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JACE HAS A GROWING secret...

Jace has a fellowship for Howl Academy and that has always been his dream - to get his degree and get a good job. He doesn’t believe in finding an alpha to love him, or in happily ever afters. His own family saw to that.

But during his last heat, he lost all sense and now he can’t hide his swelling baby bump any longer.

Not only that, he’s close to giving up on the alpha of his dreams, Marcus, who’s acting like a douche and like he doesn’t know Jace. What’s up with that, huh? As Jace’s belly grows, so does his desperation of ever finding love.

Marcus has a growing headache...

Since he got his leg caught in a trap a few months back, he hasn’t been himself. He can’t shift, can barely walk or think, plus he seems to have lost some time before and after the accident. He can’t remember anything about those days, and can’t figure out why that cute omega, Jace, is Courting him with self-made gifts... He only knows he wants Jace, so much he aches with it, and it’s not just physical.

Only, soon enough he discovers that under Jace’s heavy parka hides a baby belly. Who put it there? Who does Marcus have to challenge for his fated omega?

* This is a steamy 50,000-word mpreg shifter novel with humor and angst and misunderstandings that lead nevertheless to love and cute babies! Intended for adult readers.*
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Chapter One: Marcus
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“SIR,” THE BUTLER’S deep voice echoed strangely over the phone, “I apologize but your father is not available right now. He’s—”

“Oh, come on, James. Honestly... I’m not an idiot.” Marcus rubbed at his throbbing forehead, leaning against the wall outside the salon, the alphas’ cafeteria, and meeting place in the Howl Academy. “Where the hell is he?”

“Sir, I cannot disclose that information. I was told that if you called—”

“He told you not to tell me?”

A hesitation. “As sir says.”

Marcus winced. “Damn. Thanks for giving to me straight. Out hunting witches again, is he?”

“Sir, I can’t—”

“Oh, fuck you, James,” Marcus said disgustedly and disconnected the call, shaking the phone in the air. He almost threw it down but clenched his fingers around it, instead, barely holding on to his temper.

It wasn’t James’s fault, of course. He worked for Marcus’s alpha father. Had to do as he was told, like every shifter in the old wolf’s employ.

It didn’t help that James had practically raised Marcus since he was a little cub. For all intents and purposes, James was the only family Marcus had. It only made it harder to accept that James was still as much a stranger to him as his alpha father was. As for Marcus’s omega father, nobody even knew who it was. 

Boohoo, poor baby Marcus. Enough with the pity party, asshole.

Pushing off the wall, glaring at the world in general, he limped in the direction of the school. His leg was supposed to have healed by now, weeks ago, in fact. He was supposed to have been able to shift and run under the moon and stars.

But he was still limping and dragging that leg like dead weight. He had to visit a shifter physician. Another one. One that knew what was what, hopefully, and didn’t only send him away telling him to rest.

He’d rested. Enough of that shit. He was no weakling, no sickly wolf to hole up and lick at his wounds. He was an alpha. Showing weakness was a no-no.

Especially with that cute omega looking at him from across the courtyard of the academy.

Marcus slowed down. Wait, was it Jace? He looked like Jace...

No, it wasn’t him.

And why did he feel disappointed about that? God damn it. This omega was a blond, like Jace, and easy on the eyes. He could wave him over, take him up to his room, spend the night with him. He used to do that a lot.

Only lately he found he had no appetite for bedding random omegas anymore, and he couldn’t blame his leg, either.

Though it made for a good excuse when his friends asked about it. He had a reputation to uphold, after all. You didn’t work for years to build up a fame of a playboy boy-whore to let it fade away now, just because he was feeling off.

He was sick. Probably. He was coming down with some bug or other. Or an allergy.

Not to omegas, though. Fate wouldn’t do that to him. He loved omegas.

Or had loved them, until now.

Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen Jace around in a few days. The pretty omega had been bringing him gifts. Flirting with him. Courting him. Unusual behavior for an omega, not that Marcus cared about social norms. Fuck that.

