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      “You’re going!”

      Joshua Lowe stared at his fiancé, his erstwhile alpha, his supposed mate. “No.”

      He wasn’t going anywhere. He hadn’t asked to bond with the alpha. He didn’t want to do this—take some weird-assed training with a stranger like he was a goddamn puppy. He wasn’t a pup, and he just wasn’t interested.

      “This is not optional, Joshua. You will do this for me.” Grainger crossed his arms over his brawny chest, his expression ominous. He had the strength and authority of his position, plus he had size to back him up.

      “You don’t like me? Pick someone else! Choose your perfect asshole mate.” He didn’t need this. He was going home to Idaho Springs.

      “Stop.” The command in the Alpha’s voice stopped him in his tracks. Damn it. He hated that. “You’re going if I have to tie you up. And I will, boy. Don’t think I won’t.”

      “Fuck you.” He wanted to cry. Why didn’t Grainger like him as is? Why was this happening to him? This wasn’t medieval times, for fuck’s sake. Okay, so he was a smart-ass, but he hadn’t asked for this. Some fucking matchmaker had chosen him. “I’m going home.”

      “And embarrass your family? It’s a two-week commitment, up in the mountains. It’s training on how to be an alpha’s mate. Not prison.” Grainger chuckled softly. “Think of it as a later summer camp.”

      “I hated camp,” he muttered. Then he sighed. He did like the mountains, at least. Idaho Springs, Colorado had always been a quick jump in either direction to real altitude, and he was a fan of snow and alpine flowers. Either way.

      Grainger rumbled, the sound a comfort. “You’re having a hard time adjusting. I get it. I do. Go on up. You’ll be able to run up there, tire yourself out. Think more clearly.”

      “It’s not like I hate you.” That was important.

      “I know.” Grainger pulled him into a hug. “But we’re not bonding like we need to. We need an adjustment period. Do this for me.”

      Joshua sighed softly, leaning into Grainger. “Okay. All right, but no one’s going to boss me around, right?”

      “Uh. Sure.” Now Grainger was chuckling again. “I’m sure you and Lachlan will get along like a house afire.”

      “I hope so. Just two weeks. When do I leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning. You’ll only need one bag. Pack carefully.”

      This sounded like some sort of test. He had the urge to pack a thong and a dildo.

      “I just need my tablet, my phone, my hoodie, and clothes, right?” He could draw on his tablet. He was a painter, by trade.

      “Yeah. That sounds good.” Grainger patted his butt. “Okay, I have a couple of calls to make. We’ll have supper in a bit, together, huh?”

      “Sounds good.” He didn’t want to do this, but he didn’t want to be mated to an unhappy alpha either, so that was important.

      It had been so weird. One day, he was in his studio, happily painting, not a worry in the world except for how he was going to eat, and then the next day, boom. He was in Denver, called to mate with a stranger. So fucking odd.

      Now this.

      Instead of going to pack, he went to the makeshift studio he’d set up. He needed to finish up the painting he had on the easel. Packing was fucking overrated, and he traveled light anyway.

      He would just do it in the morning.
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      Lachlan watched the front window while he listened to the litany of complaints from Grainger. “He never came to supper. He never packed a bag. He was still asleep when the driver came.”

      He grinned since Grainger couldn’t see him. “How frustrating for you.”

      “This guy is an artiste. I swear to god, I want to grab his little goatee and shave it off after I blister his ass.”

      Privately, Lachlan thought that was what Grainger should do, but he was also perfectly willing to get paid to bring the young mate in line. “I’m sure you’d rather have a construction worker.”

      “Mmm… I might, but this is the one they chose. Poor kid was in a garret. A real, honest to god, frigging garret.”

      “Really? Why did they want to get rid of him so badly?” How much trouble could he have been in a garret?

      “Family honor. Good breeding, old money—he’s pretty, you know? But totally intractable.”

      “Hmmm. I doubt it. I’ve never met one who couldn’t learn.”

      “That’s why you’re the best, Lachlan. You always have been.”

      “Don’t butter me up, Graing. I said I would do it. In fact, here he is.” The long, black SUV limo pulled into his circular drive.

      Grainger chuckled softly. “Have fun.”

      The kid got out of the car, bag in one hand, phone in the other.

      Okay, this one was adorable—a shock of reddish hair, huge honey-colored eyes, and yes, a goatee. Lord.

