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      Matthew Warner stood in the middle of his Alpha's backyard. Christian Packard was hosting the last sleuth get-together for the year. Yes, they would still meet up and have a run once a month. But the gatherings and cookouts like this usually ended in October before the weather turned too cold. As shifters, they tended to run hotter than humans did, but it would look weird to the neighbors if Christian hosted cookouts when the weather had dropped into the low thirties.

      People stood around in small groups talking and laughing. The entire sleuth had turned out, as they usually did. Matthew pulled on his beer, drinking the last of it. He laughed at something Bobby said, thankfully swallowing his beer first. Spraying beer through your nose was disgusting. Matthew clapped Aaron on the shoulder and held his empty beer out.

      "Anyone need a refill?" he asked.

      "Yeah," Bobby, Aaron, Clayton, and Jeffery all acknowledged.

      "Be back in a sec." Matthew gathered the empties and headed for the bin Christian and Vincent had put aside for them. The glass rattled as it hit the other bottles already littering the base.

      Matthew said hello to Patricia, the previous Alpha, as he passed her on the back porch where she was laying out food on the massive table. She'd been a great Alpha and continued to be a wonderful support to her son.

      He'd just reached down to start digging in the ice chest for the beers when Matthew's phone vibrated in his pocket. Seconds later, his ringtone sounded. He stood, fished his phone out, grinned widely when he saw the display, and swiped his finger across the screen to answer the call.

      "Give me good news, man," Matthew greeted his old college buddy, Nicholas Valenti.

      A slight pause, then, "I got the tickets."

      "Yes." Matthew might have jumped in the air and pumped his fist. When he realized what he'd done, he quickly looked around to see if anyone had witnessed his uncool moment.

      He heard laughing on the other end of the line. "You seriously just pumped your fist, didn't you?"

      "I did not," Matthew spluttered.

      "Dude, you can't lie to me. After sharing a room with you for four years, I know everything there is to know about you."

      Not everything, Matthew thought. There was one major fact about him that Nicholas didn't know. He wasn't about to tell the man either. As his friend wasn't his mate, it was against their law to divulge their secret without either prior approval from their Alpha or extenuating circumstances. Matthew had neither.

      Matthew lowered his voice. "There may have been a small fist pump," he admitted.

      He got the expected laugh.

      "Yeah, yeah, so you know just how uncool I really am. Now tell me about these tickets, which game are we going to? Where are we sitting? When do I have to fly out? How long can you put up with me for? Are you sure you have the room for me?" Matthew rattled off his questions rapid-fire, completely forgetting all about the beers he had come to collect.

      He leaned against the railing of the porch as he listened to Nic.

      "They're playing the Detroit Lions."

      "Awesome, hopefully the Bears can pull off a win at home." Matthew had been a fan of the Bears since he was a kid. With a bear as the team mascot, how could he not? Now thanks to Nic, he would finally be getting to see them live and in action. He'd never been able to make it to a game; there had always been something that had prevented him from going—school, his family, or work. But now everything was coming together and Matthew couldn't be more excited.

      "One can only hope. You know I'll always make room for you, so no need to worry there, and stay as long as you like, or as long as your work can afford to be without you for, anyway."

      Matthew groaned. Work. He loved his job. But taking time off always seemed to be a double-edged sword. Returning and dealing with the massive pile of work waiting for him or the errors made in his absence was never fun.

      "Stop thinking about work and start thinking about Chicago!" Nic admonished him.

      "Chicago, right." Matthew grinned. Work could wait. He was too excited about this to let a little thing like work get him down. "The game next Sunday?" he asked. Matthew was pretty sure he remembered the lineup correctly.

      "You know it."

      "Awesome, when do you want me?"

      "When are you off work?" Nic retorted quickly.

      "Wednesday through the following Sunday. So twelve days total."

      "Then I'll expect you on either the last flight out Tuesday or the first one on Wednesday. And you will be flying home the following Sunday."

      "Nic…"

      "Don't you, 'Nic' me. I haven't seen you in two years, Matty. You're going to get your ass to Chicago. We're going to go see the Bears play. We'll hang, have a good time, and celebrate Halloween together before you fly home and become a responsible adult again."

