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      Dare Williams reached across his mother’s busy hands for more confectionary sugar. You wouldn't think it to see her at that moment, covered in flour, eyes shining bright with contentment like a domestic goddess, but she was the alpha of the White Falls werewolf pack. A very strong alpha, Dare was reminded once again, as she continued pursuing the subject that had sent him on four domestic and two international “diplomatic” tours: Dare’s inability to find his mate. Not that Alice Williams would ever be so harshly direct with such a sensitive subject. She ruled the pack with an iron hand, but it was the satin gloved iron hand of a Georgia southern belle. If the situation called for it, she could easily give you the thrashing you deserved (and Dare had probably deserved more than he had received), but more often than not, she'd talk circles around you until you found yourself agreeing with or doing just about whatever she pleased with little memory of ever having desired differently. After a while though, even the youngest pack members learned to recognize the look in her eyes that meant trouble and got busy elsewhere or ran as fast as they could, discreetly.

      Her children, however, had learned that avoiding uncomfortable conversations with her was impossible. While they might be delayed, they would not disappear.

      “What do you think of doing a tour along the coast after Cole’s wedding? It's been, what, five years since you've been up in New England? I hear the Albany pack integrated a small Canadian pack from over near Alaska. They lost their alpha to old age and got pushed out by a nearby bear sleuth. Too many of their members had found mates in better climates and chose to remain with them rather than return home. And I'm sure there's been some movement in other packs. We've added six loners in the last two years, not counting the additions through matings. Hand me the vanilla?”

      Dare bit back the sigh that would earn him a flour dusted smack over his head and passed her the bottle. “Mom, I've been on the road off and on for six years and home only two months. I’ve met nearly every eligible beta and omega on this side of the country and the majority of several European countries. I'd like to stay put for a bit.”

      He recognized the stubborn set of her shoulders, but he had no qualms about laying a behemoth sized guilt trip on her; he had learned from the best. “And I miss having a home. Spending two or three months in any one place is fun…for a while. But just about the time I really feel like I'm settling in, it's time to leave again. What I want right now, more than anything, is to feel like I have a home. I’d rather do that here with my family, but if I can't do that without being reminded and fussed at about my mate every time I turn around, I will find another pack.” At his mother’s horrified look, he added, “Only temporarily. This is my home, and it always will be.”

      Her shoulders slumped, and he did feel a tiny twinge of regret.

      “I just don't want you to give up on finding him. You're thirty. Most wolves find their mates by their mid-twenties.”

      “And some don't find theirs until their forties. You're not telling me anything I don't already know, Mom.” He pulled her into a hug to soften his words. “You've gone above and beyond helping me search, sending me all over the world. If my mate is out there—“ at her glare, he changed his words, “—my mate is out there, and he will find me. Why don't you start harassing Mindy about her mate? Cole’s sold off and you've done your best for me. It's her turn.”

      “I do not harass,” his mother sniffed. “And Mindy isn't going to be the alpha.” She paused in her baking preparations and Dare loosened his hug as she turned to face him. “You know we'd never force any of you children into a role you're not suited for or don't desire. Neither Min nor Cole care for the responsibilities or duties, even if they weren't betas. You, however…you were an alpha from day one. And you're completely capable of taking on the role without a mate—don't think I don't have faith in you, I wouldn't have given you diplomatic authority over the past few years if I didn't—and heaven knows I led alone well enough until I found your father. It’s just…I don't want you to have to. The job is much easier to bear when your mate is there to back you up and help you unwind.”

      Dare hugged her tight again. “I know, Mom. But I'm well past nineteen. I’ve had much more time to prepare than you did, and hopefully will have many more years before you step down. Just, please. It will happen when it's meant to happen.” The kitchen timer beeped and Dare broke the hug to pull a batch of cupcakes from the oven. He checked his watch and leaned in to give his mother a peck on the cheek. “I've gotta run some wedding errands for Cole. If you need help finishing the cupcakes, call Garrett, please? Tara’s been fussing about how wound up he’s been since his dad shipped out on his second tour.”

      “You're not telling me anything I don't already know,” his mom said with a smile, echoing his earlier words. “But that's a good suggestion. Would you mind calling her for me? See if she wants to drop him off anytime within the next hour.”

      “Got it! Love you,” Dare called behind him as he swung out the front door.