      Not at all what he’d expected, even with Grainger’s description. Grainger was a timber wolf, after all, big and dark reddish brown with these stunning green eyes. Joshua appeared deceptively delicate.

      Lachlan would bet he played on that.

      It worked too. Lachlan could read it in the way the kid held himself.

      So, he would start by tearing that down a little. He could do oblivious. Maybe a little haughty.

      “Hey. I’m Joshua Lowe. I was told you’re expecting me?”

      “I am. Lachlan. Please, come in.” Lachlan stepped back to allow Joshua in, stifling a smile when the kid looked for someone to take his bag. The subs and betas did that kind of work here.

      Joshua just sighed, looked back at the car that was leaving, then turned back toward the house. “You have a lovely house.”

      “Thanks. Leave your bag here, and you can take it up after we chat.”

      “I can do that.” Joshua put the bag out of the way and slipped his phone in his back pocket.

      That would be one of the first rules. No phone. Maybe an hour a day. This one needed discipline, needed to be without distractions.

      Joshua looked around, taking every single thing in. Fascinating.

      “Grainger says you’re an artist?” He led the way to the sitting room where he’d laid out drinks and snacks, just a bucket of ice with a selection of sodas and water, and some crackers and cheese.

      “I am, yes. A painter.” The little wolf’s nose twitched, and Lachlan would bet it was the cheese.

      He did love good cheese, and he didn’t skimp.

      “So you’ll need your tablet, yes?” He would make sure it couldn’t access the internet, but he would never take it away, not if Joshua needed it as an outlet. “Sit, please.”

      “Thank you.” Joshua perched on the sofa, looking everywhere but at him.

      “Have some snacks, please. What would you like to drink?”

      “Oh, a Dr Pepper, please. I missed my coffee this morning, and I have a huge head.”

      “Of course.” He made a note of that too. Caffeine. “Did you get up late?”

      “I stayed up late working. I had a piece to finish before I left. I dozed off waiting for the car.”

      “Ah.” He poured the soda as deliberately as he would tea. “Do you often lose track of time?”

      “When I’m working, absolutely. I get sucked into the process.” Joshua’s pinched expression softened, the pretty eyes lighting up.

      There. That was what he needed to see. What engaged Joshua. What made him happy.

      He handed Joshua the glass, and he got a warm smile. “Thank you. So…you’re going to teach me what fork to use and stuff? Like etiquette?”

      “No, I’m going to teach you how to focus, how to be an Alpha’s mate. You’re very self-focused. I think you must be an only child, hmm?” He saw the way Joshua examined him, how his size and shape didn’t sync with who Joshua had thought he would be.

      “I am. I wasn’t supposed to be someone’s mate. I just make art.”

      “All of us are someone’s mate eventually.” Did Joshua object to men?

      “Yes. I suppose it would be a lonely life if not…”

      “Do you find Grainger distasteful?” He poured himself a glass of iced tea, then grabbed some crackers. He wanted a burger.

      “What? Did I say that? He’s a very nice man.”

      “You think so?” He raised his eyebrows. “Nice is not a word I think of with Grainger.”

      “What? That’s a mean thing to say!”

      “I’ve known him a long while.” Lachlan chuckled. “But I’m glad you defend him.”

      “He’s never been mean to me. I told him I’d come here and learn how to do…things.”

      “Good. Good. I want to teach you.” Lachlan really did, actually. He was eager.

      Joshua finished his drink, eyes on the ice as it spun around in the glass.

      “What do you think you need most to learn?” He asked a lot of questions of his new students, because that caused them to reveal more than they knew.

      “I just want to know how to stay under the radar and not embarrass anyone.”

      “That’s a good goal. But you have to be willing to walk at Grainger’s side, as well.” He picked up the plate. “Cheese?”

      “It smells amazing. Thank you.” Joshua took a single piece, so delicate.

      “I think you’re going to like it.” He watched, curious to see Joshua eat.

      Joshua smelled the morsel first, then nibbled it, taking four bites to eat a one-bite bit of cheese. By the time he was done, Lachlan was a little shocked to find his cock hardening in his pants. He set the plate in his lap, hiding it.

      “It’s so good. Sharp and crumbly. Yum.”

      “I love how it makes your tongue curl right on the edge, hmm?” He had to share a smile. “I think this will work out quite well.”

      “Cool.” Joshua nodded and took a deep breath. “I just want to be okay.”

