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      When I’d begged for the assignment in Marquette, Michigan, I failed to appreciate that it was December. The cold didn’t bother me, that was fine. But the snow. My god… I didn’t realize it could snow so much in the Upper Peninsula. It wasn’t until after I was on the plane to Marquette that I checked the annual snowfall for that part of the world.

      One hundred and fifty inches minimum. That was fucking wild. How did anyone manage to survive in such conditions? Hell, how were we going to land a plane at a tiny regional airport in all that white shit? It seemed crazy to even try.

      But I wasn’t going to back out. I had a job to do, but that wasn’t the reason I’d asked to go. I needed to go because… well, I had a lifetime’s worth of questions, and there was only one person in Marquette that could answer them.

      Dave Tellurian.

      I’d been thinking about him for months now since my mother died. And now that I was almost there, I knew I couldn’t back out now. I needed answers, even if they didn’t make me feel any better. And if I could cinch this deal for my company while I was in town, then I’d have a fat bonus to go home to. Either way, this trip was going to be successful one way or another.

      When we touched down at the tiny regional airport outside Marquette, I was gripping my seat so hard my fingers punctured the faux leather. As soon as I knew we weren’t going to crash and die, I did my best to cover it up. Being an Alpha werewolf had its perks, but sometimes I didn’t know my own strength. I was always breaking things by accident or having to send my suits in to be tailored because I’d busted another seam. Then there was that one Halloween full moon a couple years back that I transformed into a monster and ran amok in the state forest, destroying my best Armani suit in the process. I sure wish someone had told me that was going to happen. Thankfully, I didn’t kill anyone.

      When the plane came to a stop at last, I was the first one off. The frigid air hit me like a wall as I stepped out of the plane, and I immediately regretted not wearing a heavier coat. My breath turned to vapor, and my nostrils stung from the cold. Marquette welcomed me with a blanket of white covering everything in sight.

      I pulled my phone out to check the address I’d saved. Dave Tellurian lived on the outskirts of town, in a farmhouse on a large patch of land according to the information I’d gathered. The thought of seeing him made my heart race. Would he recognize me? More importantly, would he tell me the truth?

      A rental car was waiting outside the small terminal building. The attendant, a burly man with a thick beard and friendly eyes, helped me with my luggage.

      “First time in the U.P.?” he asked, his accent distinctly local.

      “Is it that obvious?” I forced a smile as I slid into the back seat.

      “Most folks don’t wear Italian leather shoes in December around here,” he chuckled, nodding at my feet. “Too damn cold for that.”

      I glanced down at my impractical footwear and sighed. “I wasn’t exactly prepared for... this.” I gestured at the endless white landscape outside the window.

      “Where ya headed?” he asked, handing me the keys to the SUV.

      I hesitated for a moment. The bank meeting wasn’t for another few days. My plan was to stay in town, gather up my courage, and talk to Dave before I had to go back to New York. If I was lucky, I’d be out of there in time for Christmas.

      “I’m staying up in Marquette at one of the hotels,” I replied, taking the keys.

      “Visitin’ family for the holidays?” It was an innocent enough question.

      “I’m not sure yet,” was my cryptic answer. The man furrowed his brows, but I just gave him a smile. “Thank you.”

      He nodded, still confused. “Have a good visit.”

      I climbed into the SUV and sat there for a moment, letting the engine warm up while I tried to steady my nerves. The GPS showed Dave’s address was only twenty minutes away, but I wasn’t ready. Not yet. Instead, I programmed the hotel into the navigation system and pulled out of the airport rental lot.

      The drive to Marquette was like entering another world. Snow-laden pine trees lined the roads the entire way. When I finally got into town, the few people I saw were bundled up like Arctic explorers. But the shops were all aglow with warm lights and even warmer interiors. Christmas lights had been hung from every lamppost, and the entire town looked quaint enough to be on the front of a Hallmark card.

