
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What happens when your fake boyfriend turns out to be your mate?

	 

	 

	Teddy is focused on one thing, and one thing only—making his brother proud. That means finishing his Master’s degree with the highest grades possible, then finding a good job. Those plans don’t leave time for anything else, so when Teddy is told he needs a date for a birthday party, he lies and says he has one in the hopes that he’ll be able to wiggle his way out of the party.

	He doesn’t.

	Instead, he finds himself having to come up with a fake boyfriend, and he has no idea who can help him with that, so he’s lucky Sterling, a Gillham pack member and one of his acquaintances, comes up with someone.

	When a pack member approaches Ollie and asks him if he wants to play fake boyfriend for a friend of his, Ollie agrees. He hopes it will help distract him from the jealousy he feels at the sight of his best friend with his mate. He loves Gabriel and Gabriel’s new mate, but he wants what they have, and he doesn’t know how to get it.

	They’re both stunned when they meet at the party and realize they’re mates. Teddy doesn’t have time for Ollie, but can he really give up his only chance at being with his mate? And can Ollie get over what his parents did to him and trust Teddy, especially when Teddy is trying so hard to keep him at arm’s length?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	A loud crash made Teddy jump in his seat. He scowled at the door, but even though it was closed, he could still hear what was happening outside.

	Nysys was getting ready to throw a party, and everyone in the house knew it.

	How could they not? Nysys was always noisy, but he got even noisier when he was focused on something, especially something like a party. Teddy wished he could tell the man to stop, but he couldn’t. Nysys had just as much right as him to organize a party. They were both Whitedell pride members, and that was that. It didn’t matter that Nysys was disturbing Teddy’s studies. It didn’t matter that he was making as much noise as a herd of elephants. Teddy and the rest of the house just had to deal with it.

	The door flew open. Teddy was hiding in the living room, but he should have known that wouldn’t last for long. He’d needed a change of pace, though, after spending the past few days in his bedroom.

	Nysys paused at the entrance for a second, then strode inside. Teddy’s shoulders slumped. There was no way he was studying now. “What do you need?” he asked Nysys.

	Nysys grinned at him as if he didn’t realize he was disturbing Teddy. He probably didn’t, actually. He was so focused on his party that he didn’t understand how much he was bothering everyone. “I was just going to start decorating the living room.”

	Teddy frowned. “Decorating? It’s still days before the party.”

	“And I need everything to be perfect.”

	Teddy leaned back against the couch and scowled. “This isn’t your mate’s first birthday party. Why do you need everything to be perfect? Why do you even need to throw him a birthday party in the first place? He’s going to live more than a hundred years. Couldn’t you skip the party this year?”

	Nysys arched a brow and crossed his arms over his chest. “Someone is grumpy.”

	“You would be grumpy, too, if you were trying to study and someone kept making noise and disturbing you.”

	A flash of guilt passed on Nysys’ face, but it was gone fast. “Well, I’m sorry I’m disturbing you, but some of us have more in our lives than books.”

	“I know that. But it’s important for me to—”

	Nysys waved. “Of course it’s important for you to do well in your studies. I know that. And I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you. But you need to relax sometimes, Teddy.”

	“I do relax.” Rarely. But Teddy had better things to do than relax. He needed to focus on his studies and doing well. He owed it to his brother, Jayden.

	“Are you sure? Because some days, it looks like there’s nothing in your life but school. And I get it. You want to make your brother proud and to make it in life. That’s great. But you’re still a kid. You have time, probably more so than my mate has birthdays. You could take a year off or something.”

	The thought horrified Teddy. “I’m not taking a year off from my studies.”

	“Fine, then take a few hours off. Surely you can do that? Maybe you could help me with the party.”

	Teddy shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m just too busy.” And he had no sense of aesthetics. If he decorated, it would probably look like a party supplies store had vomited all over the place. “I’m going to go upstairs.”

	Nysys shrugged. “Whatever. But remember, all work and no fun—”

	Teddy rolled his eyes. “I have fun. I just don’t like the same things as you. I like books and serious stuff.”

	“You’re right. I don’t find books fun. That doesn’t mean I’m stupid.” There was a hint of anger in Nysys’ voice, and that was the last thing Teddy needed. The last thing he wanted, too.

	He didn’t want to offend anyone. He liked Nysys most of the time. The man was great, even though he was weird, and Teddy had grown up with him in his life as if he were an uncle or something.

