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      Adrian's face hurt as he smiled at Michi as she slowly walked up the aisle between the folding chairs that he and Nasim had so frantically put up before everyone arrived. His little sister, getting married. Strange thought but Adrian had always known she'd marry first. Alpha to his Beta, after all, even though he was older by three years.

      A woodpecker hammered off in the trees, the staccato burst of noise almost making Adrian jump out of his shoes. None of the family noticed, thank goodness. Last thing he needed was another lecture on calming down and letting go. Especially today. He really wanted things to be perfect for Michi's marriage.

      Jason had, thank goodness, taken care of all the bunting draped from trees around the clearing. Not much, in the grand scheme of things. Just a dozen or so bows drooping from the cedar branches, their bright hunter yellow warning anyone getting close to stay away. Michi had to be married 'in nature' instead of a nice, comfortable reception hall or restaurant or something.

      Letting the kids loose to run around had tramped down the grass enough for comfort for the twenty or so people present for the wedding proper. Everyone else, all of Michi's friends and Sal's coworkers, would meet them at the reception hall after this. Adrian couldn't help but be glad about that. Getting that mob out here, safely, without fights breaking out or anyone being an asshole, would've been impossible. But here, with just the close family members, they were all on time, in place and smiling at each other. Not bad for a wedding venue that had been nothing more than a clearing in the forest outside of Snohomish, WA earlier today.

      Most of Sal's family was in their wolf forms, sitting, tails wagging, on the other side of the clearing. Grandma El had gone to their side so that she could watch Michi come from the van and take ten thousand pictures.

      Good idea on her part. Michi had insisted that they didn't need a proper photographer when Sabah Gevorgyan, the one photographer in the pack, had admitted that he couldn't attend the wedding today. He had another wedding, a mundane one, to photograph. Thankfully, Grandma El had stepped in because Adrian's pictures always had fingers in them, no matter how hard he tried not to. It would've been a shame for today not to be recorded at all.

      Michi looked lovely, her long brown hair shining in the sun. Instead of a white dress, veil and those stupid high heeled shoes Mom had suggested, Michi had opted for a wrap sundress that was covered with sunflowers on the hemline. Pale blue by her face, golden by her calves, it was a good look for her though really, it showed way too much of his little sister's chest. The bare feet were better, normal even. Michi had always hated wearing shoes even as a fashionable teenager. She still spent most of the summer barefoot.

      He fidgeted at the look she gave Sal, standing there in his slacks and button down because Michi had said no. Just no. Sal wasn't going to wear a tux when Michi was in a sundress and no shoes. His hands were shaking. He was as dark haired as Michi, tall and strong and so utterly in love with her that the scent of it filled the clearing. Overwhelmed the cedars and trampled grass, the moss and water from the stream they'd crossed to get here.

      Sal would take good care of her. That'd never been a question. Sal thought Michi set the sun and the moons in the sky, that she was the most perfect woman in the world. Which always made Michi laugh but hey, that's what Alphas were like when they found their mate. Love-struck and looking forward to making a family together. Michi and Sal were headed for Montana. It'd be good for them to carry on the Ramsey name together.

      As the Beta joining to Michi's Alpha, Sal was taking her name.

      A bit traditional, really, but then Sal's family was the old-fashioned sort with hierarchies, protocols and full-on baring your neck to your Alpha when you submitted.

      Which Sal did as Michi stepped into the center for their vows. He would've dropped to his knees in front of her but Michi laughed and caught his hands, keeping him on his feet while nuzzling his cheek affectionately. Way too affectionately. Adrian bit his lip to keep from clearing his throat. Man, this was a public thing. Sort of.

      "Stop that," Nasim whispered.

      Adrian huffed silently at him and did his best to stop big-brothering at Michi and Sal. Seriously, they'd be fine together. For real, even. Michi was a good Alpha and Sal loved her so much. He'd step up into the Alpha role just fine once the wedding was over.