Jace didn’t know he starred in Marcus’s sexual fantasies. Night after night he dreamed of Jace in his bed but now was not the time to date anyone. His House, his Clan was a mess. His alpha father had already spent all the money of the House on booze and cards. Marcus sometimes wondered where James’s wages came from. His father did nothing but fight with the Clan members to maintain the power, blaming his mismanagement and abuse of power on this imaginary war with the witches, redirecting the blame.

And many of the wolves in the Clan were stupid enough to swallow the bait, supporting him. Marcus stood to inherit a broken Clan. If the elders of his Clan didn’t strip his father of his rank and fortunes. If the other Clans didn’t attack them and share the spoils. If war didn’t break loose and destroy everything.

If Marcus’s goddamn leg ever healed.

What a catch he was.

Yeah... Jace would be much better off courting another alpha, even if the thought was killing Marcus.

But it would be for the best...

***
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“FUCK, THAT OMEGA SMELLS delicious,” Nero muttered.

“Who?”

“What, got a cold or something? Is your nose stuffed?” Nero growled at him. “Can’t you smell him?”

Marcus turned to look at said omega, a pretty, slender thing with dark hair and a blank expression on his face. “That one?”

“His name is Kian,” Nero said and he sounded... dreamy.

Or maybe it was horny. With Nero, it was hard to tell. Mostly horny, most of the time, for sure.

“Huh,” was all Marcus said. What else was there to say, really? Since he’d let his leg get caught in that bear trap, everything had been off. His sense of smell had weakened. His sight was less sharp in the dark. All in all, he was a fucking mess, and way more vulnerable than he’d ever wanted to be. An alpha was a killing machine, a creature created to wreak havoc.

And he’d have havoc wreaked on him. He had to fix himself, somehow. If only he knew what had really happened to him...

He hadn’t told the others, or anyone, for that matter. He didn’t need other wolves catching a whiff of his problems.

Pun intended.

“Why don’t you bed him, then?” Marcus dug into his steak, determined to regain his strength. “The little omega you fancy.”

“He’s not interested.”

“What?” He glanced up and caught the wistful, disappointed expression on Nero’s face. “For real?”

Omegas fell to their knees when Nero passed. He was a sexy fucker, his scars only making him seem more badass, and he liked sex. Marcus had never heard of any omega turning him down.

“He’s off-limits,” Nero said quietly.

“Why?”

“He’s frigid, man. Kian of Clan Oak. Don’t you remember? Everyone knows that.”

“I see.”

His memory was another thing that seemed affected. He was missing chunks of time from around the time he’d gotten hurt, before and after. He sometimes had the feeling he was forgetting something really important...

“He’s damn pretty,” Nero muttered, still staring past Marcus at the omega. “Damn...”

“Why the hell would you want a frigid omega?” Marcus said, irritable. Why the fuck couldn’t he remember? He’d hurt his leg, not his brain, damn it.

“Watch your mouth, Marcus.”

“You’re the one who said he’s frigid.”

“I said that’s what others say. I’ll change his mind.”

“Will you, now?”

Nero glowered at him. “You’re lucky your leg is hurt or I’d rearrange your face with my fists, asshole.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“Hey, guys.” A shadow fell over the table, turning out to be Tiberius. “Calm your tits. What’s going on?”

His dark-haired friend had found his soul mate and already had twin babies with him recently. He walked around with a star-struck look on his face these days.

Or maybe it was exhaustion from the sleepless nights brought on by said babies. Who knew for sure? 

“Where’s Reese?”

“Feeding the babies.” Tiberius sank with a sigh into one of the padded armchairs and rubbed at his face. “He’ll bring them over later, so I’ll wait and eat with them.”

“I heard he passed all his exams.”

“He did.” Tiberius grinned, pride written all over his face.

“That’s an amazing omega you got there, Ty. Both tough and smart.”

“Thanks.”