      My wolf stirred restlessly beneath my skin as I drove, unused to this kind of cold even though my human side was already adapting. There was something about this place that felt... different. Ancient, maybe. Like the land itself was holding secrets. Maybe it was. For the sake of my bonus at the company, I hoped it was holding a lot more than just feelings.

      I checked into the Hampton Inn and dumped my luggage in a room that smelled like cleaner and fake pine. The view from my window showed more snow, more trees, and a parking lot where my rental SUV looked ridiculously out of place among the line of pickup trucks and Subarus all towing snowmobiles. However, beyond the lot and just past a small strip of land was the biggest lake I’d ever seen. Lake Superior… dark blue, dotted with ice, and looking more menacing than any body of water I’d ever come across.

      My phone buzzed with a text from my boss asking about the bank meeting. I ignored it and pulled out the folder I’d been carrying since leaving New York. Inside were printouts of everything I’d been able to find about Dave Tellurian over the past few months. Property records, business licenses, even a grainy photo from the local newspaper where he was receiving some kind of community service award some twenty-odd years ago.

      But none of that told me what I really needed to know. None of it explained why my mother had whispered his name with her dying breath, or why she’d kept a faded photograph of him hidden in her jewelry box for thirty years. Or why I’d found an entire shoebox full of letters from him that still remained sealed.

      I sat on the edge of the hotel bed, staring at those letters. My fingers trembled as I picked one up, turning the yellowed envelope over in my hands. The postmark was from thirty-two years ago. I’d been born thirty-one years ago.

      The math wasn’t difficult, but I had to be sure.

      Outside, snow began to fall again, thick flakes that caught the glow of the parking lot lights. I set the letter down and walked to the window, pressing my palm against the cold glass. My reflection stared back at me: auburn hair, strong jaw, brown eyes that had always seemed too intense. Mom had called them Alpha eyes. I’d never known she actually meant it until that Halloween full moon two years ago. I just thought every she-wolf wanted her son to have Alpha blood.

      My phone buzzed again. This time it was Julian, my co-worker and packmate, from the New York office.

      “How’s the frozen tundra?” he asked when I picked up.

      “Cold. White. Exactly what you’d expect.” I kept my voice casual, professional. Even though we were in the same pack, Julian didn’t know about my personal mission here. Nobody did.

      “The investors are excited to meet with you. They’ve got serious capital, and they’re looking to diversify. Don’t fuck this up, Cody.”

      Cody. That was me. Cody Warren, geological surveyor, Alpha werewolf, and apparently a man with a secret lineage. Simple.

      “I won’t,” I promised, my eyes drifting back to the pile of letters. “The meeting’s not until Thursday. I’m going to use tomorrow to get the lay of the land.”

      Julian laughed. “Just don’t freeze your ass off up there. That place is a hellscape.”

      “Says the guy who’s sitting in a cozy Manhattan office right now,” I replied, rolling my eyes even though Julian couldn’t see me. “I’ll be fine. I’ve got a heavy coat, and even if I get stranded, I’ll just shift. Cold isn’t going to kill me, especially not with my thick fur.”

      “Yes, yes,” Julian sighed. “We all know you’re an Alpha and better than the rest of us.” He was just joking of course, but my forced coming out as an Alpha hadn’t exactly been welcomed by our pack. “Just make sure you come back with signatures,” he added before hanging up.

      I tossed my phone onto the bed and returned to the window, watching the snow fall in hypnotic patterns. The wolf inside me was restless, sensing something in the air I couldn’t quite identify. I was in unfamiliar territory, yes, but there was more to it than that. Something else… like a strange calling… it made my skin prickle with anticipation.

      Pushing it away, I flopped down on the bed, picking up the oldest envelope from my mother’s stash out of habit. The paper was so fragile it almost crumbled in my hands. Carefully, I pulled out a single sheet of paper, unfolding it with trembling fingers.

      Evelyn,

      I know you said not to write, but I can’t stop thinking about that night with you. With both of you. Sometimes I wonder if the three of us shouldn’t try to all be together and FORCE my father to deal with it. I can’t believe he ran you off the way he did… I’ve never seen him so angry. And I’m not sure I can ever forgive him.