      He glanced at his watch. Thirteen minutes until six. Their vows should be over by six. Unless Sal decided to go for that poem he'd written. Then they wouldn't be done until at least twenty after and Adrian would be sweating bullets. He better not have gone for the poem. Not even Michi would stand still for that.

      They really needed to be back on the road by half past six if they were going to make it to the reception venue in time. Jeez, they weren't going to make it. Seven-thirty was going to hit and everyone else would arrive at the hall only to find it empty, no wedding party, and it'd all be Adrian's fault for not anticipating everything.

      "Breathe," Nasim murmured to Adrian.

      "Just… timing," Adrian murmured back.

      Neither Michi nor Sal noticed. They only had eyes for each other. Grandma El cocked her head to the side to stare past Michi, straight into Adrian's eyes. He grimaced and looked at his watch before mouthing 'poem' at her. Grandma El rolled her eyes, pursed her lips as if fighting a thoroughly inappropriate grin and nodded ever so slightly.

      Really, he shouldn't worry so much but if they were too late to the reception the ice sculpture of the two of them in their wolf forms would have started to melt. Badly. Ice sculptures in August. What had the Devin's been thinking?

      The priestess, one of the old faith ones that Sal had brought in from New York City, smiled beatifically at them all. Sort of. She had one of those looks in her eyes that said that the first person who put one toe out of line was going to get their throat ripped out even if she was ninety.

      "We gather here today to celebrate the mating of Alpha Michi of the Ramsey line with Beta Sal of the Devin line," the priestess said and it was all Adrian could do not to roll his eyes at her phrasing. "Such matings are rare in this day and age."

      Adrian didn't sigh. Didn't twitch. Didn't glower even as the priestess droned on about tradition, submission and the responsibility of Alphas to guide and nurture their pack. Seriously, Michi could have done so much better than Sal Devin, no matter how much he adored her. His whole pack listened to the priestess like she was laying out divine wisdom instead of old wives' tales and stupid gender roles that really didn't apply in the modern world.

      At least they were going to form their own pack instead of going back New York. Michi would be much happier somewhere wild. Er. Wilder. If she really wanted wild, they would have had to apply to move up to Alaska. The native packs up there didn't allow many new comers in per year. Probably why they'd chosen Montana. There weren't any entry requirements there. The government there worked really closely with the packs and encouraged new packs to move in, especially on the western side of the state with all its mountains and parks.

      "I love you," Michi said, startling Adrian out of his spiraling thoughts and worries about the time. "I loved you from the first moment I saw you playing with your baby cousins, Sal. You're perfect and you're mine. I'm so looking forward to raising kids with you. Our pack is going to be wonderful and we'll have so much fun together."

      Sal laughed, ducking his head and then grinning at her and yeah, there was the smile that always reassured Adrian's fussing.

      "You know, I had this long poem I was going to read," Sal said and then groaned as his brothers and packmates, all still in wolf form, collapsed onto the ground with their paws over their muzzles. "Oh, shut up, you guys! I was. Well, I'll share it with you later, Michi. It's. You're… you're my everything. I smelled you for the first time and tracked you through the streets of New York only to end up carrying your shopping bags for you. I was so sure you had no idea who I was."

      Michi laughed and wrinkled her nose at him. "Oh, I knew. I just decided to keep you around as eye candy. And then forever after that dinner."

      The priestess coughed into her hand, eyes sparkling with laughter over her fist. Most of the Ramsey side of the clearing was grinning openly and the Devin side, well, every jaw was dropped open in wolf-laughs. Adrian snickered and elbowed Nasim. They'd be hearing that story later tonight, for sure.

      "Sorry," Michi said with not the least little bit of apology in her toss of her hair and grin.

      "I do apologize," Sal said, bowing formally to the priestess even though she swatted his shoulder. He turned back to Michi, putting his hands in hers. "I'm yours. Now and forever, my Mate."

      "My Mate," Michi said.

      She leaned in and gently nipped Sal's neck. Then held him up as his knees threatened to give way. The kiss that followed was way too long. Just… way too long.