Tiberius’s omega, Reese, had taken his last exams of the semester while already in labor with their twins. He’d barely made it to the birth center before the babies came.

“And your father? Still on his best behavior?”

Tiberius nodded, looking doubtful for a moment. “Yeah. I still don’t trust this change.”

He’d told them that his old man had taken a look at Reese and the babies and had fallen in love with them, so much so that he’d changed his ways and had turned a new leaf. Knowing that he’d all but chased Reese away before, lying to him that Tiberius had plans to marry, that was pretty amazing.

It was a bittersweet thought—that Tiberius had a family, his own family now. And his father and brother were doing their best to bring the wider family back together, too.

When Marcus had nothing.

Fuck that thought. And fuck the pity party he was having.

“I should get going,” Marcus said. Moving would help clear the dark cobwebs. The pain in his leg took enough of his concentration that other thoughts had trouble intruding as he walked. Getting up with a grunt, he limped around the table to go.

“Leg still hurts?” Tiberius asked.

“As you can see. Need you to recommend me a doctor who isn’t an idiot.”

“I’ll look into it. Didn’t know you still had trouble with it.” Tiberius frowned. “Hey, has my father called you?”

Marcus stopped. “What about?”

“The witches and Fae business.”

“Huh. He believed you?”

“About the witches not being behind the supposed attacks? Not really, I don’t think, but he agreed to listen to what you have to say about it.”

“Okay. I did have a few missed calls but couldn’t recognize the number. Do you think he can do something about it, if I manage to convince him?”

“The old wolf has connections. He used to be the Clans President for many years, after all.”

“Right... Thanks, Ty. I owe ya,”

“You think it’s important. And you see the bigger picture, unlike me, so... I trust your judgment on this, Marcus. Set the world back to rights, will you?”

“Sure thing. Count on me,” Marcus muttered as he hobbled away from their favorite corner and through the salon, heading toward the exit.

He wanted to, but... was he taking on more than he could chew?

***
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OUTSIDE THE SALON, out of sight of his friends, Marcus allowed himself to stop and take a breath, resting his leg. On the steps outside, he leaned against the wall and patted his pockets for his cigarettes. Fishing out his pack, he lit up, shivering, glad of his leather jacket and boots. The worst of winter seemed to have passed, but it was still cold. The breeze had a good bite to it, sinking teeth into his exposed neck and hands.

The smoke curled in the air, and Marcus closed his eyes for a moment. The shouts and laughter of students faded in the background, the ache in his leg receded to a bearable level, and his muscles, constantly kept taut and tense, relaxed a little. No matter what was wrong with him, he’d be fine. He had to give it time. That was all. Everything would fall into place.

That’s really fucking optimistic of you, he thought wearily. But then, you still think your father will talk to you, care that you got hurt enough to at least leave a word asking how you are, that your older brothers will remember your name, come visit.

You’re an idiot, Marcus Wolfclaw. When will you ever learn? And...

Someone was watching him.

Well. At least not all his senses had been addled by the wound. Sometimes he wondered if there had been poison in the trap teeth.

He opened his eyes to slits, scanning the courtyard of the academy, from the salon to the school building across and the training grounds to the right. Lots of students walked between the buildings, often in small groups, talking and laughing, the sounds carrying over the cold breeze, washing around Marcus like fireflies.

Who was watching him? Had he imagined it? His nerves were jangled, that was all. Drawing one last drag from his cigarette, he threw it down and climbed down the steps.

And there he was, across from him, in the middle of the courtyard.

Jace.

The omega was still for a few long seconds, then started toward Marcus, his step determined, his chin lifted. His fine blond hair was caught back in a ponytail, wisps escaping to frame a fine-boned face with bright green eyes. Though short and slight, he was dressed in a huge red parka that made him look like a burrito. It made him look bigger than he was.

He stopped right in front of Marcus, eyes glowing, cheeks reddened from the cold. “Hi, Marcus.”

“Hey.”

