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Part One: Elliot
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In my pack on the morning of a person's eighteenth birthday they could be claimed by a mate. My parents were both Alphas and they had claimed each other the morning of their birthdays. I remember my mom telling me the story when I was younger - how my dad had shown up at the crack of dawn, eyes glowing red with determination. He knocked firmly on the door as the sun was just starting to peek over the horizon. When my mom opened it, he hugged her tight and whispered "You're mine now" in her ear. She said she could feel his heart pounding against her chest. They were mated before the start of their first day as an adult, and they had been one of the few mated pairs that I had known that were truly happy. 

Most mates were paired from a young age and raised close to the person that they would be joined to for the rest of their lives. Those arranged bonds tended to be more practical than passionate. But my parents' match was different - it was full of heat and desire. I could see it in the way my dad looked at my mom, his eyes filled with a fiery longing that hadn't diminished over the years. Their mutual claiming was spontaneous, driven by instinct and emotion rather than cold logic. In some ways, I envied the untamed love they had shared. It had made me hopeful that I too could find a mate who would look at me with such burning devotion.

I’d joined my current family at ten after my parents had died in a car accident. I remember it so clearly - the police officer who came to the door with pity in his eyes as he delivered the news that upended my world. For days, my mind kept replaying the screech of tires and the smell of smoke, even though I hadn't been there to witness the crash.

I’d been taken care of by my new guardians, the pack's betas, but not necessarily loved. Their affection was dutiful, not heartfelt. They provided for my physical needs but the emotional connection I had lost was irreplaceable. In the beginning I had often cried myself to sleep at night, missing my parents' warm hugs and playful laughter. 

And tomorrow I would become an adult and able to be claimed. Joshua and Miriam, the couple who took me in became the Alphas, and their son would be the Alpha after them. I cared about them in the way that a plant turns toward the sun - they offered shelter and sustenance. But they weren't my parents. Their son, Samson, was someone I barely knew. We'd only spoken a handful of times, usually just a polite but impersonal "hello" if we happened to pass each other in the halls. He'd been barely home when I had moved in, being six years older than me, and when he'd turned eighteen I'd seen him even less. He'd managed to escape being claimed, by fighting off the people interested in him. I knew I wouldn't be capable of that. I wasn't that strong.

Being so close to my birthday made me feel no different. I'd expected something to change but I’d always been small, skinny, and quiet. Most people had no idea I’d been the son of an alpha unless someone told them. I had no hope of getting out of being claimed tomorrow and I feared what it would be like to be mated for life to someone I hardly knew.

“Elliot?”

I turned at the sound of my name being called, startled out of my own thoughts. I smiled instinctively as Miriam hurried over, her footsteps light on the grass. She pulled me into a tight, warm hug. The sweet, comforting scent of her perfume enveloped me.

"You're a mess," she said affectionately, smoothing my unruly hair back from my face with a gentle touch. "How long have you been out here in the garden?"

I shrugged, realizing I had completely lost track of time. I had come out here after breakfast, seeking solace among the flowers and trees. "I'm sorry," I apologized.

Miriam shook her head, unfazed. "Come on inside with you now. It's getting late." She tilted her chin toward the darkening sky.

"I'll be along soon," I said. "I just want to sit out here a little while longer." I wasn't ready to leave this peaceful oasis yet. I needed more time to gather my courage before facing the changes tomorrow would bring.

Miriam looked as if she might argue, but she finally sighed and patted my cheek with maternal affection. "You're a good boy, Elliot, and tomorrow someone will make you a fine mate. But if you're not back inside within the hour I'll send Samson out after you."

I groaned inwardly. Samson was nice enough these days, but the last thing I needed right now was to be bothered by him. Still, I nodded obediently, not wanting to worry kind-hearted Miriam any further. With a soft smile, she left me alone again amidst the lush greenery and fragrant blossoms.

Samson had been an ass when I'd first come to live with his family, resentful at having to suddenly share his space and his parents' attention. But I'd brushed it aside, knowing he'd been an only child and this gangly interloper had upended his world. He was also six years older than me, so we had little common ground. Our relationship had settled into distant politeness over the years.

"You coming to eat?" Speak of the devil. I sighed as I heard Samson's deep voice behind me, interrupting my solitude once more.

"Yeah," I replied simply, not feeling up to conversation. I just wanted to be left with my thoughts.

Ignoring my obvious hints, he came and sat down heavily on the grass next to me. "You worried about tomorrow?" he asked.

I shook my head, staring at the ground. "No one would ever want me," I murmured. "I'm not strong or fast, or muscular like an Alpha's son should be." My slender frame had always been a source of insecurity.

Samson was quiet for a moment before responding gently. "You'll find someone, Elliot. You're smarter and kinder than most wolves I know, no matter their rank. Don't sell yourself short."

I turned to look at him in surprise. It was unlike Samson to offer sincere encouragement. I felt a new sense of gratitude towards the brother I'd never asked for.

"Plus, you're pretty cute, and that never hurts," Samson added with a playful grin.

I glanced over at him in surprise, wondering what was going on with him. He'd never said anything like that to me before. I searched his face, but found only sincerity in his warm brown eyes.

He bounced his broad shoulder against mine teasingly. I nearly fell over from the impact against my slighter frame.