      “Of course.” Lachlan rose. Time to make a plan. “Dinner will be at six. Take more cheese if you want, and I’ll show you to your suite.”

      “Can I steal another of the Cokes, please?”

      “Of course.” He handed over the Dr Pepper. “Come on.”

      “Thank you.” Joshua stood and followed, grabbing his bag on the way.

      He took Joshua to his suite but didn’t immediately step away. “I’ll need your phone please.”

      “Pardon me?” That was utter shock in Joshua’s eyes.

      “Your phone. I’ll call Grainger and let him know you got here.” Lachlan held out his hand, testing Joshua’s resistance right then and there.

      “You don’t know his number? I’ll text it to you.”

      “I know it well. In fact, I was on the line with him when you pulled up. Phone. Now.” He didn’t move, resisting the urge to wiggle his fingers.

      “I need it. It’s my phone.”

      “It’s a distraction. While you’re here, you focus on our lessons. I’ll leave your tablet.”

      “So I’ll leave it upstairs when I learn what he wants me to. I need it. People don’t do anything without their phones.” The pup looked at him like he was utterly insane.

      “Joshua. Now.” He put all the command he had into his tone.

      “Motherfucker.” Joshua slapped the phone into his hand and disappeared into the room, slamming the door behind him hard enough that the room shuddered.

      Oh, someone had a filthy mouth.

      He grinned, weighing the phone in his hand. Bad language or not, that first round went to him.

      Score.
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      Joshua didn’t have his phone, he didn’t have the Wi-Fi password—he didn’t appreciate the router being named “be a good boy and ask” either—and he didn’t have a way out the window because of the fucking bars.

      Bars.

      “Asshole!” He explored the suite, growling deep in his throat.

      The place was the most luxurious prison he could imagine. A big half-tester king-sized bed. A sitting area with plush velvet couches in a deep green. A wall of books. A shower and a garden tub. La-di-dah.

      The more he explored, though, the more he worried. The tester bed frame had iron rings embedded at the tops of the posts. There was this kneeling bench that looked like something a really bad Catholic would love.

      It was the weirdest room ever. The light was nice, and the view was amazing. If he could work the bars off, that was.

      There were no tools, so he would have to sneak out of his room tonight and find some. Lachlan had to sleep sometime.

      Everyone did.

      “Motherfucker. What the hell is this place?”

      He cursed Grainger and his parents, and he finally lay down with his tablet, because he could draw or play a game, as long as it was downloaded.

      He took pictures of the mountains, of the bed, of himself. He took a long bath with bubbles. He had a long cry. Then he curled up with The Stand.

      As long as no one tied him to the bed, he should be okay. Right?

      Right.

      He put the covers over his head as it got dark, just him, the cave, and the tablet. Goddess, his head hurt.

      Still, he could sneak out tonight and get food, right?

      A knock sounded on his door at five to six, bringing him up out of a nap. “Dinner, Joshua.”

      His belly growled, but he ignored it, hiding in the blankets.

      “You have to come out sometime, Joshua. You should come eat with me. I had Hannah make you fish tacos.”

      He did not. He could stay in. He loved fish tacos. Asshole.

      “I’m not feeling well,” he lied. He wanted to go home—to his real home, wherever that was.

      “Joshua.” Lachlan didn’t sound impatient exactly, or even disappointed, but more…long-suffering. Like Joshua had done something silly.

      At least that he was used to, right? Everyone thought he was silly. A pretty little wolf who didn’t have a brain. Just someone to look at.

      He was so much smarter than that.

      “Joshua, please. Hannah went to all this effort.”

      Oh, that wasn’t fair. Not at all. “I’m not dressed. I’m already in bed. I want my phone back, and the Wi-Fi password. I can’t even check my emails.”

      “You know very well Grainger cleared your schedule. Come on, now. You’re going to get very lonely in there.”

      He nodded, because it was true, but it didn’t matter. He had a whole life of lonely ahead of him, and he knew it. He was going to be trotted out for parties and company. Grainger wasn’t attracted to him. He wasn’t dumb. He saw the artwork in the private wing of the alpha’s quarters.

      The guy liked men like…like Lachlan.

      Joshua went to throw open the door. “Are you lovers?”

      Lachlan’s dark brows, so unlike his prematurely white hair, rose to his hairline. “What?”