      This time Adrian did clear his throat while Mom laughed and clapped and Nasim snickered, elbowing Adrian in the side. Bur really, they didn't need to kiss that long. Nasim shoulder-bumped Adrian and he huffed once more, almost into a completely inappropriate bark but really, too long of a kiss for Michi. Nope, no kisses like that where Adrian could see them.

      The priestess clapped her hands twice, formally, and then the Devin side began howling, a pitch-black wolf with a nasty scar on his shoulder starting the howl.

      Long, low, then high, singing their congratulations to the sky for Michi and Sal. The magic of it tingled along Adrian's spine, pulling the wolf to the surface past the time, the worries, the realization that Michi wasn't his little sister anymore. She was grown and going off on her own to live her own life.

      Adrian shook his head to push all that way and let the wolf's pure joy in seeing a pair mate out. He tipped his head back to howl. Sad, a little, joyful, a lot, Adrian's howl was higher pitched, longer, a little less wild than the Devin pack howls. Then Mom, Dad, Nasir, Jason off back by the cars, all of the family howled, too. Higher, yeah, all of them than the Devin pack howls.

      But it was beautiful, the way the songs wove together. Adrian filled his lungs and let loose as Michi and Sal stood in the middle of the clearing, laughing and hugging as they listened to everyone howl for joy for them. He'd change, slip into his other form, run around Michi and Sal's feet but the kids were already doing that, bouncing and yipping their childish versions of the howls of love, howls of joy, howls of celebration and loss and birth and renewal, into the songs that wound and twisted and then suddenly, shockingly…

      Everyone howled exactly on key, on tune, beat for beat as they sang their way through the Celebration of Life. Devin and Ramsey, old and young, East and West Coast, all of them at once.

      The air rang with silence when the Celebration howl ended. Adrian panted, hands shaking, tears on his cheeks that were matched by pretty much everyone, even Michi and Sal. His whole body thrummed with the power of that howl.

      Wow.

      Maybe there actually was something to the old ways.

      Not that it mattered right this second. Because now they had to get everyone back to the reception venue without delay. Once there, everything passed over to the Devin pack's top Beta and Adrian would be able to collapse without feeling guilty about it.

      "Wow," Adrian said, stepping forward to laugh as Michi engulfed him with a hug. "Little sister, I'm so happy for you. But I'd be even happier if you'd head for the cars."

      Michi burst out laughing before she kissed his forehead. "I can do that. Thank you, Adrian. Seriously. This was exactly what I wanted for Sal and I."

      "Yeah," Sal said as he wiped the tears from his cheeks. "That was… unreal."

      Adrian grinned and then pulled Sal into a hug, too. Both of them were tall enough that he felt like a shrimp but hey, they matched each other. Sal thumped his back and then Michi claimed his hand.

      "Back to the cars, everyone!" Michi shouted over the chatter and yipping and general commotion of forty shifters high on a howl adrenaline rush. "There's food and dancing and some really cool gifts waiting back at the reception. Plus, everyone else is there waiting for us. Let's go!"

      She headed for the van that had brought her and Grandma El, hand in hand with Sal. The scarred black wolf darted ahead of them, so fast that Adrian smiled. Eager to get there, maybe. Or maybe it was just Michi being Michi because everyone followed her, just like always. Adrian just about rushed after her, too, purely on instinct but Nasim caught his wrist before he could.

      "Chairs and ribbons?" Nasim asked.

      "We can help," one of Sal's brothers, another Beta, offered. "No reason you guys should be stuck back here when the party is going on."

      "That sounds great," Adrian said. He waited until Michi and Sal were in their van together with the scarred wolf and then nodded. "Sooner we get this cleaned up, the sooner we can all relax again."

      And six people finished work way faster than three, always. Adrian let Sal's brothers pick who they worked with, smiling as the cousin, Evan something-or-other, picked him. His stomach fluttered a little at having the too-tall, too-gorgeous New York shifter watching him for orders but hey, it was just packing up chairs and picking up what little trash they'd left behind.