"Come on, let's go get some food," he said, standing up and offering me his hand.

I sighed, brushing the grass off my jeans. I wasn't really hungry, but I'd told Miriam I'd be back soon. "Too bad I can't stay seventeen forever," I murmured wistfully, not ready to face the responsibilities and pressures that lay ahead.

Samson chuckled, the sound deep and rich. "You might feel differently in a few hours. Being an adult has its perks too."

Samson got up and pulled me to my feet. I shuffled along behind him, my gaze fixed on his back. I made a noncommittal sound, not fully convinced. I shuffled along behind him across the moonlit lawn, my gaze fixed on his muscular back. He had grown into such a tall, strong alpha male, everything I wasn't. He was destined to be our next leader. I just wanted to be out of the way.

Loneliness swept over me then, almost crushing in its intensity. I had never felt so small and alone. But when Samson glanced back at me with an encouraging smile, I felt a tiny flicker of hope. Maybe tomorrow wouldn't be so bad after all. 

When we arrived back at the house, there was a crowd of chatting, laughing people waiting for us. Word of my impending birthday had drawn a lively mix of pack members ready to celebrate. Samson went inside to join the festivities, but I couldn't make myself follow. I couldn't handle so many people right then. Their exuberance only amplified my inner turmoil.

I started to leave, to escape back to the quiet solace of the garden, but a strong hand caught my arm before I could flee.

"Where are you going?" Samson asked, his brown eyes searching mine with concern.

I sighed, my shoulders slumping. I should have known I couldn't avoid this gathering.

"Come on," Samson said gently but firmly, dragging me the rest of the way inside to join the party.

It was tradition, a last hurrah before I was officially mated. Before someone potentially got to claim me as their own. I didn't think anyone would though. Self-conscious as I was, I hoped no one would even try.

I tried to slip away to some isolated corner, but Samson or someone else was always nearby, ushering me back into the fray. Finally I just sat in a darkened corner, watching the lively party from the edges. People were dancing and laughing, having a good time celebrating my impending milestone. Part of me wished I could join in their lighthearted fun, but a bigger part felt like this was the eve of my execution, not some joyous occasion.

Samson brought me a drink and some food, settling his solid frame next to mine. "It'll be okay," he said, reading my thoughts easily in my unhappy expression. "No matter what happens, we've got your back."

I managed a small, grateful smile. Maybe I wasn't as alone as I'd thought.

Samson's name was called from across the room, and he went over to talk to some muscular guy I didn't recognize. I couldn't help but watch them, an unfamiliar feeling coiling in my stomach. They stood close, laughing and touching each other's arms casually as they chatted. I wondered if Samson would ever claim someone for himself.

With a sigh, I turned my gaze away and watched as the crowd gradually thinned a little. I'd wait until everyone was gone, then I could escape to the solitude of my bedroom.

After several minutes, Samson came back over and sat down on the couch beside me, his thigh brushing mine. "You don't look like you want a mate," he observed.

I shrugged, resting my chin on my knees defensively. "That's because I don't."

"Why not?" he asked. His tone was merely curious, not judgmental.

I shook my head. It wouldn't do me any good to try to explain my tangled feelings, but I found myself opening up to him anyway. "I don't need anyone, that's why. I'm just fine on my own." I glanced over at him. "Why are you asking me this? You've never shown any interest in anything about me before."

"Maybe I'm interested now," he said, holding my gaze steadily. Something unfamiliar stirred inside me.

I quickly looked away, flustered. "Go talk to that guy you were with earlier," I deflected, waving him away. "You'd look good together. Hunky man, and future Alpha." I tried to keep my voice light, but there was a bitter undertone I couldn't suppress.

Samson just laughed, the sound warm and mellow. "What if I wanted to talk to you instead?"

I stared at him for a moment, confused by this change between us. "Why would you want that?" I finally asked uncertainly. "I'm small, weak, and not even worth claiming. Go find yourself a good mate."

Before I could slip away, Samson gently caught my arm, his touch sending a tingle up my spine. "You're not weak, Elliot," he said seriously. "And you're worth more than you know."

I looked down at Samson's large hand encircling my slender arm. His fingers were huge compared to my delicate limbs. "Let go," I said uneasily.

He smirked but released me without argument. "We're going for a drive tonight," he informed me casually, "so don't freak out when I wake you up around two a.m. You'll get to choose your mate, just like I did."

I couldn't help but snort in disbelief. "Oh yeah, I'm sure all the eligible wolves will be just lining up to bond with me," I said sarcastically.

"It's true," Samson insisted, his voice softening. "You're a rare find, Elliot. Any wolf would be lucky to have you."

I shook my head, hugging my arms around myself. "If I waited for someone to choose me, I'd never have a mate." I gave that thought further consideration. "Actually, that doesn't sound so bad. So yeah, hide me away tomorrow night, then the day after we'll come back here and everything will go right back to normal."

Samson regarded me solemnly. "Is being alone really what you want?"

I held his gaze for a long moment before dropping my eyes. "I don't know," I admitted. "But it's better than being bonded to someone who doesn't really want me either."

Samson placed a gentle finger under my chin, tilting my face up to look at him again. "What if you found someone who wanted you with their whole heart?" he asked
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