“I... I brought you something,” he said, and Marcus realized he’d been staring like an idiot.

“Jace...”

The omega thrust a small package at him. “Just take it. It’s for you. I made it for you.”

It was tradition for omegas interested in an alpha to give gifts they made themselves, though that was usually after the alpha had displayed interest in a relationship.

Marcus had never received gifts before Jace had come along. Ever. It wasn’t like his alpha father was going to remember or care about Marcus’s birthday, or Christmas.

Swallowing hard, he took the little box. “What is it?”

“Open it.” The smile Jace gave him was sweet. “It’s an origami.”

“Last time you gave me an origami, too.”

“So you opened it.” The omega looked pleased. “Did you like it?”

Marcus frowned, glancing from the box back to the omega’s pretty face. “Jace... What do you want from me?”

“I thought it was obvious. I thought...” Jace bit his lower lip, small white teeth sinking into lush flesh. “I thought you liked me.”

Marcus shifted on his feet, his bad leg killing him. “Why would you think that?”

Jace’s pretty face paled and twisted in a grimace. “But you said... you said I was the prettiest omega you’d ever seen. Was that a lie?”

“When the hell did I say that?” He was crushing the little package in his fist and made himself stop. He’d said things he didn’t remember? Was it possible? What else had happened and then been erased from his memory?

“So you didn’t mean it?” Those green eyes were suddenly brimming with tears.

“Fuck. Jace...”

“You didn’t mean it. All the things you said were lies, weren’t they?”

“All the things? What things, Jace?”

The omega shook his head so hard his hair came undone and flew about his face. Damn, but he was sexy. “Got to go.”

“Jace—”

“It’s no use,” the omega whispered.

Had he said that part, about liking Jace? It sure was true, but when had that happened? Fuck his fucked-up memory. “Wait, Jace—”

But he was already gone.

Damn...
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Chapter Two: Jace
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HURRYING INTO HIS ROOM, Jace closed the door and leaned against it with a sigh. God, what was he doing?

Trying to get Marcus to like him, to want him. For months he’d tried to get a reaction out of him, but nothing.

It was a lost cause.

And he was running out of time.

Damn, he couldn’t breathe. The parka was getting way too tight. He unzipped it and walked to the full-length mirror on the wall beside his desk, running his hands over his big, round belly.

Pregnant.

He was so very pregnant already. Three months along with twins, and without an alpha to protect him. If Marcus wasn’t willing, then he had to find someone else.

He just didn’t want to. Marcus was the one he’d set his heart on from the start. And not many alphas would be happy to take on an omega pregnant with another’s babies.

Happy. That was so important to him. He didn’t want to be in a sad relationship. He wanted to be with someone who liked him, and wanted him and... and loved him.

Such a pipe dream.

Should have thought of that when you lost your mind last time you went into heat, he told himself. When you were so desperate for a fuck that you didn’t check whether the alpha you invited into your room was wearing a condom or not.

Which he hadn’t been, obviously.

Jace stroked the top of his belly, feeling the babies move. He never thought he’d get pregnant before finishing the academy.

Before finding the right Mate. Such a dreamer, wasn’t he? Always dreaming he’d find true love, a partner to make a family with, to spend his days in laughter and joy.

Then he’d met Marcus and something in the alpha had drawn him like a magnet, that contrast between Marcus’s magnetic masculinity and flirty nature, between his exuberant manic moments and his dark, brooding periods. Not the kind of alpha he’d imagined falling in love with. He’d seen himself falling for a loud, openhearted one, who’d go about playing with puppies and other people’s kids.

But Marcus it was, from the first time he’d seen the alpha in the academy courtyard. Jace’s heart was given away, and now... Now he had to find and convince another alpha to have him, babies and all, or have the babies on his own and hope for the best.

He had no illusions. His fathers wouldn’t help him, support him. His alpha father didn’t even live on the east coast. His omega father was too busy with his therapist and his circle of friends to have time for Jace, let alone grandkids.