      "Let's get these chairs folded and loaded into Nasim's trailer and then we can go," Adrian said.

      "Lead on," Evan said, smiling at Adrian just a bit hesitantly. "I'm with you."

      Adrian huffed and then started in on the chairs closest to where Michi and Sal had said their vows. No, that wasn't Evan hitting on him. It wasn't. No way. Besides, Evan would be heading back to New York soon enough and there was no reason for Adrian to seduce him.

      Even if he smelled like sex on the prowl and looked like the type of Beta who gave as good as he got. Nope. Work to do. Wedding reception to finish. Then he could think about other things.

      Like sexy as hell Betas from nowhere who were making his hands shake.
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      Leslie sighed as he leaned back against the bathroom door. He tried not to breathe deeply. Pretty damn obvious that this was a mundane venue. The stink of bleach was so thick that it had him half-gagging and the smell of urine mixed a thousand different men's scents. Would've been nice if the Ramsey's had spent the money to get the bathrooms de-scented but hey, no one was supposed to be using this bathroom. He couldn't really blame them.

      He tilted his head back and tried to breathe shallowly. Sal really expected a lot. This whole mating, while romantic as hell, was a mess. Not Sal and Michi. They were perfect. Utterly in love and eyes for no one but each other. Leslie smiled, almost dragging himself out of the little service bathroom tucked way hell and gone back behind the kitchens.

      Almost.

      Not quite.

      Who the hell had invited Evan Michelakis? Couldn't have been Sal.

      Sal had been there when Evan damn near tore Leslie's throat out. Hell, Sal had gone Alpha on Evan's ass and beat him into the floor for it. That'd been a disaster. The whole East Coast Shifter Council had gotten involved.

      Leslie rubbed his shoulder. It still wasn't back to normal. He had trouble shifting, too, which worried his family. That'd been a perfect reason to get the heck out of New York and come to Sal's wedding. Other than, of course, standing by Sal's side as he got married. No way would Leslie let Sal get married without him. They'd been friends far too long for that.

      And you just didn't abandon the man who kept you from being killed by a vicious, abusive bastard.

      So yeah, Leslie really didn't know who'd invited Evan. For all he knew, Evan had invited himself and just shown up to make trouble. Which meant that Leslie needed to get his butt out of this bathroom and back out onto the dance floor so that he could at least warn the Ramsey's that they had a sexual predator stalking through their pack.

      He couldn't let another Beta be treated the way Leslie had.

      All the pep talk in the world didn't stop his hands from shaking. Didn't stop him from feeling like he was going to throw up as he rested in trembling hand on the doorknob. Really didn't help him stop whimpering like a pup terrified of the thunder during a storm.

      "Hey, you okay in there?"

      Leslie jumped so hard that he nearly fell over. Only thing that saved him was the wall of the nasty little stall behind him. He blushed as Adrian Ramsey, the lead Beta for the Seattle pack, poked his head into the bathroom, nose wrinkled at the smell.

      "I thought I told them to de-scent everything." Adrian huffed. "Seriously, I'll have a talk with them when this is all over. Everything means everything. But really, you all right? I smelled a panic attack going on in here."

      "Huh, sorry," Leslie said, even more mortified that his fear could be smelled through this stink. "Just… coping with the crowds, you know?"

      "Pfft, yeah, tell me about it," Adrian said. He sucked in a breath as if he was going to complain and then coughed. "Gah, you need to get out of here. It stinks. Come on. Things have gone to the gossiping about every single cute childhood story phase. We can duck out the back door, catch our breath if we want. And man, don't think it's just you. I definitely want a break here."

      "That… sounds good," Leslie said.

      Really good. Surprisingly so. Even with the stink of urine and bleach, Adrian smelled good. Tempting good, hot to trot good, but not directed at Leslie. Just a guy having a good time and enjoying himself flirting with willing partners. It was nice. Uncomplicated since it had nothing whatsoever to do with Leslie.

