, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. Let me preface this by saying I’m not a wolf, and I’m not an omega, so I’m not an expert.” I nod, and he continues. “My understanding is mating heats in canine omega males usually happen on a fairly predictable cycle. Again, I don’t know the specifics. There are also, supposedly, concoctions you can take to trigger them. Sometimes, it can be triggered by hormone dumps, like if you’re being chased by an Alpha who wants to claim you as their mate, or if you’re scared or super horny or something. And, apparently, sometimes they just randomly hit. Again, sorry, not certain about the deets.

      “What I do know is I’ve seen omega males hit a mating heat. Some of them, they’ll pretty much bend over for anyone that’ll fuck ’em on any day ending in Y and twice on Sundays.

      “Now, if you want to be the center of a gangbang, rock on, been there myself. But even shifters who aren’t Alphas will react to you being in heat, and if you toss yourself into the middle of a literal fucking mosh pit, expect you’ll get fucked until no one can get it up.

      “Have you ever fucked a guy in a mating heat?”

      He grins. “Plenty of times. To the point I was squirting dust, I was so worn out. It’s fun for everyone involved.”

      “What if the omega doesn’t want to fuck others?”

      He shrugs. “It’s the hormones or something. I mean, I know guys who are poly or swingers, and when the omega is in a mating heat, the Alpha tosses him into the middle of a bunch of their friends and enjoys the show. And it’s not always an Alpha who’s the dominant partner. Some omegas have more control than others. Some literally can’t remember their own name. In those cases, a mating heat buddy helps keep them safe if they don’t have a dominant partner. If they have a closed relationship, then Goddess help the dominant partner, because he’ll need a strap-on to fuck that omega until his heat passes.”

      “How long do they last?”

      He shrugs and takes another bite of pizza. “Depends. Usually a couple of days.” I can’t talk because all the blood in my body feels like it’s now in my cock.

      “If an omega’s not claimed and there’s some reason he doesn’t want others to fuck him, I mean, I guess he could lock himself in his house, shove the biggest vibrating butt plug inside him he can find, and go through a gallon of livestock birthing lube stroking his cock until he collapses from dehydration or exhaustion. Heard about that a couple of times, but those were not usual situations.”

      My tongue feels too big for my mouth. “A couple of…days?”

      “On average. I remember one guy was taking all comers for like four days.” He laughs. “Someone finally bought the biggest strap-ons they could find so guys could take turns just lying there and letting the omega ride the dongs.” He snorts and shakes his head. “He slept for about three days straight after and walked funny for a couple of weeks, but he was the happiest motherfucker you ever saw. I don’t think the rest of us who helped out were able to get it up for at least a week or so, he rode us so raw.”

      Something tightens in my belly in a good way, because I can see it clear as day in my head, wishing that were me.

      “But,” he continues, “if an omega catches pregnant while in a heat, that apparently shuts it down almost immediately.”

      “Can that happen with someone they’re not mated to?”

      He shrugs. “If the other person is an Alpha, I think so. Now, I know a couple of omegas mated to betas, and both of those omegas have caught and had pups. One of them has three. With their mates, I mean. Like I said, I’m not an omega.”

      I sit up a little straighter. “Really?”

      “Yeah.” He thinks about it. “Actually, let me backtrack. Seems like about twenty years ago or so I remember hearing about an omega claimed by a gamma, and they wanted a baby. They had a friend of theirs who was an unmated Alpha fuck the omega when he was in a mating heat and he caught.”

      “I have so many questions I don’t even know where to start,” I admit.

      He smiles. “There’s a quiet network of found-family packs out there. Many with guys like us. Cut off from our birth packs for some reason.” His smile fades. “I was kicked out of mine by my brother when he took over from our father. Dad was killed in a car accident, and he was the oldest Alpha brother. Dad knew I was gay and he didn’t give a shit. My brother gave me and three other guys in the pack twenty-four hours to say goodbye and leave or he’d hunt us down and kill us.”

      “Shit! Did you all end up here?”

      “Three of us did. One guy moved out west to live with a cousin of his who wasn’t in our pack. She’d married into another pack and they didn’t give a fuck if someone was gay.”

