
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Does being in love with your best friend always end in a disaster?

	 

	 

	Dean has been in love with Jasper almost since the day they met. He’s never said anything because he doesn’t want to ruin their friendship, but he’d die for Jasper.

	Jasper became the alpha of his surfeit after his father was arrested, but he has no idea what he’s doing. He suspects his father’s beta is working against him rather than for him, but what’s he supposed to do about it? Harvey is the only help he has.

	But Harvey has more on his mind than helping Jasper, and when Jasper finds out about it, he asks Dean and his team to arrest Harvey. Saying that Harvey doesn’t take it well is an understatement, and when he escapes, Jasper is left alone to deal with everything.

	Jasper isn’t really alone, even though he believes he is. Dean has been by his side since he and his team arrived in the forest, and he has no intention of ever changing that. When he and Jasper finally confess their love, they both know they’ll never be alone anymore.

	If anything because Dean is—surprise—pregnant.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“How is Jasper?” Luther asked.

	Everyone in the room turned to Dean. Dean had expected that. Of all their team members, he was the one closest to Jasper, so it made sense.

	And he did know how Jasper was. He’d been with him until just before the meeting, and while he hadn’t wanted to leave, Jasper had pushed him to do so. No matter how close they were, Dean had a job to do, and so did Jasper.

	Dean leaned back in his chair. “He’ll be fine. The wound wasn’t deep, and the healer got to him right away. It’s a bit dicier now that he’s back home because he can’t find the skunk healer, but he’s keeping the wound clean, and Thomas agreed to let his healer check in on Jasper until the wound is completely healed.”

	Luther, the leader of their team, nodded. “That’s good to hear.”

	“What would be good to hear was that the shooter has been caught.”

	Luther sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. He looked like he was getting a headache, which was a distinct possibility. Dean was getting a headache, and he wasn’t even the team leader. He could only imagine the pressure on Luther’s shoulders between the team, finding the shooter, and being an alpha mate. There was also Josiah’s pregnancy and the fact that Luther was still settling in with the coyotes.

	All in all, everything was a mess and nothing like what the team was used to when they went on missions.

	But Dean wouldn’t have it any other way. It was more complicated than any of them could have expected, but it was changing their lives. Before, they’d gone on missions, done what they’d been ordered to do, and gone home. Now, the team had been permanently dispatched to the forest, and the various members were settling down. They were expected to build their lives here while also keeping an eye on the shifters.

	Luther, the team leader, had fallen in love with one of the alphas and was building a family while at the same time learning to be an alpha mate. Marlow, who was sitting next to Dean, had settled down with a porcupine shifter. He’d quickly become a father between Misha’s newborn son and his own younger brother, whom he’d moved to the forest after finding out their mother was abusing him. Miriam had a partner, too, and she was planning to move out of the shared apartment the team had lived in since they’d first arrived.

	Then there was Dean, who was in love with the skunk alpha and had no idea what to do about it or if he should do anything about it.

	“I reached out to most of the alphas in the forest,” Luther explained. “I warned them that someone seemed to have entered the forest and to keep an eye open, but you know how these things go. Most of them were nice enough to tell me they’d let me know, while others made a point of telling me it was none of my business. Whoever came in might not have entirely realized what they were doing. If one of these alphas finds them, they might kill them without ever letting us know about it.”

	That was what everyone was afraid of. They had no idea who had snuck in through the hole in the fence surrounding the forest, but it could someone dangerous or just a human who’d decided they wanted to see shifters from up close. If that was the case, they were in for a world of trouble if an alpha found them.

	Dean tapped his fingertips on the table. “We’re assuming the intruder isn’t here to hurt anyone,” he said.

	“At the very least, they haven’t hurt anyone yet.”

	“You don’t think they’re the person who shot Jasper?”

	“I don’t. I believe that the person who shot Jasper is the same person who shot the bobcat alpha. My guess is that they’re trying to destabilize the forest and the balance of power in it. What better way to do so than to kill alphas? Things would be different if they’d been targeting other shifters, but alphas? No, this is someone who’s trying to start a war or, at the very least, to kill the alphas who have allied themselves with us.”