      I hope you’re okay and maybe, when things cool down, you could come back to Marquette and see us. I know Laurel would love that. And so would I. And maybe… if you ever wanted to start a new life with us… you could come join the pack. That might be a crazy suggestion, but I think, given the time, my father might come around. Either way, one day this pack will be mine, and then I’ll get rid of all his stupid rules. He can’t live forever, right?

      Either way, I just want you to know that I still care for you. Both of us do. I’m so sorry you were forced to leave like that… I wish I could change his mind. But for now, he’s the Alpha, and I can’t go against his wishes. And despite how terrible he was… he’s still my father. I love and respect him, but in this situation, he’s wrong.

      Anyway… please take care of yourself, Evelyn. I’ll always be thinking of you.

      Always Yours,

      Dave Tellurian

      I read the letter three times, my throat tightening with each pass. Was this letter the key to my past? Was Dave Tellurian my real father? Or was I just aching for something that I’d never had?

      I wasn’t sure what the answer was, but I knew I at least had to try. I’d come all this way, and I wasn’t going home without some sort of answer, even if it wasn’t the one I wanted.
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      Marquette was so quiet, I barely slept that night. I’d never been anywhere so quiet. The mounds of snow on the ground ate what small amount of ambient noise there was. Not to mention, the hotel was nearly abandoned this time of year. Multiple times I got up in the middle of the night and stared out of the window, watching the fat snowflakes drift down onto Lake Superior, the ice shifting silently in the dark. It was an incredible and awe-inspiring sight.

      I was so used to the never-ending noise of Manhattan. That place never got quiet, regardless of how much snow we got. And during the holiday season, it was even worse. Christmas brought people in from all over, and the city was a constant party from December first through the new year. And even though I was up early enough to watch the sun rise, I didn’t miss the noise. After the past few months I’d been through, a little peace was welcome.

      I just wished Mom could be there to see it with me.

      The thought hit me harder than I expected, and I had to grip the windowsill to steady myself. She would have loved this place… The pristine snow, the massive lake, and the way the morning light turned everything golden. Mom had always been drawn to wild places, even though we’d spent my entire life in the concrete jungle of New York. Maybe that was the wolf in her, calling her back to something more natural, something our pack had given up long ago.

      I showered and dressed, choosing more practical clothes this time: jeans, boots, and a heavy sweater that would actually keep me warm. The Italian leather shoes stayed in the hotel room closet. If I was going to blend in with the locals, I needed to at least look like I belonged.

      The hotel’s continental breakfast was sparse, stale pastries and coffee that tasted like it had been sitting in the pot since yesterday. My wolf was restless, demanding real food, something substantial. I grabbed a banana and headed out into the crisp morning air.

      The town looked different in the morning light, smaller somehow but also more welcoming. The Christmas decorations seemed less artificial against the backdrop of genuine snow, and the few people I passed on the sidewalks nodded politely instead of avoiding eye contact like they would in the city.

      I needed coffee… real coffee, and maybe some time to work up the courage to drive out to Dave’s place. A small sign caught my attention as I wandered through downtown. Lunar Coffee Co. Something about the name made my wolf perk up with interest. The storefront was cozy, with warm yellow light spilling out onto the snow-covered street. Maybe it was a bit cliché, but I liked the moon and wolf logo on the front door.

      A bell chimed as I pushed through the door, and immediately I was hit with the rich aroma of freshly ground beans and something else... something that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The scent was familiar yet foreign, wild and earthy beneath the coffee and baked goods.

      Werewolves.

      Not my pack of course, but definitely werewolves. Multiple ones.

      My Alpha instincts kicked in immediately, assessing potential threats and pack dynamics. The scents were layered and complex. There were at least four different wolves, maybe more. I forced myself to relax my shoulders and approach the counter casually, even though every nerve in my body was on high alert.