      Matthew ran his fingers through his hair, the grin on his face as wide as could be. "If you say so, dear."

      Nic snorted at Matthew's nickname for him. "I do. Text me your flight details so I know when to get to O'Hare to pick you up."

      "I can take a cab or rent a car."

      "Don't be ridiculous. I'll come get you and that's all there is to it."

      Matthew exhaled. "Okay, I'll see you in Chicago in about a week."

      "Can't wait, buddy."

      "Me either." Matthew agreed. It would be so nice to be able to relax and have a little fun with his college friend again. They'd kept in touch after graduation, but had yet to find an opportunity to get together again. When Nic had mentioned he might have a friend who could get them tickets to the next Bears home game, Matthew had practically jumped at the chance. Nic knew how big a fan Matthew was.

      He'd already asked for time off from work, on the off chance Nic could get the tickets. His boss hadn't been pleased. Matthew suspected that was more to do with the lack of skilled people to replace him than anything else. But seeing as how Matthew hadn't really taken any significant time off in the last two years, HR told him he had to use his vacation days or risk losing the hours. This had seemed like the perfect opportunity. Even if Nic hadn’t been able to get the game tickets Matthew still would have gone. It'd been far too long between visits.

      They said their goodbyes, Matthew promising to send Nic his flight details as soon as he booked it. He hung up the phone and shoved it back in his pocket. Matthew wanted to do a little happy dance, he was so excited.

      The loud chatter from sleuth members seemed to hit him all at once. How had he managed to drown them all out while he was on phone?

      He remembered what he'd been doing originally. "Crap," he swore and he headed back over to the ice chest. Matthew had just opened the lid and reached inside when a large hand landed on his shoulder. Matthew glanced up only to find himself looking at his Alpha.

      He swallowed. He liked Christian, even though they didn't know each other all that well. Matthew knew Bobby, Christian's youngest brother, as they were in the same grade at school. He'd tended to stay clear of Christian, though, as the man always made him nervous.

      "Matthew," Christian said, his voice low and deep. The power in it sent shivers down Matthew's spine.

      "Yes?" he squeaked. Matthew cleared his throat before trying again. "Yes?" This time his voice only shook a little.

      Christian smiled knowingly at him. "I was wondering if you and I could have a word in private?"

      Private? What the hell had he done? Matthew racked his brain, trying to think of anything he might have forgotten recently that might have angered or annoyed his Alpha. He couldn't come up with anything.

      "Sure." Matthew stood and closed the lid to the ice chest. Christian placed his hand on Matthew's shoulder, leading him inside. Matthew looked around fanatically for someone to stop them, but no one seemed to be paying them the slightest bit of attention. He swallowed the lump in his throat and resigned himself to his fate, whatever it might be.

      Christian led Matthew to his office. Matthew had never had cause to be in this room before. The mahogany desk with matching wood and leather chairs sat pride of place in the center of the room, and off to one side was a bookcase filled with books. Matthew could see several of them had Christian's mate's name on them—Vincent Marsden.

      "Take a seat," Christian said as he closed the door behind them. The Alpha was acting strangely, especially when he checked the hall just before the door closed. Christian walked over to where Matthew was sitting. Instead of taking a seat behind the desk as Matthew would have expected, Christian hiked a leg and leaned against the edge of the desk just to the side of him.

      "Thank you for taking a minute to speak with me."

      "Anything you need, Alpha." Matthew nodded. His hands were already sweating. Matthew rubbed them back and forth on his pants, hoping to dry them.

      "There's no reason to be nervous," Christian assured him, chuckling lightly. "You've done nothing wrong."

      Matthew nodded as he sighed in relief.

      "I know we don't know each other very well," Christian started and Matthew nodded again. "However, you've known my younger brother for years."

      "I have. He's a good guy."

      "He is. Can be a pain in the ass sometimes, but I love him nonetheless." Christian chuckled.

      Matthew was too nervous to do anything more than smile.

      "Anyway, I happened to overhear a conversation you had earlier on the phone."

      Matthew swallowed and fisted the denim of his jeans in his hands. Would Christian stop him from going on vacation? Was there a sleuth in Chicago? Did he need to notify them of his travel plans?

      "Yes?" he asked quietly.