	It could be any alpha in the forest. Most of them now supported the council and were working together, but that didn’t mean none of them was involved. Besides, an alpha might not be behind the shootings. It could be any shifter who wasn’t happy with how things were going. They only needed a gun and the ability to shoot it.

	Which was a problem, because the team had no idea where to start investigating. This was the reason they were here. They were supposed to keep an eye on shifters and ensure there was no violence between the various groups in the forest. So far, they’d done what they could, but if someone was targeting alphas, they’d eventually manage to kill one.

	Then the real trouble would begin.

	Two alphas had been shot for now, and both of them had survived. Dean doubted it was intentional, but there was no way to be sure. He hoped they’d both survived because the shooter wasn’t good with guns, but who knew? And who knew what else the shooter was planning?

	Then there was the human who’d snuck into the forest. The hole in the fence had been fixed, but while they’d found signs that someone was living in the forest, they hadn’t found that person. They didn’t know if they were dangerous, and Dean didn’t like it.

	There were many things he didn’t like, and a lot of them had to do with the fact that Jasper had been shot.

	“What if someone tried to leave rather than come in?” Suzanne asked. “That could explain the hole in the fence. Has Thomas been able to contact every member of the cete?”

	“Someone is living in the forest,” Luther told her. “They found traces, and from what Thomas explained, that person doesn’t smell like a shifter. Someone could have used the hole to leave, but it’s much more probable that someone used it to come in, and that person has to be a human. There aren’t that many of us in the forest yet, so we’d know if one had decided to live like a hermit in badger territory.”

	Until recently, humans hadn’t been allowed to move into the forest with the shifters. Things were slowly changing, but even now, the only humans here were Dean and his team. The government had agreed to have more humans move in, but it was a lengthy process. Apparently, someone had decided to take things into their own hands.

	Or at least, Dean hoped so. If it was just someone who wanted to live with shifters, they might be able to do so without blood being spilled. If the human was here to attack shifters, it wouldn’t end well, and Dean wasn’t looking forward to dealing with that.

	He only wanted to protect Jasper, but how was he supposed to do that? He was only human. No matter how hard he worked, he wouldn’t be able to protect Jasper from every single danger now that Jasper was alpha. That had only happened recently, when Jasper’s father had been arrested, and while Dean had tried to support Jasper as much as he could, he couldn’t understand what any of this meant for him. Jasper was a sweet man, and being in charge wasn’t something he was comfortable with.

	“The alphas are getting worried,” Luther said, shifting Dean’s attention away from Jasper. “I can’t say I blame them, considering everything. Dean, I want you to stick with Jasper. He’s already been shot once, and I don’t want to risk him getting hurt a second time. He’s on our side, and we can’t afford another alpha to take his place.”

	“How would that work, anyway?” Miriam asked, looking at Dean as if he had all the answers. “He doesn’t have children yet.”

	Dean didn’t know. He and Jasper seldom talked about Jasper being an alpha because it made Jasper so uncomfortable. When he was with Dean, he wanted to be distracted, and Dean was happy to provide.

	“His beta would take his place if something were to happen to him,” Luther explained. “Which, from what I know, wouldn’t be a good thing. Jasper hasn’t changed betas after his father ended up in jail.”

	Dean nodded. Jasper had tried to find someone else to fill the role, but no one had volunteered. People in skunk territory were afraid, and while Jasper was desperate to change things, he didn’t know where to start, and Dean was no help when it came to that.

	But he could protect Jasper to the best of his ability, and that was what he planned to do.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	When someone knocked on Jasper’s door, he knew who it was. He’d been trying to hide from Harvey, but the beta wouldn’t let him rest, even though Jasper had been shot. Harvey didn’t care how much pain Jasper was in. Jasper was the alpha, and he needed to do his job.

	Jasper sighed and hauled himself out of the armchair he’d been resting in. A flash of pain made him grit his teeth, but as he went to the front door, he did his best to ignore it.

	Harvey knocked again as Jasper reached the door. Jasper pulled it open, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. It wouldn’t go down well with the beta, and the last thing Jasper wanted was for them to start fighting.

	“Finally,” Harvey said, pushing past Jasper and into the house.

	Jasper glared at his back as he disappeared down the hallway. “Of course, Harvey. Why don’t you come in?” he asked the empty entrance.