      After we finish eating, he consolidates the leftovers into one box. We dispose of our trash and return to the truck, where he hands me a large, clean rag, and points to my head, his meaning clear. “Again, you’ll be safe. This is just to talk.”

      I nod and tie the rag around my head. I feel the air move close to me, like he’s waving his hand in front of me, but I even have my eyes closed.

      Nothing about this man gives me reason to worry.

      “Okay, let’s go do this, pup.” He shifts the truck into gear and off we go.
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      We drive for about twenty minutes before he slows and pulls off the road onto what feels like a rough dirt road. He’s driving slower now, obviously swerving around ruts or potholes.

      After another ten minutes, he stops and shuts the truck off. “Okay, blindfold off.”

      While I remove it he’s already getting out of the truck.

      It’s maybe an hour before dark, and the wooded clearing is bathed in deepening shadows of green and purple, the sweet tang of rain still fresh in the air. There’s another pickup truck and two guys standing there, leaning against the grill.

      I follow Davis, who shakes hands first with the taller of the guys, at least 6’-4”, killer ice-blue eyes a different and sexier shade than my father’s, and thick, black hair untouched by grey, broad-shoulders, fit, likely just under 300 pounds of solid muscle.

      This is definitely an Alpha and he smells like a wolf. Most likely the pack Alpha. From the way Davis dips his head and calls him sir, that confirms my suspicion.

      The other man is still taller than me even though he’s shorter than the Alpha, maybe 6’-0”, slimmer, brown eyes and shaggy brown hair. He’s broad-shouldered and gorgeous, too. Davis shakes with him next, dipping his head again but not as deeply.

      Then I spot the matching wedding bands on the men’s left hands.

      When the Alpha’s gaze scours me, I find myself dipping my head automatically in a way I never did for my father without having to force myself to do it.

      My cock also hardens and I struggle not to reach down and adjust myself.

      “We’re calling you Mal?” the Alpha asks. His deep, rumbling voice matches his hot body and I nearly shoot my wad right there.

      “Yes, sir,” I meekly say. I want to drop to the ground, roll onto my back, and spread my legs right now.

      Yeah, it’s been too long since I’ve been railed, but dammit, I can’t help it.

      These men are sexy as fuck.

      The Alpha chuckles. “Fuck, I can smell you, and that’s not an insult.”

      My cheeks feel aflame. “It’s been…a while.”

      “I need you to look me in the eyes,” he says.

      I take a deep breath and force myself to do it.

      “Name’s Jax,” he says. “That’s all you get for now. This is my mate, Shawn. Here’s how our pack works, Mal. We never force someone to join. If someone wants to join, we get to know them, then see how we feel about them. Unless someone in our pack were to ping on you as a mate and claim you outright. In that case, the initiation would begin immediately.”

      “Yes, sir,” I force myself to say, trying not to spin out fantasies of an Alpha claiming me.

      He smirks. “People who aren’t born or mated into our pack almost always end up here because they’re cut off from their birth pack. Usually because of assholes like your old man. Our pack was started a hundred years ago, back in 1960, by my father—my sire—and my dad. Our numbers are smaller than the average pack. We’re connected to a down-low network of other found-family packs. While we have some women who mate into our pack, or who initiate in, most of the females in our pack were born into it. Anyone born into our pack is a member by birthright, because their parents are members.

      “If we get to know you and extend you an offer to join, you have to do it willingly. You will, at that point, formally ask me to join. To summarize our initiation process, you offer yourself to the pack, first to me and my mate.”

      Now I notice Shawn also smirks, and the image of being spit-roasted by these guys flashes into my mind before I can stop it.

      Oh, yeah. I’m horny.

      Jax isn’t finished, though.

      “People normally born into packs, or mated into them, their packs know them. Since we’re a pack of inclusion and not just blood and mate bonds, we do things differently. First, you get to meet people, to see if you’ll be a fit. If so, the initiation portion happens to bond you to the pack. I have flexibility and discretion to dictate the process depending on the circumstances. The short version is that to bond in our pack, our Alphas who wish to participate take you, starting with me. You blow me, I fuck you, and so does my mate. Once that happens, the other Alphas take turns with you. Then you fuck your way through the pack with everyone who wants to—or is allowed to by their dominant mate or Alpha, if they have one. Finally, we have another ceremony for the whole pack. Usually involving more fucking, and everyone jerks off on you. At that point you’re one of us, part of us, and we’re all part of you.”