      The kitchen, thankfully, didn't stink at all. Not of bleach or Leslie's fear. It smelled of barbeque, mountains of it that had been eaten and two big trays that were waiting to be put out yet. The prime rib was gone but the bones remained for anyone that wanted to chew on one. That was nice. A lot of places whisked them away as soon as the roast was carved off. And potatoes and salad and a ton of bubbly, both alcoholic and not.

      "If you want one, that's what they're there for," Adrian said, grinning as he nodded towards the bones.

      "Maybe later," Leslie said. Shrugged and then rubbed his shoulder.

      "Oh, dude, injury?" Adrian said so sympathetically that Leslie just nodded. "Damn, I hate that. It always makes shifting such a struggle. And shoulders are so tricky, too."

      He led the way out the unobtrusive back door tucked away on the other side of the kitchen. The back door led to a loading dock that had faint hints of cigarette smoke and strong scents of moss. Grapevine, too, a huge mass of it decorating the brick as it tried to climb the building towards the roof three stories above. A faint breeze stirred the night, rustling the leaves and cooling Leslie's cheeks.

      "It's so damp," Leslie murmured.

      "This isn't damp," Adrian said with a huge grin that made his teeth flash in the shadows of the loading dock. "This is the driest time of the year."

      "Compared to New York," Leslie counted with a grin of his own, "this is damp."

      Leslie laughed first but Adrian was only a second later. They both breathed in the night air. Still warm outside though it was cooling off far quicker than it would back in New York. Of course, New York had all the skyscrapers trapping the heat in and Seattle, or Everett since they were north of Seattle proper in the suburbs, didn't have that. Just two or three-story buildings mixed in with your standard single-family houses.

      The Puget Sound was just a half mile or so away so Leslie could smell the sea easily. He smiled and breathed deep, something in his chest relaxing as he leaned back against the brick building. Adrian sat on the stairs, hands flopped over his knees. He smelled content. A bit frazzled, honestly, but content.

      "Tired?" Leslie asked.

      "Yeah," Adrian replied. He shrugged. "Michi's my little sister. I kind of insisted on taking point on our side of things. I'm really glad that the Devin's took over the reception. I might have stroked out if I had to take care of this, too."

      Leslie snorted. "Sal would never allow that. He's always been about taking care of people, especially when they really need it."

      He rubbed his shoulder instinctively and then dropped his hand when Adrian frowned at him. Leslie shook his head. The last thing he wanted was to talk about Evan. This close after his last panic attack, talking about it all would send him into a spiral that might take days to get back out of. And seriously, Sal should be focusing on Michi, not Leslie's issues.

      "I should probably butt out," Adrian said so gently that, with his scent, the offer to listen was clear.

      "I can't talk about it right now," Leslie said. "Sorry. Too soon, you know?"

      "Okay," Adrian said. "But if you need someone to listen later, I'm here. Heck, Jason would be glad to listen too. Nasim, not so much, but if you need someone's butt kicked, Nasim would be right there. And Mom and Grandma El. They'll both kick anyone's ass if given half a chance."

      Leslie grinned. "Yeah, I could tell that about your grandma. She's amazing."

      Probably not fair to redirect Adrian that way but hey, El Ramsey was incredible. Near six feet tall with silver hair, she was strong and fierce and the sort of Alpha that made you feel safe the instant you were in her presence. Well, mostly safe. Leslie was pretty sure that if you messed up, she'd smack you through the floor without hesitation but she was very welcoming of everyone as far as Leslie had seen. Nice compared to home.

      She'd done most of the negotiations with Sal's parents and pretty much bowled them right over from the start. The entire pack structure of New York had sat up and taken notice when she arrived. Leslie had been working and he'd still heard about it despite his job being all mundanes. But then gossip flew in an office environment so he probably shouldn't be too surprised.

      "I heard that she just showed up and demanded an audience," Adrian said. His grin was proud but a little sheepish and his scent was pure, unadulterated admiration for his grandma.