      The woman behind the register was clearly one of them. Mid-twenties, blonde hair pulled back in a messy bun, with the kind of easy confidence that came from being surrounded by her own kind. Her nostrils flared slightly as I approached, and I knew she was scenting me just as I had scented her.

      “Morning,” she said, her voice friendly but cautious. “What can I get you?”

      “Large coffee, black,” I replied, keeping my tone neutral. “And maybe a pastry if you have anything fresh.”

      She nodded toward a display case filled with muffins and croissants that actually looked appetizing, unlike the hotel’s sad offerings. “The blueberry muffins just came out of the oven. Made them myself.”

      “Perfect.” I pulled out my wallet, hyperaware of the other customers in the small space. Two men sat at a corner table, both radiating the same wild energy. One was reading a newspaper while the other scrolled through his phone, but I could feel their attention on me like a physical weight.

      “You’re not from around here,” the barista observed as she poured my coffee. It wasn’t a question.

      “New York,” I admitted. “Just visiting.”

      “Business or pleasure?” This came from behind me, a smooth voice with just a hint of amusement. I turned to find myself face-to-face with the most striking man I’d seen in years. Dark hair, sharp cheekbones, and eyes the color of summertime skies. He was definitely a werewolf, and from the way he carried himself, not a submissive one.

      “Bit of both,” I said carefully, accepting my coffee from the blonde. The newcomer stepped closer, and I caught his scent fully. He wasn’t an Alpha, that much was obvious. But he smelled like one from head to toe. It was clear he was mated to one, and that they had… been intimate recently.

      “I’m Kael,” he said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, confident, and lasted just a fraction longer than necessary. “And you are?”

      “Cody.” The name felt strange on my tongue, like I was introducing a different version of myself. “Cody Warren.”

      “You’re a wolf,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah. Just in town for a while on business. And to breathe a bit before I have to go back to New York.”

      “Oh,” Kael nodded, looking a little impressed. “A big city wolf at that. Well, as Luna of the local pack, let me be the first to welcome you to Marquette. This is Tellurian Pack territory, but you’re more than welcome as long as you aren’t here to stir up trouble.”

      “I’m not,” I replied quickly, although I wasn’t sure if it was a lie or not. Then I paused, my brain finally processing what he’d said. “You’re… the Luna?”

      “Yep.”

      “But you’re a man.”

      Kael lifted one eyebrow, giving me a good once over. He let out a long sigh, the kind that said he answered this question a lot more than he really wanted to. “Yes, I am a man,” he said. “And so is my husband, our Alpha. Is that alright with you?”

      My face broke into a big smile. “Yeah! Actually, it’s kind of fucking awesome.” I took his hand again, shaking it vigorously. “I’m gay too. But I never thought… wow… a gay mated pair running a pack?! That’s incredible!”

      “Believe it or not,” Kael laughed, a smirk on his face. “We’re not exactly in the stone age here.”

      The laugh that escaped me was probably too enthusiastic, but I didn’t care. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so shocked. It’s just... in New York, our pack is pretty traditional. Old school Alpha with a female Luna dynamics, lots of rules about bloodlines and proper mating.” I took a sip of my coffee, which was actually excellent. “This is refreshing.”

      “Well, Chance and I have been together for about five years now,” Kael said, settling into the conversation with obvious pride. “He became Alpha a few years ago when his father stepped down.”

      My coffee cup froze halfway to my lips. “His father?”

      “Dave Tellurian. He ran the pack for almost forty years before he decided it was time to pass the torch.” Kael’s expression softened with genuine affection. “Dave’s still around, of course. Lives out on the family property by himself. He’s getting older, but he’s happy to let Chance handle the day-to-day pack business.”

      I forced myself to swallow the coffee in my mouth, though it suddenly tasted like ash. Dave Tellurian. Chance Tellurian. My potential father and... half-brother? The mathematical possibilities made my head spin. And this man I was talking to was… my brother-in-law?

      “You okay?” Kael asked, tilting his head slightly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Just tired,” I lied, setting my coffee down before I dropped it. “Long flight yesterday, not much sleep. So, this Chance guy... he’s your Alpha?”