      “Are you fucking him? Is that what this is about? You can have him. You two can have each other. We all know that I’m a-a-a placeholder!”

      “To be honest, my personal life is none of your concern, but no. Grainger and I are friends. We share some tastes, but I am absolutely not his type.” Lachlan’s lips curled the tiniest bit.

      “Bullshit. I’ve seen his artwork. You’re totally his type. I’m happy to learn how not to embarrass him, but I want my fucking phone!” He was so mad he was shaking, his wolf right there, screaming to be let out.

      Lachlan loomed, seeming like three times taller suddenly. “Don’t yell at me, boy. You’ll get your phone when you earn it.”

      Something about Lachlan’s scent caught him, his nose flaring.

      Suddenly he was fuzzy, barking, dancing in a pure panic.

      “Shhh.” Lachlan grabbed him, holding him against that wide chest, taking him to sit on the couch. “It’s okay. It’s all right.”

      He panted, crying softly. He was hungry and scared, and he wanted to go home. To his real pack. Not Denver.

      Lachlan set him down, then became an enormous arctic wolf, huge and white. So pretty and vocalizing to him, soothing him.

      Oh. He bowed, sniffing hard, filling his nose with Lachlan’s scent.

      Lachlan nuzzled him, rubbing their muzzles together. This he understood. He relaxed and sighed—there was no threat from Lachlan, just a warm strength.

      He leaned, letting Lachlan support him. His confusion faded in this form. Lachlan groomed him, helping him relax and breathe.

      It felt so good. It felt like Lachlan saw him.

      He rolled close, groaning deep in his chest. He could stay just like this, quiet and happy.

      Lachlan licked his whiskers, nudging him back on the couch, then hopping up with him. He hoped the Hannah lady wouldn’t hate him for being late to supper. He curled around himself, nose to nose with Lachlan. So pretty. So pale. So big.

      And he smelled so good. Grainger was pleasant, but didn’t a mate need to smell good to his lover? He filled his lungs with Lachlan’s air, letting it touch him everywhere deep inside.

      This was bad, wasn’t it? Joshua didn’t care. At least as a wolf he didn’t need his phone.

      As his true self, he could rest, right here. Right now.

      Maybe when he got up, he could eat dinner. Now he just wasn’t going to freak out about it.

      Lachlan rumbled at him, and the sound filled him and let him sleep.

      Sleep without dreams.
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      Lachlan brought the second dinner option upstairs. He would feed Joshua in his room. The fish tacos were ruined, but Hannah had left a plate of sandwiches, chips, and cookies.

      He was very determinedly not thinking of how he’d lost his composure and wolfed out to comfort his new guest.

      Joshua had been so worried and had shifted in a rush, and the wolf had been eager for connection. A strong connection. One that had settled Joshua down instantly, and unsettled Lachlan hugely. He wasn’t meant to be bonding with the kid. That was Grainger’s job. Lachlan was to train him. But…

      The joy in those eyes, the way Joshua’s tail had wagged and he’d bowed? Joshua saw him.

      Lachlan shook his head. No. He was here to teach, to send Joshua back to Grainger a more…obedient mate.

      Goddess, this was ridiculous. He’d worked with more beautiful subs; he didn’t need this.

      He didn’t knock because he’d left the door open a touch and it was still cocked, so he let himself in. “Hey, Joshua. I brought food.”

      Joshua was human again, bare naked, curled up on the sofa. He sat up, obviously confused. “What?”

      “Food. Hannah says fish tacos can wait. She made sandwiches and such.” He kept his tone gentle. “You were rumbling before our nap.”

      “Oh. They smell good. I went fuzzy, didn’t I? I’m sorry. I hate when I do that.” Joshua grabbed his jeans to tug them on.

      “No problem. I did as well.” And it had shocked him.

      “It must have been dumb luck.” Joshua tugged on his huge sweater, hiding his body away.

      “Must have.” He laid the sandwich tray on the coffee table. “She also sent cookies. Butterscotch chip.”

      “Wow. That’s cool. Uh. Have a seat?”

      “Thank you.” He sat at the other end of the couch before grabbing a turkey and swiss. So fresh.

      Joshua took a sandwich, humming as he bit down. Someone had relaxed, had stopped panicking.

      He would make note of that. He could work with Joshua on calming techniques when he was in stressful situations. Poor kid had lost it a bit.

      Joshua ate quietly, obviously enjoying every bite. He was subdued, stealing little glances at Lachlan.