      He grimaced as he got into his car. He had known this conversation was coming from the moment Cole had told him about Jessica, a beta from a nearby pack, just over two months ago. Had been waiting for it since he’d touched down in Atlanta, the first time he’d been home in fourteen months. Like his mom said, she wouldn’t have given him diplomatic authority if he wasn’t able to do the job, and she would never give anyone a job that wasn’t useful or important, but he wondered if the thought would have entered her mind if she hadn’t been searching for ways to expose Dare to more wolves in the hope of finding his mate sooner rather than later.

      While he may have failed in that purpose, he hadn’t failed in his other. The White Falls pack was more connected than it ever had been, and when Cole had called, Dare had been wrapping up the first foreign exchange trip between young White Falls pack members and young members from a large, influential pack in Oslo, Norway.

      Two months was a fairly long engagement by the wolves’ standards, but Jessica had wanted her fairly-tale wedding, melding the traditions of the pack with the trends of a modern American wedding. According to Mindy, Cole’s intended was efficient, decisive, and a power house, but no bridezilla. From family dinners, cookouts, and Cole’s unending stream of praises, Dare agreed with her, but, except for this week, he stayed as far away from wedding preparations as possible. For himself, he’d rather have a small, private affair. Maybe even just a short ceremony at the courthouse and then an extended honeymoon, enjoying all the benefits that mating and marriage provided. So much of his life was filled with pomp and circumstance and posturing that when he tied the knot, he wanted it simple, small, and real.

      Not that it looked to be happening anytime soon. As confidently as Cole spoke to his mother, he was less than content with his current situation. His mother was right: most of his friends and near age pack members had found their mates. Of the few who hadn’t, several close enough that he believed them when they said it, most were content were their single status. Cole wasn’t one of them. He would give anything, had given most of his life for the last six years, in the hope that somewhere along his path, he would find his mate, the missing piece. But he was getting tired. And while he’d told his mom he wasn’t giving up, he kind of was.
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      “Turn left. Your destination will be on your right in two hundred feet.” Evan Rogers followed the disinterested voice’s direction.

      Cars lined the road in front of the address Mindy had given him. He hadn’t been to this house before, having always visited with the twins during college when they still lived at home with their parents. He passed the house, prompting the GPS to tell him to make a U-turn as soon as possible, and pulled into the first available spot, several doors down. He turned off the GPS and car, preparing himself, the grey sky and slow drizzle reflecting his mood. He'd spent most of the drive wallowing in the mess that was his life. This trip was the highlight of a very dreary year, which hit rock bottom the Friday previous when he had been laid off. At least it hadn’t come about because of his omega status. That was half the reason he’d moved all the way across the country and hadn’t bothered looking for a pack. He was sick of being judged by other wolves for his reproductive capability. Humans were relatively easier to deal with.

      He shouldn't have too much trouble finding another job, though–software development was one area the recession hadn't reached, except when bozos like his former employers thought outsourcing would solve their problems. That didn't make it any easier to handle. But he needed to shake that off. This was his best friend’s wedding. One of his best friends, at least. Cole and Mindy held that spot equally. Thankfully, being twins, they were used to sharing, even when they didn't like it, and equally as thankfully, didn't seem to mind with Evan.

      Evan flipped down the visor and proceeded to make a series of giant goofy grins at the mirror. “Happy! Joy! Weddings! Love! Friends!” The last word made his smile feel real, and with that boost of energy, he jumped out of the car, not bothering to lock it.

      His life lately had included little, if you could call none little, of any of the words he’d shouted enthusiastically at himself, but this trip was making up for it. Somewhat.

      Shaking the gray cloud off once again, he ran through the rain, bounced up the steps, and rang the doorbell. A round of high pitched squeals echoed the ring, then a rhythm of pounding footsteps before something hit the door with a large thunk. A moment later, the door burst open and Mindy Williams launched into his arms, squeezing the ever living daylights out of him.

      “Can't…breathe…” Evan gasped, even as he squeezed her back just as tightly.

      “Finally, someone sane.” She released him only momentarily before dragging him inside the house and slamming the door behind him. The scent of other wolves, mostly inoffensive betas, but at least one alpha somewhere, simultaneously made him feel at home and set him on edge. “It's like herding cats. The moment I get one group ready to go out the door, the next is preparing a round of shots!”

      “Didn't you already have the bachelorette party last weekend?”

      Mindy rolled her eyes. “Yes. This is a girls’ last hoorah. It’ll be more sedate.”

      “…Isn't that what most people call a bachelorette party?” At another round of squeals from somewhere in the house, he added, “And this is going to be more sedate?”