      “And—” My mouth clicks as I swallow to form spit. “And what if someone wants to claim me as their mate?” I manage.

      “As long as it’s mutual, we normally skip the preliminaries without a wait period. Since you’d be claimed, usually we’d only need the Alphas to participate. Spending time with the rest of the pack would be optional and dictated by your mate.” He smiles. “Not something that needs to be decided tonight. I’ve confirmed a job for you, as long as you want it and you get along okay with them. And we’ll introduce you around, see if you think you’ll like it here, see if others like you.”

      I think my balls might explode, I’m so horny. “How will I…” I can barely think right now. “How do I meet everyone?”

      Shawn holds up a finger. “I coordinate that. I’ll set up social events.”

      “Are there any…um…restrictions?”

      Jax grins. “If you’re asking me if you can fuck around, that’s between you and them. But I think you’ll find that if they really like you and want you to join us, they’ll likely defer.”

      “Defer?”

      Shawn points at Jax. “Big guy gets to go first, then me.”

      “Once you’re a member,” Jax adds, “you will be free to participate in initiations or pack celebrations or just fuck around with other members, as long as they consent. Unless or until you’re mated, you’ll participate in most initiations. At least the final stage, where we welcome them and declare them pack. You’re not an Alpha, so you aren’t required to participate in the initial phase. We do that so there’s enough scent overlap that the initiate smells like pack to everyone. Anyway, that’s an overview and a simplification. Like I said, I do make exceptions and accommodations, depending on the circumstances. We can get into that later if you want to stay.”

      “Um, question?”

      “Once you’re a member, you get to object to potential members before it reaches that point,” Shawn says, accurately anticipating the question. “No, you don’t have to fuck every initiate, and you have a right to raise objections to future initiates. Anyone objects to an initiate, Jax and I talk to them about their objection, and depending on the circumstances, the initiation process ends. Simple as that. That’s one reason why we introduce initiates around before things go too far. Also, to give the prospect a chance to tap out. Or to see if there’s a mate bond.”

      “Does…does that happen a lot? People getting rejected by?”

      Davis now laughs. “No. If Jax allows them to start the process, people who leave are nearly always a case of self-rejecting. Guys hear the rules and either get hard or ask for help going away. Like I told you, we never force anyone. That’s forbidden. Consenting adults—that’s the default.”

      “Why is the sleeping around part optional if I have a mate bond?” I ask.

      “Well,” Jax says, “you’re an omega, correct?”

      I nod.

      “I’ve never heard of an omega being the dominant partner,” he says. “It’s rare for omegas to have mate bonds with each other. Meaning your mate will tell you if they’ll let you do it or not. Most of the guys do. A majority of available shifters in the pack usually take part in the final ceremony. Alphas are the strongest scents in the pack, so that’s why we require that as part of the process. Again, I make exceptions if an Alpha has a reason for not participating in a particular initiation.”

      “And Alphas who join the pack, they agree to this, too?”

      “Yep,” Jax says. “It’s that or dare to challenge me for the position of pack Alpha, and no one’s ever wanted to challenge me.”

      Unable to help myself, I reach down and squeeze my cock through my shorts because I’m so horny I can’t stand it. “Can I just beg for it now?”

      All three men laugh. “Appreciate your honesty and eagerness, pup,” Jax says, “but no. We take a few weeks to get to know you and for you to get to know us. Then we know the applicant means it and isn’t just looking for a quick fuck.”

      I nod. “Okay. How do I get started?”

      Jax holds up a finger. “You have to take a knee to me right now, pledge loyalty, and ask to join.” Another finger. “Because of your situation, you cannot have any contact with anyone from your old pack. Not even friends. Not without talking to me first and having me okay it. I’m strict about that because it’s a security issue.” Another finger. “Total honesty, no matter how uncomfortable it feels. With everyone.” Another finger. “Do an honest day’s labor. If this job isn’t right for you, speak up, and we’ll find you another. I talked to Todd, the man Davis said you crossed scent paths with earlier. He has a position available and a room you can use. Nothing fancy, but it’s dry and clean, and you don’t have to share it. Room and board are included with the job.”