	But Nysys was right. Teddy was trying to make his brother proud, and that wouldn’t happen if he slacked off and didn’t graduate. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

	Nysys wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think that thinking about it is enough. Look, you’ve been studying for days. We’ve barely seen you during meals, let alone the rest of the day. Why don’t you take a few hours off? It won’t hurt your studies. If anything, it will help you relax, and you’ll probably be able to study more once you are.”

	Teddy hesitated. He wanted to think that Nysys was right, but he wasn’t sure he could risk it. He wasn’t a party guy. When he went to parties—something that didn’t happen often—he was the guy who hung out in corners and against the walls. He was the guy people forgot was there. And sometimes that hurt, but he was aware that it was because of the way he behaved.

	He loved the pride. The pride and its members had been his family ever since he was a teenager. With them, he’d found something he’d thought he’d lost forever after his mother had died. He’d gotten his brother back, and so much more. He might not have lived with the pride until recently when he’d moved out of his brother’s house, but this had still been his family, and it was where he’d spent most of his Christmases and Thanksgivings.

	But he should have remembered how messy holidays could be. Before he moved in, he thought that this place was a mess because he was only here for family celebrations. That wasn’t right, though. Now that he’d lived here for several years, he knew that the house was never quiet. There was always someone doing something, usually Nysys or Keenan. There was always a party being organized, or a play date with all the kids. The house never slept, never slowed down, and once again, Teddy wondered if he’d done the right thing by moving here.

	He could have stayed with his brother and his mate, but he needed some space. He was an adult now, and Jayden had already given enough of his life to him. He’d raised Teddy since he was thirteen, and he and Heath deserved to start a life alone as a couple.

	So Teddy didn’t have another place to go, and he didn’t really want to leave. His love for the pride would never change, even though he wished that sometimes things were a little quieter and calmer.

	Nysys rubbed his face. “I’m sorry. I just want you to be happy.” His face lit up, and Teddy knew Nysys had thought of something he wouldn’t like. He didn’t usually like Nysys’ ideas. No one did, not even his mate.

	Nysys’ smile widened. “I’ll find you a date.”

	Teddy blinked, needing a few seconds to make sense of the words that had just passed Nysys’ lips. “Date?”

	Nysys looked like he pitied Teddy. “You know what a date is, right? It’s when you bring someone to a party? When hopefully you at least kiss them, but I hope you’ll do more than that. I’m pretty sure you need to get laid. The fact that you haven’t been in a while is probably behind how stressed you are, and that needs to change. Well, and how much studying you’ve been doing. You really need to slow down when it comes to all of that.”

	Teddy didn’t want to date. If it was up to him, he wouldn’t even come to the party. He didn’t have to, but it was an event for the entire pride, and eventually, someone would notice he wasn’t there. He might be good at hiding in corners, but that didn’t mean people didn’t notice him at least once or twice during a party. Especially if Jayden was coming, come to think of it. He probably was. He and Heath lived on the ranch, but that didn’t mean they weren’t part of the pride. They were, and they made a point of coming to every party they could. They wanted to see Teddy and the rest of the pride and spend time with them, something Teddy usually loved.

	Not in this case.

	“I’ll find you a date,” Nysys repeated. “Just tell me what kind of guy you like. Or girl?”

	Teddy shook his head. There was no way he was having this conversation with Nysys. “I don’t need to date.”

	“Sure you do. It’s a party. Everyone needs a date.”

	“Even the teenagers? The kids?”

	Nysys waved Teddy’s words away. “You know what I mean. Come on. Tell me what you look for in a person.”

	Teddy didn’t want to do this. He wouldn’t allow Nysys to do it. “You don’t need to find me a date. I already have one.” The words were out before Teddy could think better of it. The only thing he wanted right now was to get rid of Nysys and go back to his books. He didn’t want to fight over this. He didn’t want to argue over it. He just wanted to be left in peace.

	Nysys’ eyes widened. “You really have a date? Have you been hiding a boyfriend?” He paused. “Or girlfriend?”

	Teddy was pretty sure most of the house knew he was gay, but he didn’t point it out. “Not a boyfriend. Just a guy.”

	Nysys’ smile was blinding. “Well, the important thing is that you have someone. I’m happy for you, Teddy, and I hope it goes somewhere. And I’ll be waiting to meet him. I can’t wait.”

	Teddy almost groaned. What had he gotten himself into?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Pass me the tool,” Ollie said. He waved at the tool he needed and waited for Cyn to hand it to him.

	Cyn arched a brow. “You mean the torque wrench?”

	Ollie forced himself not to smile. “Yeah, that’s what I meant.”

	Cyn passed it to him, then asked, “You’re testing me?”

