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“Remember you get a free jar of peanut butter today.” Dale pointed to the display on his left after ringing up his customer’s purchases.

“Don’t know where my head is at today. It’s been a busy morning,” Helen told him.

“Tell me about it,” Dale said, rocking onto his tiptoes then onto his heels.

Helen, a nurse at the local clinic, eyed Dale critically. “You work too hard. A young omega like you shouldn’t be working two jobs.”

Dale sighed. “No choice if I’m to pay for college.”

Helen’s face softened. “Everyone in the pack’s real proud of you for getting a place at the university.”

Even though all levels of education had been integrated years earlier, few werewolves made it to community college, and even fewer went to university. And it was practically unheard of for a werewolf omega to get a place in a bachelor’s degree program. Dale had worked his ass off in high school; he’d been valedictorian of his graduating class with a perfect GPA. He needed out of the crushing smalltown existence he’d grown up in, and he saw his only way out was through getting a good education. However, with few scholarships open to werewolf students, he knew he’d have to earn as much money as he could to pay for classes.

Dale pulled his mind back to the present. He looked at his wristwatch. “I was supposed to be at the computer store fifteen minutes ago.” The store was in the human part of town, a good twenty-minute walk away.

“Shirley running late?”

“Again.” Dale nodded and rolled his eyes.

“That girl! I’d offer you a lift but...”

“No, it’s okay, but thank you anyway.” Helen had a reputation in the pack for being a total hard-ass. Even Alpha Todd, the pack alpha, seemed afraid of her, but she’d always been really kind to Dale. “It’s out of your way and you’ve got to get back to the clinic. I texted Craig earlier. He knows I’m running late and he’s okay with it.” He couldn’t help adding, “Or at least he says he is.”

Helen patted his hand before turning towards the exit. Before she reached it, the bell above the door pinged and Shirley sauntered in.

“You’re late, young lady!” Helen’s take no prisoners attitude was back, Dale was relieved her anger wasn’t aimed at him, but even so, he involuntarily took a step back from the register.

“Yeah.” Shirley snapped her gum. Setting her purse on the counter, she smiled at Dale. “Sorry, D. My alarm clock didn’t go off.”

“Alarm clock!” Helen thundered. “It’s after one P.M.”

There was another snap of gum. “Girl needs time to get ready in the morning, shower, put on makeup, do her nails and—”

The withering look Helen gave her would have had a weaker person quaking in their shoes, but Shirley seemed completely unaffected.

“You wouldn’t have been allowed to get away with that in my day,” Helen said. “I’ll be having a word with your parents.” Helen turned her back and swept out of the door, missing the raised middle finger Shirley aimed her way.

“Crotchety old witch,” Shirley said once the door had closed. Then she turned to Dale. “I am sorry, D, I did try and get here earlier.”

“I know.” Dale doubted she was genuinely sorry, but didn’t say anything because, omega that he was, he avoided confrontation at all cost. “Damn.” He lifted the pass-through in the counter and rushed into the main part of the store.

“What’s wrong?” Shirley asked.

“Helen forgot her free peanut butter.”

“Oh, is that all.” Shirley popped her gum again.

Dale reached the door, jar in hand, but the parking lot out front was empty. He considered going to the clinic on his way to the computer store but immediately rejected the idea as the two places were in opposite directions. He handed the jar to Shirley. “Can you keep it behind the counter in case she comes back later?”

Shirley rolled her eyes but accepted the jar. “If it’ll stop you worrying then I’ll drop it off at her house after my shift. She and Bill live one block over from my folks’ place.”

Dale had forgotten that fact. “Thanks, Shirl.”

“Now go on, get gone.” She waved a hand, her shiny, long, red-painted fingernails catching the light from the front windows. “You don’t want to be any later than you already are. And I really am sorry I wasn’t here earlier. Truth is, me and the girls went out on a howl until late.” She smirked. “We got drunk on a jar of moonshine that I stole from my uncle William.”

“Ouch.” Dale could never imagine being that rebellious.

She leaned down and kissed his cheek. “You’re a sweet, special guy.”

“Uh, thanks, I think.” Dale could feel a blush starting.

Shirley rubbed where she’d kissed. “Got lipstick on you. Don’t want to give that buff sexy alpha mate of yours the wrong idea if he sees you’ve been marked.”

Dale shook his head and made a face. “Brick isn’t my mate.”

“He wants to be. The way he follows you around, tongue out, panting. And that’s just when he’s in his unshifted form.” She laughed. “Oh.” Shirley fanned her face. “To be courted by a big, sexy alpha, all that strength from those hot muscles and oozing alpha pheromones from every pore.”