      I eagerly nod. “I just want to work.”

      “Good.” Jax stares at me. “Now what’s the thing that’s got you shitting bricks terrified right now? I can smell that on you, too.”

      They want honesty?

      I fill in the blanks about who my dad is.

      Jax and Shawn exchange a concerned glance before Jax focuses on me again. “Randolph Sterling, huh? He’s a fucking asshole.”

      “Try being his gay omega son,” I snark.

      His gaze softens. “If anyone objects on that basis, I promise we’ll help find you a pack like ours elsewhere that will accept you, make the introductions, and transport you.”

      I nearly cry with relief. “You will?”

      “Yes.” The smirk returns. “But many of them have a similar initiation process as we do. Most of those packs started as offshoots of this one, and we work together.”

      I nod. “I’ll do anything. And you want honesty? Well, getting gangbanged is among the fantasies I’ve had. Never thought it was something that would ever happen. So yeah, I’m eager to do this.”

      “Good,” Shawn says. “If your initiation goes through, then we’ll help you find a permanent place to live, depending on your situation. On the compound, if you want.”

      “The situation after?”

      He has a sexy smirk. “If you’re not mated. Which happens. Some of the omegas and gammas and betas who aren’t mated room together in group houses. Or, if you prefer to live alone, we can help you. If you go through initiation, once you’re on the other side of it, you are pack. And we will kill and die for you, just like we expect you to kill or die for any of us.”

      “I know that sounds melodramatic,” Jax adds. “Luckily, there’s been no violence for decades. But he’s absolutely right that once you’re in, you’re in.”

      I drop to my knees and tip my head back, exposing my throat. “What do I need to say?”

      “That you swear loyalty to me and the Ocala Pack,” Jax says. “And to any future leaders and members. That the pack is your life, and your life is the pack.”

      “I swear loyalty to you, and to the Ocala Pack,” I say. “To current and future members and leaders. I swear that the pack will be my life, and my life will be the pack.”

      He steps forward and offers me his hand. I think he just wants to shake with me, then I realize he’s helping me up. “Welcome to the pack, pup. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

      I can’t help asking it. “How old are you?” I ask.

      He grins. “62.”

      “Holy shit!” My old man’s older than him, but in pictures he looks way older than Jax at that age. I look at Shawn.

      “87,” he offers.

      “Let’s put your stuff in our truck,” Jax says, “and we’ll drive you to Todd’s.”

      I turn, and Davis is smiling and offers me his hand to shake.

      “Looking forward to your initiation, pup,” Davis says, but with thinly disguised hunger in his tone.

      “Come on, Davis,” Shawn teases. “You can fuck his brains out at initiation. Waiting will make you that much hornier. Then you can chase after him once he’s in.”

      Davis squeezes the now larger package at the front of his jeans. “I’ll have to make sure I save it up the week before,” he says. “Can’t wait to pump a load down your throat when you’re on your knees in front of me, pup.”

      “Me, too,” I squeak.
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      “Babe. You listening to me?”

      I turn. “Huh?”

      “Fucker. You weren’t.” Shawn wears a playful smirk. “What’s up?”

      “Just got a call from Davis.” I’m thinking about that call because I wasn’t expecting this development after spending the day eagerly anticipating date night with my mate.

      Shawn’s brow furrows. “Date night just got fucked, didn’t it?”

      “Sorry.”

      He rolls his eyes and drops onto the sofa. “What happened?”

      I quickly relay what Davis told me about the stray pup who walked into his feed store, and Shawn’s irritation transforms to concern.

      “So now what?”

      “I’ll call Todd and see if he has room. If not, Davis said he’d figure something out short-term. He has the impression it’d be safer to stash this pup in a non-public-facing role for now. Until we get to know him better and we figure out if the pack wants him.”

      “Any idea who he is?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. He’s a wolf. Young. Only twenty-five. A gay omega.” Which is almost always a redundancy, because most male omegas are gay. At least the canines almost always are, and the only male omegas I’ve met from other species are gay.