	“I kind of have to if I want to hire you.”

	“You don’t trust me.”

	It was more complicated than that. Ollie wanted to trust Cyn. Cyn was his best friend’s mate, and that meant he wasn’t going anywhere. Whatever happened, Cyn would be part of Ollie’s life for years, decades. There was no way Ollie was moving away or abandoning Gabriel, so he had to make do with this guy.

	Not that he didn’t like Cyn. He didn’t know him, and after the mess that had happened with Alice, he wasn’t quite sure what to think of him. He wanted Gabriel to be happy, of course. If that meant that Gabriel needed to be with his mate, then so be it. Ollie would eventually get used to them as a couple, but it was hard not to be Ollie and Gabriel against the world anymore.

	Gabriel didn’t have as much time for Ollie as he had before. Ollie had expected it, but he couldn’t help but feel slightly jealous. He knew that getting used to having Cyn in his life and welcoming him would change that. Time would, too. Right now, Cyn and Gabriel were just starting their relationship. They were still in the honeymoon phase, and it would probably last for a while. That meant Ollie spent more time alone than he was used to, and that made him crabby. He knew it wasn’t his fault, but he didn’t like it.

	Of course Gabriel wanted to spend time with his mate. After everything they’d been through, Ollie didn’t berate them for it. And after what Alice had done, they deserved not to have a second friend look down on their relationship. Ollie would never do that to Gabriel. But he couldn’t deny he felt weird.

	That was his problem, though. It didn’t have anything to do with Gabriel or Cyn, and Ollie wasn’t about to talk to Gabriel about it.

	“It’s not that I don’t trust you,” he began. He wasn’t sure how to finish that, though.

	Cyn leaned against the wall. He wore old clothes, just like Ollie, and it wasn’t what Ollie had expected, knowing his past. He’d expected Cyn to come to work wearing designer clothes or something. He knew Cyn’s parents were wealthy, and even though he didn’t live with them anymore, it didn’t mean the contents of his closet had changed.

	But apparently, Cyn was serious about wanting to work with Ollie in the shop. He’d worn clothes that could get dirty and be thrown away without a problem, and that had been the first step toward Ollie’s feelings toward him going the right way. Now all he needed to do was to make sure Cyn knew what he was doing with the bikes. He also needed to make sure Cyn wouldn’t hurt Gabriel, but he wasn’t quite sure how to do that.

	Ollie wasn’t the kind of guy who had the talk with Gabriel’s boyfriends. He wasn’t Gabriel’s father. He wasn’t even Gabriel’s brother. They might have spent their teenage years together with the same foster family, but they weren’t related. But they’d been best friends since they were teenagers, and that meant something. It didn’t give Ollie an excuse to threaten Cyn, though, and he wouldn’t do it. Gabriel was an adult, and he knew what he was doing. It was obvious that eventually, Cyn would hurt him, and he would hurt Cyn. Ollie would have to stay out of the situation because it would have nothing to do with him, so he might as well start now.

	“It’s that you don’t know me. That I’m your best friend’s mate, and you want to protect him,” Cyn finished for Ollie.

	Ollie had to nod. “Pretty much. I want to like you.”

	“Then do. It’s not hard.”

	“It’s not hard?”

	“I like you. I like that you’re Gabriel’s friend and that I know he’ll always have someone on his side.”

	Ollie couldn’t help but grin at Cyn, who grinned back. “Now you’re just buttering me up because you want this job.”

	Cyn laughed. “You’re right. I want this job. Very much so. I love bikes.” He ran a hand along one of the bikes Ollie needed to work on.

	And Ollie needed help. He’d opened this shop a few years ago, and only thanks to the pack. Kameron had given him the money he needed, and he was still paying the alpha back. He would for several years, but things were starting to pick up, and on his own, he couldn’t take all the jobs that walked through the door. If Cyn really knew his way around a bike, then Ollie wouldn’t say no to hiring him.

	“I don’t know you. You’re Gabriel’s mate, though, and that means you’re not going anywhere,” Ollie said.

	“I’m not. No matter what Alice wants.”

	Ollie grimaced. “I hate the way she behaved with you, but you have to understand.”

	“I do. I can’t say I’m not still angry with her, or that I forgave her, but I do get where she’s coming from. I don’t have to like it, though.”

	Ollie knew that. Gabriel hadn’t forgiven Alice yet. She was trying hard to accept that Cyn and Gabriel were an item and that Cyn wasn’t going anywhere, but there was no denying how she’d behaved when Cyn had barged into Gabriel’s life. Gabriel was still pissed, but it would pass, eventually. He loved Alice like a sister. Both he and Ollie did.