      Lachlan ate two sandwiches. He could eat a lot as it was. When he was unsure of his emotions, he ate more. That was why he ran. Every day.

      “The sandwiches are good. Thank you. I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier. I’m very stressed out.”

      “I could tell. Did you have a lot of tension at home before you went to Grainger’s?”

      Joshua blinked, then chuckled softly. “No. No, I stayed in my part of the house; my parents stayed in theirs.”

      “Ah.” Seemed like Joshua spent a lot of time alone. “And who chose you for Grainger?”

      “Some matchmaker saw it in a vision? Said I would end up with a distant alpha who was twice my size, something-something.” Joshua shook his head. “I think it’s a—not a mistake, of course, but it’s an old-fashioned idea, isn’t it? My parents were so excited though…”

      “Hmm.” He sipped a Coke he’d popped open. Noncommittal was best. Matchmakers had been used between civilized packs for centuries, but they could be…cloudy.

      “Right? Exactly. I have to do it. It’s a thing. I’ll be okay. I’m self-entertaining.”

      “There will be times when you can’t be, though. I hope to help prepare you for that.” He felt as if he’d found his feet again.

      “Can’t be what? Okay?”

      “Self-entertaining. When Grainger will want you there during boring or stressful times.”

      “I’m supposed to just be pretty, right? No one actually wants me to do anything.”

      “But you do have to be patient.” This would be an issue.

      “Yeah. I thought I was.” Joshua actually blushed. Interesting.

      “Stress does affect us all differently.” He broke a cookie in half, then held it to Joshua’s lips.

      Joshua blinked, opening like he’d pushed a hidden button.

      What was he doing? He supposed he was teaching Joshua to accept things. That was a decent answer, and one that didn’t end with him looking like an ass.

      He ate his half of the cookie. Sharing food created trust.

      Joshua pulled his knees up, resting his chin on them, watching him.

      Lachlan took a deep, centering breath. “So. Patience. Acceptance. That’s why I need your phone, so thank you. You need to be able to be alone with yourself. To center.”

      “I’m alone with myself a lot. I don’t have cybersex or anything. I read, do puzzles, and take pictures.”

      “I’m not worried about that. The sex, I mean.” In fact, Grainger seemed to think Joshua was a little asexual. Lachlan was pretty sure he didn’t agree.

      “Oh. Okay. What are you worried about?”

      “Distraction. I need you to hear me. To listen. I’m leaving your tablet for your art, but normally I would take that too.”

      “And you’re counting on sheer boredom and insanity to make people tractable?” Joshua’s eyes were huge.

      Lachlan laughed. “Maybe. Maybe I just want them to go back to basics. Slow down the brain so everyone can make better choices.” He liked that Joshua was so willing to talk so early on. Many would still be slamming doors.

      “I don’t work in basics. I work in colors. Does that make sense? I mean, I’m not a shit. I promise.”

      “It does. I don’t want to mute that, only make them less chaotic.” Lachlan touched Joshua’s leg. “Will you try to trust me?”

      “I’ll try. I don’t want to be bad. I want to go to work.” Joshua’s expression was so sad, the loss there shocking him. “I’ll learn whatever Grainger needs so that he doesn’t have to think about me.”

      “Oh, but if you’re going to be mates, you want him to think about you, sweet. Just not when he has to work.” He winked, wanting to share that little joke. If he were totally honest, he was wickedly uncomfortable talking about Joshua and Grainger eventually being together.

      Joshua shook his head, the kid fighting to stop the motion.

      “Thank you for eating with me. Do you want a tour of the house? I would love to show it to you.” Honestly now he should be giving Joshua alone time to process what he’d said, but he couldn’t seem to do it.

      “Yes! Oh yes, please!” Joshua’s eyes lit up. “It’s beautiful here. I took pictures. I would love to see it.”

      “I think there’s something downstairs you’ll love.” He had a long hallway between wings of the original house and the build-on that he’d made into an art gallery. He had a lot of friends who did everything from classical to modern to sculpture.

      There was something about Joshua like this that was pure puppy. Like the grumpy man had needed a nap and some care to have a chance at joy.

      Grainger was going to—No. No, his job was to train Joshua to learn to be Grainger’s mate.

      After that, it was out of his hands. They made their way downstairs, Joshua looking at everything, and he decided on the gallery first
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