      "You're planning to travel to Chicago, is that correct?"

      Matthew nodded slowly.

      "Excellent."

      Matthew furrowed his brows. Why on earth would Christian think his travel plans were excellent? "I don't understand."

      "I was wondering if you wouldn't mind doing me a favor."

      "A favor? Me?"

      Christian nodded. "I'm trying to go through the sleuth, one by one, and get to know everyone as the Alpha. But Bobby trusts you. And I was hoping I could too."

      Trust me? To do what? Matthew went back to rubbing his hands on his pants. If he could comfortably put them in his pockets sitting down, he would have, but he couldn't.

      When Matthew didn't say anything, Christian smiled kindly at him and continued. "I have an item that I plan on purchasing that I don't feel comfortable with the postal system handling. I was wondering if you wouldn't mind picking it up while you're in Chicago and bringing it back for me."

      Matthew's mind raced. What exactly was his new Alpha into? Surely it wouldn't be anything illegal; drugs and guns were just a couple of the things that popped into his mind. Matthew shook his head. There was no way Christian would put a member of his sleuth in danger like that, but he couldn't help but ask.

      "I won't get into trouble for doing this, will I?"

      "No." Christian laughed. "Although if Vinnie finds out, he might have a few words to say to you.

      "Vincent?" Why would Christian's mate want to talk to him if he did this?

      "The item in question is from Tiffany's," Christian said, raising his brow.

      Matthew's eyes widened as everything suddenly made sense. Oh wow! "Yes," he blurted. "Yes, sure, okay, I would be honored. Anything you need."

      Christian chuckled, placed a hand on his shoulder, and squeezed. "Thank you. You can understand why I don't want an item such as this being posted or even couriered to me."

      "I can. I'm touched that you trust me to collect it and deliver it into your hands."

      "You're of my sleuth. I would trust you with my life."

      Matthew's eyes teared up at the absolute sincerity he felt from his Alpha. No one before had ever had so much faith in him.

      "Thank you. I won't let you down."

      "I didn't think you would. When do you travel?"

      Matthew informed Christian of his plans so far and told him that he'd let him know as soon as things were more concrete.

      "Great. I'll organize everything from my end and send the details you'll need to collect the item on my behalf. You'll require some form of identification I'm sure."

      "Yeah, won't be a problem."

      "I heard you're planning on going to the Bears game while you're there."

      Had Christian overheard his entire conversation? "Yeah, my friend got us a couple of tickets."

      "That's great. I have a friend from college, Hudson Rose. I'll give him a call and see if he can meet you and your friend after the game. Show you around a little."

      Matthew's heart skipped a beat, and his mouth hung open in astonishment. "Hud-Hudson Rose?" Matthew spluttered. Surely Christian couldn't be talking about whom Matthew thought. "The Hudson Rose? Defensive tackle for the Chicago Bears Hudson Rose?"

      Christian's smile was indulgent. "One and the same."

      Matthew thought he might faint. Hudson Rose was one of the best defensive tackles in the league. The Bears had managed to hold on to him for the last three years, and Matthew had heard Hudson had just signed another three-year deal with the club worth more money than Matthew could contemplate spending in several lifetimes. The fact that the man was also hot as fuck and regularly graced the pages of the top eligible bachelors in the country had his mouth going dry at the mere prospect of meeting Hudson.

      "Really?" His voice squeaked. Matthew needed to see someone about that.

      "Yes, I'll give him a call tomorrow, see if he can spare an hour or two after the game."

      Matthew nodded, not sure what else to do. His brain had just about shut down. How was he supposed to concentrate with Hudson Rose hanging over his head?

      They chatted for another couple of minutes, ironing out a few details, and then Christian stood. "I don't have to tell you this is to be kept on the DL?"

      "Not at all, he won't hear about it from me."

      "Great, now I think it's time we rejoin the party. Grab another beer and get something to eat before there's nothing left." Christian walked to the door, Matthew following along behind him.

      "Sounds good."

      They managed to slip back outside without drawing attention to themselves. Matthew headed back to the ice chest and pulled out the beers he needed. He found his group still standing on the lawn, all four of them laughing uproariously.

      Bobby looked at him and grabbed a beer. "What took you so long, man? A person could die of thirst waiting for you."