Dale laughed at the notion of the unsophisticated teenage alpha courting him. Dale imagined Brick’s idea of courtship would be to throw him over a shoulder before tossing him on the closest horizontal surface and...“Yeah, right.” Going back behind the counter, Dale pulled off his Kwik Shift tee, ducked down and retrieved a blue and red hoodie bearing the Byte Bar logo on the left breast. “Better not let Heath hear you talking about other wolves like that.” Shirley was a beta and was going steady with Heath, a fellow beta. Everyone expected they’d soon announce they were mates.

“He’s okay, though a bit dull, you know, in the bedroom department.” Smirking, she added, “I bet Brick’s a total animal between the sheets. I’d go after him myself but A, he’s a bit young for me, and B, he only has eyes for you.”

“I wouldn’t know. About the between the sheets thing.” Dale wished he wasn’t such a prude. He’d grown up with twin older brothers, both of whom were alphas. Joel and Erik took every opportunity they could to out-macho each other. Brick was just like them, often hung around with them, so no, he didn’t want Brick as a mate.

“Saving yourself for your one true love?” Shirley sighed. “Just like a Howlmark movie. So romantic.”

Dale had watched pretty much everything on the Howlmark Channel, swooning when the happy couple—almost always heterosexual—became mated. He knew those stories weren’t true to life, but it didn’t stop him from wanting something like that for himself. Conscious of the time, he said his goodbyes, rushed into the back room, pushed on the bar on the fire door, stepped outside, and froze in his tracks.

“Yo, Daley,” a deep alpha voice announced.

Dale hated the infantilizing nickname that his brothers had saddled him with. He was small and weak as it was, without...He sighed. “Brick.”

The big alpha had draped himself atop the wooden picnic table the staff used during their breaks, his legs spread, right one bent at the knee, scuffed motorcycle boot flat on the table, his upper half propped up by his right arm. The way Brick was positioned put his bulging crotch on full display, which had Dale averting his eyes.

“You’re running late for your computer job.”

How did Brick know this? They weren’t friends, although of course they’d known each other forever as they were both members of the Blackstone pack.

As if reading his mind, Brick said, “A mate makes it his business to—”

“You’re not my—”

“It’s destiny that you and me’ll be mates.”

“Whatever.” They’d had this conversation before. Brick was under the mistaken belief that Dale would someday be his mate, that fate or whatever had determined it that...He didn’t have either the time or the energy to go through all that crap again. As Brick had pointed out, he was running late.

“So, as I’m you’re mate, I’m gonna make sure you get to your next job safely.”

“Thanks.” Dale knew he was sounding snippy and ungrateful but he put that down to the stress of being late. He hated running behind, disappointing people.

Brick glanced over at his motorcycle to his right. The machine was nothing like the white chargers of Dale’s romantic imaginings when he pictured his ideal mate riding to his rescue and carrying him off into the sunset. But this was reality, not fantasy. He’d never ridden on a horse and wasn’t sure he’d enjoy it. He’d never ridden on a motorcycle either. Brick’s machine didn’t look all that safe with its rust spots, dull chrome, and leather peeling off its saddle. The poor state of the motorcycle was a surprise given that Brick was a mechanic at the local repair garage. That reminded him. “Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“Rocky gave me time off so I could look after my mate.”

Dale chose to ignore Brick’s repeated comments about their being mates.

Brick levered himself off the picnic table and stood to his impressive six feet nine inch height. His broad shoulders, barrel chest, narrow hips, and tree trunk thighs completed the picture. Brick totally dwarfed Dale’s five feet four-inch thin frame.

Brick strolled over to his bike, straddled the machine, disengaged the kickstand, and after a few false starts, fired up the engine. He looked over at Dale. “You getting on?” he yelled above the growling and rattling.

Dale screwed up his courage and approached the huge machine. “How do I do it?”

Rather than tell him or show him, Brick pushed the kickstand back down, climbed off the bike, picked up a startled Dale, and gently set the small omega on the back of the throbbing bike. Brick then reached into a saddlebag, lifted out an open face helmet and set it on Dale’s head. Dale’s sense of insecurity increased. The head covering didn’t seem to offer much protection. Brick adjusted the straps but the helmet still felt loose, further adding to Dale’s unease.

“Maybe I should walk instead of—”

“It’s safe. Although I’ll see what I can do about getting you a smaller one.” A still bareheaded Brick straddled the bike in front of Dale, freed the kickstand, and they moved forwards.

Dale’s yell of alarm could be heard above the uneven coughs and splutters of the engine.

“Put your arms around me!” Brick yelled.

Dale wished he’d never got on this scary contraption but nevertheless did as Brick said and put his arms around Brick’s middle. They barely reached. He pressed his palms flat on Brick’s leather-clad chest, closed his eyes, and began to pray. Remembered visions of members of the MC racing through town at high speed, weaving dangerously around other road users, leaning alarmingly low when going around corners, and...

It seemed only a matter of moments before they came to a gentle halt, the engine cutting out. The stillness and silence, though welcome, seemed jarring somehow.

“You can open your eyes now,” Brick said.

When Dale did as asked, he saw that Brick was facing forwards
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