      I know that’s not the largest or most accurate cross-section of the population, but that’s been my experience.

      “I haven’t heard of any recent shunnings from my sources,” Shawn says. “Let me guess, Davis is dying to fuck him?”

      I snort. “Since when is Davis not dying to fuck someone?”

      “I’m surprised Chaz hasn’t locked a chastity cage on him.”

      “He tried it once, remember?” I sit next to him on the couch. “Made Davis hornier. Chaz said Davis was bending over and dropping trou everywhere in front of him. Chaz finally gave up and gave in.”

      “Fuuuuck, that’s right.”

      “That’s why Wallace and Soliz love working for him part-time. They spend a chunk of their shifts getting railed over Davis’ desk. Everyone’s a winner.”

      “He does have a nice cock.” Shawn grins. “I remember the first time he fucked me at initiation I saw stars.”

      I laugh and pull him in for a kiss. “He had you speaking in tongues, baby. Lucky I pinged on you as my mate when I first laid eyes on you or you’d be getting spit-roasted by him and Chaz every night.”

      “There are worse fates,” Shawn teases back. “Seems I remember you looking a little possessive when Chaz and Davis took turns with me.”

      “A little?” I snort. “Why do you think I fucked Davis while he was fucking you the third time? He might be Chaz’s mate but I reminded him who’s Alpha in this pack.”

      “He does have a fuckable ass,” Shawn said.

      “Yeah, he does.” I also remember Shawn took a turn fucking Davis, while Chaz had Davis fluffing his cock, and I took that opportunity to put another load in Shawn’s ass.

      We both sigh. “That was a fun night,” Shawn said. He tips his head back and looks me in the eyes. “You’re going to fuck me while I fuck him for the first time, aren’t you?”

      “The new pup?”

      “If he joins.”

      I grin. “Of course I will, baby.” I nuzzle his nose. “Always going to remind you who your Alpha is.” I slide a hand between his thighs and squeeze, finding his erection already pressing against his jeans. “You get too cocky with me and you’ll find yourself wearing a chastity cage. Add one of those locking butt plugs, so all you can do is give blow jobs until you beg me nice enough.”

      From how he squirms I know my omega coyote mate will be so horny by the time we finish this unexpected errand that he’ll forgive me for postponing date night.

      If Todd can play with him tonight, that is. Otherwise, Shawn might still curse my name.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll behave.”

      “You’d better.” I grab him by the throat and kiss him. “Because if you don’t, I won’t let Todd play with you.”

      He whimpers, making my cock throb. “I’ll be good, sir,” he whispers.

      Anyone who doesn’t know my mate’s an omega would never suspect he has this side. To anyone else, especially to humans, Shawn appears as big and tough as any other guy.

      Only I get the soft, gooey side of him, and that’s just the way I love him.

      Besides, it’s hot as hell watching Todd play with him. That elk is something else.

      And he’s cunningly evil with a milking machine.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately for Shawn and the new mystery pup, Todd’s not only available tonight, but he also has room to take on a farmhand, as well as an extra room where the kid can stay.

      I drive us out to the remote meeting place we use for these interviews. It’s on a remote wooded property the pack owns.

      Davis has been the first contact dozens of times, mostly because of his store’s location. He’s yet to be wrong when he reports a favorable first impression.

      It’s rare someone who leaves him with an unfavorable impression gets as far as meeting me. The few times that’s happened, I concurred and we moved them along elsewhere.

      While it’s muggy thanks to the earlier afternoon downpour, there’s enough of a breeze that it’s cooled off in these thick woods, and it smells beautiful. I wish we had time to shift and run for a while tonight.

      Except I’m certain Shawn wouldn’t be on board with that. Now that he knows we’re going to Todd’s—and I didn’t tell him more than that—I’m certain he’s hopeful he’ll get a little playtime with the elk shifter.

      When Davis arrives, I watch the kid climb out and look around. He’s practically a twink but Davis has already ascertained the pup is over 21. Three times in the last twenty years that I’ve been the pack Alpha, we’ve had literal kids show up. One had just turned 17, one was 14, and one was 15. Obviously, they didn’t get initiated the way adults do. They first lived with packmates to attend school.