      "Yeah, sorry." Matthew handed out the other beers, then opened his own and took a long swig. His afternoon certainly hadn't gone as he'd expected.

      He looked forward to the announcement between his Alpha and his mate. Matthew was happy with the small part that he was able to play in making Christian's wishes come true.

      Now if only he could find someone of his own to spend the rest of his life with. Matthew sighed and turned his attention back to the group, smiling at the story Clayton was retelling. For now, he was happy right where he was.
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      Hudson groaned as he rolled over and hit out at the damn contraption making so much noise. He couldn't remember setting his alarm for this early. When the music didn't quit, he blearily opened one eye. His phone lit up, letting him know he had an incoming call.

      Reluctantly, Hudson reached out and snatched up the offending device, swiped at the screen to connect the call, and placed it against his ear. "This had better be important," he grumbled to the caller.

      There was a pause, then, "Aw, shit, man, late night last night?" Even with the fact he'd just woken up, it only took Hudson seconds to place the voice. Christian Packard.

      "Hey, man. Yeah, you could say that. Could also have something to do with the fact that I'm in Seattle and we're three hours behind you. The sun is barely thinking about rising here."

      "Shit, sorry. I completely forget to check the schedule to see where you were playing."

      Hudson rubbed his eyes and sat up in bed, leaning against the headboard. He blinked as the hotel suite came into view. It looked like every other one he had seen in the years since he'd gone pro. Seen one, you'd seen them all.

      "'S okay. What's up?" he asked. Christian had been a great friend in college. They had played ball together at UT, had shifted and run together every month, and Christian had even helped him study and pass his bachelor of education. They'd managed to stay in contact since they both graduated. Hudson was happy when he'd heard Christian had found his mate. He couldn't even begin to contemplate what that would be like. He played pro ball; a mate right now would throw a massive monkey wrench in the works since Hudson was gay and only a select few people on the team knew. "How's that mate of yours?"

      Hudson could hear the smile in his friend's voice as he answered. "He's good. He's the reason I'm calling. Well…  in a roundabout way, at least."

      He yawned as he listened. "How's that?" Hudson flung the covers back on the bed and stood, stretching his aching muscles from the game yesterday, taking a moment to loosen up. Thank god he was a shifter. He was always surprised the humans on the team could even move the day after a game.

      Hudson wandered into the attached bathroom, scratching at the thick pelt on his stomach. He leaned down and lifted the seat on the toilet, then took aim. He sighed as the stream hit the water below.

      "I plan to ask Vinnie to marry me," Christian said.

      "Wait. What?" Hudson asked, his mind trying to clear and catch back up to the conversation he was having.

      Christian laughed. "I plan on asking Vinnie if he would be my husband."

      "Ah, man. Congrats." It's about fucking time.

      "Thanks. He hasn't said yes yet."

      "Like he'd really say no."

      "Stranger things have happened." Christian really sounded nervous.

      "Not to you. The man loves you… I can't wait to meet him."

      "Yeah, hopefully soon."

      Hudson understood. Between his schedule playing ball and Christian taking over as Alpha to his sleuth, finding time to meet wasn't easy.

      "So were you just calling to let me know?"

      "Yes and no."

      "Why does that sound ominous?" He shook as he finished peeing, flushed the toilet, and then washed his hands. He headed back into the other room and sat on the edge of the bed.

      "I hope it's not. I have a member of my sleuth heading to Chicago this week."

      Hudson closed his eyes. He knew where this was going. Hudson didn't have a problem with what Christian was about to ask. They had been friends a long time and he knew Christian wasn't asking him as a pro football player but as a friend. "He's doing me a massive favor and picking up the ring from Tiffany."

      Hudson whistled.

      Christian laughed. "Shut up."

      "Vincent is going to shit bricks, man!" Hudson said, grinning. He wished he could be there to see the look on the man's face. Christian had sent him some pics over the last eighteen months. They looked good together.

      "I hope he'll like it." Christian paused. "Anyway, I was wondering, if you wouldn't mind that is, if you could maybe show my guy around? For a day, or a night, or just after the game? Matthew said his friend had gotten them tickets."

      "Yeah, let me know
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