      “You should have been at the bachelorette party.” Mindy cocked her eyebrow with an evil grin. “Mom put the nix on any actual shenanigans this last week before the wedding. But I fully expect you and Dare to wrestle Cole out for at least one night of debauchery.” She stuck a finger in his face. “But not too much debauchery. Anyway, tonight my job is to bust Jessica out of the party and bundle her back to Mom’s by eleven o'clock. Which isn't going to happen if we don't get started by seven.”

      Evan checked his phone. “It's six-thirty now.”

      “I've been trying to organize us to leave for an hour. At this rate, it will take two more.”

      “How much have you had to drink?”

      “None.”

      “Well that's part of your problem.” Evan leaned around her and shouted, “Where’s the wine?”

      A hearty, incomprehensible cheer answered him, and he turned Mindy’s grip around so that he was dragging her as he followed the source.

      Three ladies in cocktail dresses cheered at their entrance. Betas, clearly. He wondered if there were any humans in the mix. The three of them, Cole, Mindy and Evan, had more human friends than wolf in college, but he didn’t know how that had carried into the twins’ home life. He knew from previous visits they had a pretty established pack.

      “Wine me!” Evan announced. “Two glasses, please.” He thrust the first glass of deep red wine at Mindy and took the second for himself. “To the happy couple!” he cheered, and the ladies, including Mindy, clinked glasses with him. “Okay, ladies! Let’s get this show on the road. You three, door.” One of the girls hopped off the counter, barefoot, and started to sit down next to her shoes to put them on. Evan pulled her up by the arm and scooped up her shoes in one motion. “Put these on outside. Let’s go, ladies!” In an aside to Mindy he asked, “No one’s driving, right?”

      She shook her head. “I have two limos on standby, and they’ll be here within ten minutes of calling them.”

      “Better call them now.” Evan set his wine down and headed toward the noisy areas of the house.

      “Umbrellas are next to the door,” Mindy called after him.

      “Ladies, ladies, ladies. Let’s get a move on.” He opened a door to reveal a gaggle of women surrounding the bride to be, a fuzzy pink tiara perched on her head. “Jessica, I presume? Your carriage awaits.”

      They burst into a fresh cascade of giggles. “Just one moment,” one of the girls said, her alpha stench filling the air. “I need to find my—”

      “If you’re not in the yard when the limo arrives, you’re getting left behind.”

      The alpha glared at him, but that didn’t deter Evan. He’d given up submitting to alphas a while ago. The women dissolved into a flurry of activity, none of which seemed to be accomplishing anything. The alpha leaned over to another girl and said, “They won’t leave without Jess. Take your time.”

      Well, that needed to be nipped in the bud. Evan stepped forward and held his hand out to Jessica. “My lady, if I may steal a step from your husband to be?”

      She took his hand and he swept her up into his arms, one arm behind her knees and the other behind her shoulders. “The princess is going to meet her carriage. Godmother Mindy has cast her spell and it will be here in five minutes.” They probably had a little more time than that, but it wouldn’t hurt to light a bit of fire under their asses. Jessica giggled as they left the flurry behind. “Thanks,” she said. “I couldn’t figure a way to politely push them faster.”

      “I’m always available to help a damsel in distress.”

      “Or a gentleman in distress?” Jessica asked with a sly grin.

      “How about an ‘anyone attractive’ and in distress?” He grinned. Clearly Cole had been telling stories.

      “Works for me.”

      Evan leaned down for Jessica to grab an umbrella and then deposited her in the front yard with the three women from the kitchen. She popped open the umbrella over them, the rain coming down harder. “I go to heard the rest of the cats,” he said with a bow, ducking out from under the umbrella and sending them into more fits of laughter. As he entered the house, he announced, “The bride has left the building. I repeat, the bride has left the building.” Instead of turning down the hall to further kick some buts in gear, he headed toward the kitchen.

      “Hey, Ev,” Mindy yelled, only a few feet from him as he entered the room. Her eyes were focused on her phone as she typed one-handed, the other hand still holding her wine glass as she walked into him, her wine going straight down the front of his shirt and soaking his pants. “Oh, shit, Ev! I’m so sorry.” She set her now-empty glass on the counter and grabbed a towel to wipe him down.

      Evan tried to grab her frantic hands. “Mindy, I’m fine, it’s just a spill. Chill.”

      A large group of the women passed the kitchen and one of them leaned in to say, “That’s all of us, Mindy!”

      “Okay, I’ll be right there,” Mindy called back. She eyed the dark red stain, and stepped back momentarily before pushing Evan through the kitchen
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