      "That she did," Leslie said. He sat on the step with Adrian, leaning back to study the sky overhead. Not many stars but more than he normally saw in New York. "I heard about it at my office. I work with mundanes. I'm the auditor there."

      "Oh, cool," Adrian said, perking up. "Financial? Quality?"

      "Eh, medical and quality," Leslie said. He laughed as Adrian did the little curious noise thing that pups did when they desperately wanted story time. "You're trying to get me to talk."

      "Hey, we're looking for auditors," Adrian said stout and determined even though his scent flared with embarrassment. Cheeks went hot, too, bright enough for Leslie to see the heat even with his human eyes. "Mom's pretty sure that some of the businesses she works with are skimming money on our contracts. And she knows that there's some serious system issues with our company but none of us know enough to fix it."

      "I am available for consulting contracts," Leslie said and then wondered at himself for it. He hadn't taken a consulting contract since the whole thing with Evan. "Depending on how much you need checked, I might be able to help."

      "Dude, I need to introduce you to Mom," Adrian said. "If, you know, you're ready to head back inside."

      Leslie winced. "Um, not yet?"

      "It's cool," Adrian said so calmly that Leslie blinked at him. "No, really. It's totally fine. We're a ragtag pack, you know. Pretty much all of us have issues. Michi and I are the only ones born into the pack in our generation. Grandma El made a point of forming her pack out of lone wolfs and renegades who were kicked out of other packs. I get anxiety attacks, personally."

      "Seriously?" Leslie asked, surprised that Adrian would be so open about it. "You don't mind telling people that?"

      Adrian shrugged. His scent was more thoughtful now, still a little hot to trot but that was fading in the face of their conversation. Even so, he smelled really attractive. Strong and smart, caring, too. Evan never had smelled that way. He'd been all pursuit and no thought, no care, right from the start.

      Even now, Leslie wasn't sure how he'd mistaken Evan's seduction for anything like a real relationship. They way Evan had pulled him away from the rest of the pack, the way he'd provoked Leslie and then cut him down for reacting, had nothing to do with real love. Just control. Hunting. Taking.

      He wasn't sure any of their sex had ever been truly consensual looking back at it.

      Evan had pushed past Leslie's boundaries at every turn, making it seem erotic. Exciting. Passionate. Just like all those stupid shifter romances where the 'true mate' got swept off their feet and bonded within days of meeting 'their Alpha'.

      Not that Evan would ever be a true Alpha.

      He was a faker. Able to project the intensity but not able to follow through with a real relationship. A user and a rapist, honestly. Seriously, why had Sal allowed him at the wedding? It was ridiculous that he was here.

      "Hey, you went away," Adrian murmured as he set on hand very gently on Leslie's wrist. A very non-threatening touch with just the pads of two fingers brushing over Leslie's wrist joint.

      "Sorry," Leslie said, patting Adrian's hand and then letting him keep it here. "Told you, I'm still on edge. Still, kind of curious why you're so open about it?"

      "Hey, Grandma El always says that keeping things like that secret is how the bad shifters get away with their crap," Adrian said. "We have to be open, share our weaknesses, so that we can support each other. Hiding it all, acting like there's shame in being less than perfect, just makes us all crazy. I mean, it's pack. We're family. If you can't be open about your problems with your pack then why the hell are you with them?"

      Leslie blew out a breath. "Way to ask the hard questions there, Adrian."

      Adrian laughed as he leaned his shoulder against Leslie's. The warmth was… nice. Comforting. It'd been a really long time since Leslie let anyone other than Sal touch him this way. In any way.

      Because no, he couldn't be open about the panic attacks with his pack. The Devin pack was a strong one but it was a very formal sort of strength. Sal's father was all about his protocol. Sal's mom, she would give you a quick pat on the back, a nod of approval, but she'd never dream of sitting on the back stairs by the loading dock listening to the wind rustle through the grapevines. She certainly wouldn't hold anyone's hands, not even her mate's.

      Proper strong Alphas
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
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TERMINATION
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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