	Harvey had gone straight to the office, and by the time Jasper joined him there, he’d settled into one of the chairs in front of the desk. Jasper was pretty sure Harvey wanted to sit in the alpha’s chair behind the desk, but he wouldn’t dare, even though he had no respect for Jasper. That was Silas’s chair, and Jasper was pretty sure Harvey was convinced Silas would somehow get out of jail and come back.

	Jasper hoped his father never saw the light of day again.

	“We have work to do,” Harvey said.

	“I’m very much aware of that, but I’ve been shot,” Jasper said as he lowered himself into his father’s chair.

	He supposed it was his chair now, even though he felt like an imposter sitting there. He wasn’t ready. He’d always been meant to take his father’s place, but not now. He knew nothing about being an alpha, and his father hadn’t been in a rush to train him. He’d probably thought he’d be alpha forever and that he could cheat death, which wouldn’t surprise Jasper, and he supposed that, in a way, his father had been right. He wasn’t dead.

	But he was behind bars, and for a very good reason. He and a group of his followers had attacked badger territory, and while some of them had managed to escape, most were behind bars. They hadn’t been the first to attack the badgers, and they were lucky they’d survived. The badgers were thriving, and Jasper had ended up taking his father’s place much sooner than anyone had expected.

	And here he was, trying to heal from a gunshot wound while at the same time trying to learn how to lead the skunks.

	It would be easier if the skunks would talk to him, but every time any of them saw him, they scurried away. Harvey had told him it was normal and a sign of respect, but it felt more like a sign of fear to Jasper. The fact that he hadn’t left the house much since he’d been shot hadn’t helped, and he’d started to wonder if maybe he should find someone to take his place as alpha.

	Unfortunately, the only person who could was Harvey, and Jasper would rather die than hand him more power than he already had as beta.

	He didn’t like Harvey. He wished Harvey had been arrested with his father and was convinced the beta had been with them when the badgers were attacked, but he didn’t have proof. No one had seen him, and he’d insisted Silas had never told him what he was planning. Jasper thought that was a crock of bullshit, but with no proof and no one to step up and take Harvey’s place, he was stuck with the guy.

	“You need to leave this house,” Harvey said.

	“Again, do I have to remind you that I was shot?”

	Harvey snorted. “Your father wouldn’t have let a small bullet wound keep him from doing his job.”

	Sometimes, Jasper wondered if Harvey had been in love with his father. He doubted that because there was no way Harvey or Silas could feel anything close to love. Harvey certainly had a hard-on for Jasper’s father, and it felt like he was trying to mold Jasper into the same kind of person his father was.

	There was nothing Jasper wanted less.

	He hated his father, and he’d felt that way since he was a child. It had been a relief when Silas was arrested, even though it meant Jasper had to deal with the mess he’d left behind.

	Harvey leaned forward, clearly intent on telling Jasper what he was doing wrong. “The surfeit respected your father. They don’t respect you, which is why things are going so wrong. You need to take them in hand and be strong.”

	It wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation, and while Jasper wanted to be a good alpha, he didn’t think he would do that by following in his father’s footsteps. “I won’t punish anyone,” he told Harvey.

	“And that’s why they’ll never respect you.”

	Jasper’s phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pushed a hand into it to grab it. He smiled when he saw the name on the screen, then quickly wiped the expression off his face because he knew how angry Harvey would be if he saw it.

	It was too late.

	“You need to stop texting whoever is calling you and focus on your job, boy,” Harvey snapped.

	Jasper put the phone down on the desk and looked straight at Harvey. “I’m sorry, who did you call boy?”

	The situation they were in was fucked up. Harvey had zero respect for him, but Jasper was still the alpha. That meant something, even to Harvey. He might not respect Jasper, but he did respect his role as an alpha, which was why he quickly apologized.

	“I’m sorry. I saw you grow up, and to me, you’ll always be a boy,” Harvey said. “But I shouldn’t have called you that. I apologize, Alpha.”

	Jasper was exhausted. He wanted nothing more than to answer Dean’s text, ask him to come around, and sit on the couch with him for the rest of the day and watch bad movies. He didn’t know how to be an alpha, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to learn. What he did know was that he was in pain and wanted nothing to do with Harvey at the moment.