      “My mate and husband,” Kael corrected with a smile so full of pride that could have powered the entire coffee shop. “Though yes, he’s also the pack Alpha. Makes for interesting dinner conversations sometimes.”

      I tried to picture it, family dinners where your father-in-law was the former pack leader, where pack politics mixed with relationship dynamics. It sounded complicated in ways I couldn’t even begin to imagine.

      “What kind of business brings you to our little corner of the world?” Kael asked, retrieving his own coffee from the counter. The blonde barista handed him what looked like some elaborate seasonal iced drink topped with whipped cream.

      “Surveying,” I said, sticking to my cover story. “My client is looking at some potential... investment opportunities in the area.”

      Something flickered in Kael’s expression, too quick for me to interpret. “Investment opportunities?”

      “Just preliminary stuff. Probably nothing will come of it.” I picked up my muffin, more to have something to do with my hands than because I was hungry. “What about you? Do you work, or is being Luna a full-time job?”

      “I actually own this place,” he said, gesturing around the cozy coffee shop. “Opened it about a year after Chance and I got together. Turns out there’s a decent market for good coffee and baked goods, even in the middle of nowhere. Having the university nearby helps a lot. The college kids love it here.”

      I found myself staring at Kael with newfound interest. This man wasn’t just any werewolf. He was directly connected to the people I’d come here to find. The coincidence seemed almost too perfect.

      “It’s a great space,” I said, glancing around the coffee shop with genuine appreciation. The wooden beams across the ceiling and the mismatched vintage furniture gave it a homey feel that chain cafés could never replicate. “Do many pack members work here?”

      “Most of my staff are pack,” Kael confirmed, leaning against the counter. “Makes scheduling around the full moon a lot easier.” He winked at me, and I couldn’t help but smile. There was something disarming about him, sassy but kind.

      “That must be nice,” I said, thinking about how I’d always had to make excuses at work during full moons. “In New York, we’re all scattered across different industries. Makes it harder to maintain pack bonds. And the city is so big, we all just sorta do our own thing.”

      “That sounds lonely,” Kael observed, his blue eyes studying me with unexpected perception.

      I looked down at my coffee. “It can be.”

      “So, you’re an Alpha,” he said suddenly, lowering his voice.

      I nearly choked on my muffin. “How did you⁠—”

      “You carry yourself like one,” Kael shrugged. “Plus, your scent has that particular note to it. Don’t worry, I’m not going to announce it to everyone.”

      “I’d appreciate that,” I said, feeling strangely exposed. “It’s not something I advertise.”

      “Are you part of pack leadership back home?”

      I shook my head. “I’m... nobody back home.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Kael said with a smile. “We’ve got lots of wolves here with Alpha blood, so you’ll fit right in.”

      “Doesn’t that cause a lot of fighting?”

      “Not at all,” Kael replied. “They all love and respect Chance as our leader, so nobody challenges him.”

      “Wow. This place really is different.”

      Kael nodded, taking a sip of his drink. “Listen, we’re having a little pack gathering tomorrow night. Nothing formal, just hot cocoa and Christmas cookies here at the cafe. You should come.”

      The invitation caught me off guard. “I wouldn’t want to intrude on pack business⁠—”

      “It’s not pack business, it’s hot chocolate,” Kael insisted, rolling his eyes. “Besides, you’re a lone Alpha in a strange territory during the holidays. Consider it werewolf hospitality. Also, there’s quite a few guys like you and me in the pack. You’ll fit right in.”

      My heart raced at the possibility. If I went to this gathering, I might meet Chance... and maybe even Dave. It would be the perfect opportunity to observe them, maybe even find some answers without having to reveal my true purpose.

      “That sounds great,” I said, trying not to sound too eager. “I’d love to come.”

      “Perfect.” Kael pulled out his phone. “Give me your number, and I’ll text you the details.”