      The deal offered to them was they had to live under their host family’s rules and meet with me regularly to go over their schoolwork and other mundane issues. The Pack picked up the expenses. Then they had to attend some sort of secondary school—trade school, community college, state college, didn’t matter what—on the pack’s dime. Once they graduated, they sat down with me and the other Alphas for a discussion.

      Because they weren’t born into the pack they needed to undergo initiation, but obviously not with anyone from their host families. Or, they could join one of the affiliated packs, where they hadn’t grown up, and then return after at least a year and go through a truncated initiation process.

      Over the years, with our members migrating back and forth between our little found-family packs, and with more kids being born into them, it’s nearly as good as a blood connection in terms of scent.

      We don’t offer that same deal to adults who show up because with the stray kids—well, they’re kids, for fuck’s sake. My father instituted that policy when he first started the pack. Of the approximately four dozen unaccompanied minors who’ve made their way to our territory over the last hundred years, it’s worked out fine.

      Instead of joining, they can make their way out into the world with a small nest egg courtesy of the pack, and that’s it. We’ve yet had any opt to walk away once they arrived, although some did relocate to other packs, especially if they fell in love there.

      We have family-friendly events—cookouts, softball, runs. When kids spend time with us they become familiar to the pack in a way newly arrived adults without a mate bond can’t. Newly arrived adults usually smell strongly of their birth pack. If they’re going to fit in, they must be initiated. It also prevents territoriality issues from accidentally cropping up.

      The pup’s adorable. Twenty-five, with grey eyes and blond hair that’s dyed that way. A little bit of darker scruff dusting on his cheeks. Runner’s body. Maybe 5’-10” and around 180. Lips that would look gorgeous sucking cock or being kissed all night.

      If he isn’t pinged on as a mate, I’m willing to bet he ends up a very popular roommate with the single gammas and omegas.

      I mean, a thickly cloying smell of desire washes off him, and I’m also willing to bet it’s due to whatever he and Davis talked about. The kid realizes he’s safe and has a chance to start a new life, meaning biology not related to survival takes over.

      Another reason we wait a few weeks before officially extending offers to join the pack. To let hormones settle and brains drop back into heads.

      The meeting goes quickly and Mal eagerly takes a knee. Minutes later, his bike and scant belongings are loaded in my truck, the kid’s riding in the backseat, and it takes everything I have not to stop, bend Shawn over the tailgate, and fuck him right now. I bet Shawn’s got a wet spot in his briefs from his cock leaking, no doubt due to the energy from the new pup.

      My only concern is Mal’s father, Randolph Sterling, and what kind of trouble he might want to cause if he learns we’ve offered Mal sanctuary.

      Yet another reason to do this per protocol. I’m responsible for the pack and, as cold as it sounds, I’ll side with them over a new pup every time.
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        * * *

      

      Todd walks out as we drive up and park next to his garage. “Evening, sir,” he says, the formality unnecessary, but I appreciate him setting a good example for the pup.

      Todd’s brown gaze hungrily sweeps the kid’s body in a way I suspect means once the waiting period’s over, he’ll want to spend quality time with Mal strapped down and wound up.

      We talk for a couple of minutes before helping Mal move his things into the one-room efficiency apartment against the back of Todd’s garage. There’s a double bed, a bathroom, a small table and two chairs, along with a small fridge, hot plate, microwave, and sink. Not fancy, but it’s clean and has heat and AC, and a small TV.

      As Mal takes it in I think he might burst into tears. “This—this is amazing, thank you!”

      Shawn smirks. “Don’t thank him yet. Wait until initiation.”

      Todd snorts. “What he said.”

      “I promise I’ll work my ass off,” Mal says. “Whatever you need me to do.”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Todd says, “knock on the back door at 5:30 and I’ll feed you breakfast before we get started. Tonight you should rest. If you need to do laundry, the washer and dryer are on the sun porch, where the back door is. Help yourself and ask me if you don’t understand how to work the machines. I stocked sodas and bottled water and snacks in the fridge for you.” He points. “We’ll go grocery shopping tomorrow night after work.”

      The kid rapidly nods, blinking back tears.
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