	“It’s fine,” he said with a sigh.

	“It’s not, and I’ll accept my punishment.”

	Jasper wanted to ask why Harvey was so focused on punishments, but he didn’t actually want to find out. The less he knew about Harvey and his fucked-up relationship with Silas, the better it would be.

	He gestured at Harvey. “I’m not going to punish you. Now, why don’t you tell me why you were trying to kick down my door? Has something happened?”

	Harvey straightened his back. “I hear people talking. You need to straighten them up before they decide they’re not happy with you as their alpha. It’s your duty and your job, and your father would be ashamed if he could see the way you’re leading his surfeit.”

	Jasper sighed. He had no doubt his father would be pissed, but he didn’t care much about his father’s thoughts or beliefs. The man was in jail, where he belonged, and Jasper was leading the surfeit now.

	He just wished it were easier to do so while avoiding becoming like his father.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	It was taking Jasper a long time to answer, and Dean was getting worried. He knew Jasper had a lot of work, so he told himself that was why he wasn’t answering, but after Jasper got shot, it was too easy for Dean to freak out when his friend went AWOL for a while.

	Dean almost snorted at his own thought. He called Jasper his friend, but Jasper was so much more than that. He was Dean’s everything, even though he didn’t know it and Dean wasn’t planning to tell him. What good would it do?

	Dean’s phone vibrated as the meeting finally ended. He ignored everyone in the room and quickly reached for it, relief flooding him when he saw Jasper’s name on the screen.

	Sorry it took me so long to answer. Harvey’s here.

	Dean frowned. He knew how much Jasper disliked Harvey, and he felt the same way. He hated that Jasper had to deal with Harvey every day just because of who Harvey was. If he could have become Jasper’s beta, Dean would have in a heartbeat so Jasper would never have to deal with Harvey again. Unfortunately, despite having shifters in his family line, Dean wasn’t one. He was fully human, and while shifters might accept a human alpha mate, like in Luther’s case, the same wouldn’t be said for a beta. Besides, there was already enough trouble with the surfeit. Dean didn’t need to add to it and didn’t want to make Jasper’s life even harder.

	“How are you doing?” Luther asked as he moved closer.

	Dean looked up, realizing the room was already almost empty. Everyone had work to do or things to go back to, including Dean, but he’d been wasting time, and Luther had noticed.

	He forced himself to smile. “I’m fine,” he reassured Luther. The man might be Dean’s team leader, but he was also a friend.

	Luther didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure? Because you’ve been distracted.”

	“There are many things to think about.”

	“Including the fact that your best friend was shot. How is Jasper, truly?”

	Dean leaned back in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck. It wasn’t like he’d be breaking Jasper’s confidence or anything like that, but he still felt guilty about talking to Luther about all of this. Still, considering Luther’s position, maybe he’d be able to help. He certainly knew more about what dealing with a bunch of people who didn’t want him there was like.

	“Physically, he’s healing,” Dean explained. “The badger healer is keeping an eye on him, and she ordered rest, but considering everything, it’s been hard for him to obey that order. His beta is hounding him, trying to push him into doing things Jasper’s uncomfortable with, but he isn’t sure how to deal with it.”

	Luther leaned his hip against the edge of the table. “His position can’t be easy.”

	“Josiah was much better at dealing with being a surprise alpha,” Dean admitted. “He never wanted to be an alpha, but he’s good at it.”

	Jasper wasn’t.

	It was a mix of things. Neither Jasper nor Josiah had been taught how to be an alpha. In Josiah’s case, he was never supposed to become one since he was a carrier. When it came to Jasper, though, Dean suspected that Jasper’s father had been afraid that, eventually, his sons would fight him for the position for the good of the surfeit, and he hadn’t been willing to risk it. Both Jasper and Josiah had been abused, albeit in different ways, but Jasper couldn’t see the reality of that. The few times Dean had tried to bring it up, he’d insisted that while his father had knocked him around, it hadn’t been abuse but rather how his father was raising him. Jasper insisted his father had wanted him to be strong, but that wasn’t how Dean saw things, and he was pretty sure any sane person would feel the way he did.