      As I recited my number, I wondered if I was making a mistake. What if Dave recognized something in me? What if someone realized I wasn’t being entirely truthful about why I was in Marquette?

      “So, Cody Warren from New York,” Kael said, putting down his phone. “Are you in a relationship?”

      The question caught me totally off guard. “N-No. Not right now.”

      Kael sipped his drink, a mischievous smirk on his face. “Hmm. Good to know.” He picked up his phone again. “On a completely unrelated note, there’s a couple more wolves I need to invite.”
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      It felt strange being invited to a party for a bunch of werewolves who were complete strangers to me. I’d spent the past day trying to figure out a way out of the invitation. Not only were they strangers, but my biological family might be there. Sure, that was the whole reason I’d volunteered for the trip to Marquette in the dead of winter. But I wasn’t sure I was ready for it yet.

      What excuse could I possibly make to Kael? Sorry, I can’t come to your party because I’m here to investigate whether your father-in-law is actually my biological father. Yeah, that would go over well. Very secretive.

      I paced my hotel room, staring at my phone where Kael’s text with the party details sat unanswered. The truth was, I didn’t know how to act around a real pack. My experience in New York was so different—we were wolves who happened to live in the same city, not a true community. I’d never experienced the kind of closeness Kael described.

      Maybe I should bring something. That’s what normal people did, right? A peace offering of sorts. Not that I was at war with them, but showing up empty-handed to a Christmas gathering seemed wrong. Christmas was all about gifts, right?

      I grabbed my coat and headed out. The coffee shop would be a good place to start. I could ask Kael what would be appropriate. But when I arrived at Lunar Coffee, I was surprised to find it bustling with customers, and no sign of the Luna himself. The blonde barista from yesterday gave me a friendly nod of recognition.

      “Looking for Kael?” she asked as I approached the counter.

      “Yeah, actually.”

      “He’s out running errands for tonight. Anything I can help with?”

      I hesitated. “I was just wondering what I should bring to the gathering.”

      She smiled. “You don’t need to bring anything, but if you want to, maybe something festive? We’ve got plenty of food and drinks covered.”

      “Festive,” I repeated, looking around the cozy shop. That’s when I noticed something. Unlike every other business in downtown Marquette, Lunar Coffee didn’t have a Christmas wreath on its door.

      “You guys don’t have a wreath,” I said, the words coming out before I could stop them.

      The barista laughed. “Kael’s been complaining about that for days. He ordered a fake one online, but it never showed up.”

      Perfect. “Is there somewhere in town I could buy one?”

      “There’s a Christmas tree lot on the southwestern edge of town. They usually have wreaths and other decorations too. And they’re like us too.”

      More werewolves. Great. This town was full of them.

      Twenty minutes later, I was pulling into the lot she’d described. The scent of fresh pine hit me as soon as I stepped out of the SUV, sharp and clean in the cold air. Rows of evergreens stood in neat lines, their branches heavy with snow. A few families wandered between them, children running ahead excitedly while parents discussed the merits of Fraser firs versus blue spruces.

      I made my way toward a small wooden shed at the center of the lot, where a hand-painted sign advertised “Wreaths & Garlands.” As I approached, a man emerged from behind a particularly large tree, carrying an armful of freshly cut branches for weaving.

      The moment our eyes met, something electric shot through me. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and richly tanned skin despite the lack of sun this time of year. And he had the most beautiful dark brown eyes I’d ever seen. I stared openly, all thoughts except him pushed from my mind.

      He was a werewolf too; I could tell immediately from his scent, something wild and woodsy that made my wolf sit up and take notice. But there was something else about him, something that made my heart skip in a way that had nothing to do with pack dynamics or territorial instincts.

      “Can I help you?” he asked, his voice warm despite the cold air between us. A small smile played at the corners of his mouth, and I realized I’d been standing there staring like an idiot.

      “Wreaths,” I managed, my usual confidence completely deserting me. “I need a wreath.”

      His smile widened, revealing perfect white teeth. “Well, you’ve come to the right place. I’m Danny.” He shifted the
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