Jace rubbed the sides of his belly, gasping softly when the babies kicked. “Easy,” he whispered. They probably sensed his own distress. His fear. His sadness. “I’m okay. We’ll be okay.”

He didn’t want to end up like his fathers, not loving each other, not content together. But with the babies coming in less than two months, his time to convince Marcus that he could be good for him, that he could give him a family, and love.

In fact, he was starting to doubt that Marcus would be good for Jace. If only he wasn’t in love with him already...

The babies could feel it. He really was screwed, one way or another.

***
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HE WAS MAKING HIS WAY to class the next morning when he heard his name being called.

He turned around.

It was Reese, the cute omega who was the boyfriend of Tiberius De Crescent—and father of his babies. Reese had given birth very recently to twins, only the previous week, yet he looked radiant.

It was startling to see him without that huge belly he’d sported for months. He looked younger somehow.

“How are you, Jace? Haven’t seen you around in the past few days.”

Jace shrugged. “Been a bit under the weather.”

Not a lie. Morning sickness was a bitch. Would it never end?

“Have you?” Reese’s gaze was shrewd, if kind, dipping to Jace’s belly, which was pressed to the point of pain inside the damn parka. “Want to tell me about it? Maybe I can help you.”

But Jace shook his head. “I’m good. Thanks.”

“I’m here to talk, if you ever need to. You know that, right?” Reese was smiling at him, and it was kind of him, but he didn’t know what to tell him. What an idiot he’d been? What a mess he was in? How could Reese help him?

“Thanks.”

“Take care, Jace.”

Was it his impression or was Reese’s gaze still fixed to Jace’s belly? Did he know? It had reached the point where the parka was straining, his belly trying to push out. It had grown a lot over the past week. To anyone paying attention, it was obvious.

“Oh god, what an idiot I am!” Reese called out, startling Jace. He slapped his forehead and turned back around. “Almost forgot the reason I came to talk to you.”

“What is it?”

“I wanted to invite you to the Claiming ceremony. You can bring a partner if you want, of course.”

“You wanted to invite me to your Claiming? Why?”

For the first time since he’d first met Reese, the other omega flushed and looked uncertain. “I... I don’t have many friends, if you hadn’t noticed,” he admitted. “Any friends, in fact. Apart from you. And Tiberius, obviously. I don’t trust easily.”

“And you trust me? You barely know me.”

“But I trust you.” He was quiet for a while, finally lifting his blue gaze to Jace’s face. “And I hope you can trust me, too.”

***
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GOD, HE WAS SO UNCOMFORTABLE. The wind was chilly and he’d had to put his parka back on to walk from the cafeteria to his next class, but it was so damn tight he couldn’t breathe.

This pregnancy was getting serious.

Jace stopped, and unzipped the parka to stroke his belly, trying to catch his breath. Crap... He needed a new parka. Or a coat.

One that fit three people inside.

Maybe a camping tent would be big enough.

“Jace? You okay?”

He jerked back just as it registered that it was his alpha cousin, Leo. “Yeah. I... yeah.”

“What the hell, Jace? I didn’t know you were pregnant.”

Jace swallowed hard. “Well, now you do. Meet my pregnant belly. Belly, meet Leo.”

“Hey... don’t bite my head off.” Leo grinned and shoved his hands into his pants pockets. “I just wanted to know if you’re all right. Why didn’t you tell me I’m going to be an uncle?”

“You’re my cousin, Leo, not my brother.”

“Pff. Same thing. Jesus, look at you. How far along are you?”

Jace sniffed, passed a hand under his nose. It was always running. One of those weird pregnancy things. “Three months.”

“Fuuck... I had no clue.”

Yeah, that had been the general idea—to hide it from others. Now, though... Jace tried to zip his parka back up—and failed. It was way too small.

Enough.

He couldn’t hide his pregnancy anymore.