	The three of them had grown up together, and that meant a lot. There had been another two people in their small group, Lilah and Maddox. Lilah had left a long time ago, though, while Maddox had always been the quiet one. He’d never quite become a part of their group, and that meant that Ollie, Gabriel, and Alice had been like siblings. They’d done everything together, up until they moved out of the foster home.

	Then Ollie had gone his own way. Gabriel and Alice had a back story they didn’t share with him, and they’d stuck together. Now, Ollie couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if Gabriel had given himself a chance, if he’d maybe left for college. But instead, he’d decided he was in charge of Alice, and that he needed to help her, even if it meant putting himself second, and that was what he’d done.

	But things were different now. Gabriel had met Cyn, and he’d realized that he and Alice couldn’t be an island against the world. Alice was an adult just as much as Gabriel and Ollie, and she needed to take charge of her own life.

	And she was. It wasn’t easy, and Ollie could only imagine how bad she felt about the way Gabriel gave her the cold shoulder, but that was her own fault. He wouldn’t be behaving this way if she hadn’t treated Cyn the way she had.

	“Guys?” Gabriel’s voice asked from the tiny waiting room at the entrance of the building.

	Cyn’s expression lit up, and that was enough to tell Ollie how much Cyn cared for Gabriel.

	He might not be sure about the guy yet, but he couldn’t deny that Cyn cared for Gabriel, and that was all that mattered, wasn’t it?

	“Gabriel?” Cyn called back.

	Gabriel appeared at the door, holding two plastic bags. He raised them and beamed at Cyn.

	Ollie made a fake gagging sound. “You two are so fucking sweet. You’re going to give me diabetes.”

	Gabriel scowled at him for a second. “That’s not how it works.”

	Ollie didn’t point out that he already knew that. Gabriel had mentioned it a few times because this was Ollie’s recurring joke when he was with Cyn and Gabriel. He couldn’t help it, though. Those two together were so sweet they would rot his teeth, and he was jealous.

	He knew he was young, but so were Cyn and Gabriel. Yet they’d met each other and had fallen in love, and they were starting a life together. They weren’t rushing into things, but they were dating, and they were happy.

	Ollie wanted that, too. He wanted to have someone to text and call when he felt like it. He wanted someone to come home to every evening eventually. He wanted someone who would share his life, happiness and sorrow, all of it.

	He could get a boyfriend or a girlfriend. It wasn’t like he was always single or like he was waiting for his mate and that no one else would do.

	But how was he supposed to be serious with someone when the possibility of meeting his mate was always there? That was something Ollie had always wondered, and he still didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know how other shifters did it, but he wasn’t sure he could.

	Would he be able to choose one of them if that was what it came to? Who, though? The person he loved, or the person he was supposed to love?

	Those questions plagued his nightmares these days, maybe because of Cyn and Gabriel. But Ollie didn’t want to think about that right now. He never wanted to think about it again. If and when he met his mate, he’d face the situation and make decisions. It was useless to think about this now. Hell, maybe he’d never meet his mate.

	But part of him really hoped he would meet his other half the way Gabriel had. He wanted that happiness, that shared life only mated couples could have.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Teddy has a boyfriend,” Nysys announced when he and Teddy walked into the kitchen.

	Everyone turned to look at them. Teddy’s first instinct was to run away, but he stood his ground. It was mostly because he didn’t think anyone would let him get away with hiding in his bedroom, though. If he’d been sure no one would follow him, he would have left right away.

	“Did you really have to announce it that way?” he asked Nysys.

	Nysys looked unrepentant. “Why not? Everyone’s been wondering whether or not you would ever get a boyfriend.”

	“I told you he’s not a boyfriend. He’s just some guy I’m talking with.”

	Nysys put his hands on his hips. “You said he would be your date to the party.”

	“If he can, yes.” Of course, Teddy wouldn’t have a date for the party. He wouldn’t have a date because he didn’t have a boyfriend or any guy he was talking to. He didn’t even have friends outside the pride. He was always too focused on books and school. He didn’t have time to have friends.

	And he was panicking. He knew Nysys well enough to be aware that the Nix wouldn’t take no for an answer. Now that Teddy had told him he had a date, Nysys would expect to meet that date. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t hesitate to find a boyfriend for Teddy, and that was the last thing Teddy wanted.

	He was fine on his own. He didn’t need a guy, especially not when he didn’t have time for one. He would have
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