Come to think of it, he didn’t know why he’d tried to, anyway. It was like that... At first, he’d hoped to get Marcus to go out with him before telling him about the pregnancy. Not to cheat, avoid telling him—he only wanted a chance to be with Marcus, see if the alpha felt anything for him before telling him. Then, he’d wanted to avoid everyone’s curious looks as his belly began to swell. An unclaimed omega in the academy, pregnant.

And later... it had become a habit.

Well, that was a habit that was about to change. The babies were growing faster now, and his pregnancy clothes were the only thing that fit him, elastic materials stretching over his big belly.

Let Marcus and everyone see. It didn’t matter anymore. It was too late.

He was giving up. If Marcus didn’t want him, better that way. Better that he knew and stopped hoping.

But... the Claiming. “Leo!”

“What is it? Are the babies coming now?”

“What?” He blinked at his grinning cousin. Then he slapped him on his ridiculously ripped chest. “Shut up, idiot. The babies are staying in for another two months.”

“Holy shit!”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Hey... would you do me a favor?”

“Sure. Hit me.”

“Would you come with me to a Claiming ceremony?”
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Chapter Three: Marcus
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MARCUS PARKED HIS CAR outside the Cedar estate. The sun was shining, despite the cold. The weather had decided to favor Tiberius’s and Reese’s union, it seemed. Marcus was happy for them.

Only problem being that he was allergic to Claiming ceremonies. Too emotional, flowery, over the top.

Too... romantic.

He was all for a good fuck and some spooning afterward, feeding each other chocolate-covered strawberries, then licking each other all over. That wasn’t romantic. That was hot.

But he wouldn’t touch emotions with a ten-foot-pole. Promises. Declarations of eternal love. Lust was the only thing he believed in.

Growing up, he hadn’t seen much love.

Lust, though... he’d seen a lot of lust. He believed in what he saw, like Saint Thomas. Touch the holes left by the nails and all that. He wasn’t pious, didn’t quite believe in the Christian god that shifters had inherited from the humans. Didn’t quite believe in the ancestor spirits, the moon, and the Great Wolf, either.

Maybe that was his problem: a lack of belief, of faith.

Apart from the problem that was his leg, that was, which hurt like a bitch, and the strange weakness and lost memories. He really should open up to someone about all this, ask their opinion. Tiberius, probably. His alpha friend had proven to be a down-to-earth, level-headed person, responsible for his actions, for his omega and their babies.

So unlike Marcus.

Swallowing hard, annoyed and sad somehow, he pulled out a small flask from his jacket pocket, took a gulp of Vodka.

He needed liquid courage for this ceremony. He’d be expected to ah and oh over flower decorations and garlands and all those things omegas liked, to appear moved by the set-up and his friends’ vows, by the sight of their cute babies.

To express a wish to attain the same level of cheesy happiness.

Gah.

Capping the flask, slipping it back into his inner pocket, he killed the engine and got out, rubbing at his aching thigh.

Ready or not...

Time to face the romantic music.

***

[image: image]


THE CEDAR ESTATE WAS rich, surrounded by vineyards and orange groves laden with golden fruit. All was peace and quiet, despite the number of cars parked outside. The walls around the house yard muted the sounds coming from inside.

The owner was the leader of Clan Cedar, and a hunt-buddy of Tiberius’s father, as Tiberius had explained. His father was trying to make amends, and he’d offered the venue.

It was all bullshit, in Marcus’s opinion. The man was an asshole, and no matter what he did wouldn’t make up to all he’d put Tiberius and his mate through. Fathers were assholes.

Just like Marcus would be if he ever fathered any children.

Scowling, he entered the premises, patting his back pocket for his cigarettes. Music was playing, that bland instrumental shit with a light beat that broke your brain.

Damn, he’d need painkillers before this was over, both for his head and his leg.

In a foul mood, he made his way down the path winding through manicured lawns toward the stone-built house where he assumed the ceremony would take place. Unless they wanted to do it wrapped up in jackets and scarves in the yard?
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