	But where Josiah had the support of the council and Luther, Jasper was on his own. The council was more supportive of Josiah because of the fact that he was a carrier, but Jasper had always been supposed to take his father’s place eventually. They expected him to know what to do, but Jasper was floundering, and Dean didn’t know how to help him.

	“Josiah is a good alpha,” Luther confirmed. “But he has a lot of help. Jasper could have that help, too, but he’d have to ask for it. Have you talked to him about that?”

	“I have, but Harvey is always there, stopping him from reaching out. He keeps saying that people will think Jasper is weak if he does.”

	Luther shook his head. “It would be best for everyone if Jasper could find a new beta.”

	“I can’t say I disagree, but no one has stepped up, and Jasper isn’t sure the surfeit would accept another kind of shifter.”

	“What about a human?”

	Dean knew what Luther was insinuating. “I can’t be Jasper’s beta.”

	“But you could be his alpha mate.”

	Dean got to his feet. Luther meant well, but Dean wasn’t ready to talk about this, and he wasn’t sure he ever would be. “There’s nothing like that between Jasper and me.”

	Luther raised his hands as if to show Dean he wouldn’t push. “It’s pretty obvious, at least to the people who know you well, but I won’t ask for details if you’re not ready to give them to me. Just remember that no matter what you and Jasper might think, you’re not in this alone. Jasper can reach out to the council or maybe one of the alphas if that’s what he’s more comfortable with. Harvey might be a problem, but if Jasper doesn’t know how to deal with him, he only has to ask.”

	Dean wished it were that simple. “I’ll let him know. Would Josiah be willing to talk to him?”

	“Of course, and so would I. I don’t know nearly as much about being an alpha, but I’ve been a team leader for a long time.”

	“I’ll let him know.”

	Dean would. Jasper was trying to do everything on his own, but he couldn’t. Harvey was no help. If anything, he was making things harder for Jasper, which was the last thing Jasper needed.

	But he wasn’t sure Jasper would accept help. He felt like he needed to do this on his own, and Dean was pretty sure he was afraid that whoever he asked for help would reject him. As far as he knew, he was the only person who hadn’t pushed Jasper away, so he understood why Jasper felt he had to do this on his own.

	But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Harvey was still going on about how Jasper needed to be strong enough and have a firm hand, but Jasper had tuned out a while ago. He doubted his beta would notice how distracted he was, so he’d taken the chance to answer Dean’s text under the desk. Dean hadn’t answered yet, but Jasper wasn’t worried because Dean was in a meeting with his team. He just wanted Dean to know that everything was all right.

	Well, except for the fact that he was pretty sure his ears would start bleeding if Harvey didn’t stop ranting.

	“What are you smiling about?” Harvey snapped. “There’s nothing to smile about in this situation. The surfeit is a disaster, and as the alpha, it’s your job to fix it.”

	Jasper pushed his cell phone between his thighs so Harvey wouldn’t realize what he’d been doing. He felt like an idiot doing so, but he was unwilling to listen to one of Harvey’s rants about him being friends with a human. He’d already had to live through enough of those.

	“I realize it’s my job, and I’m doing my best, but it’s not easy, especially since I’ve been shot.”

	Harvey sneered. “It’s that human. He’s distracting you, and it needs to stop.”

	Harvey had made many demands when Jasper had become the alpha, and Jasper had gone along with most of them to keep the peace. This was one thing he was unwilling to compromise on, though. “Dean is my friend, and that’s not going to change. His presence in my life isn’t a hindrance to me being the alpha.”

	“The surfeit doesn’t respect you already, so why would you want to make things harder? Do you think it’ll help you be a good alpha? He’s human. He has no idea what any of this means, and he’s only wasting your time, which is precious. You should focus more on the surfeit and less on your friend.”

	Jasper swallowed. He didn’t want to fight with Harvey, but he also knew he couldn’t allow Harvey to talk to him this way.

	He remembered how his father had been. Harvey would have never dared talk to him that way, and while Jasper didn’t want to be like his father, maybe in this, he should. The surfeit might not respect him, but neither did Harvey. How was Jasper supposed to be a good alpha if he allowed Harvey to talk to him like this? He wasn’t an idiot. He knew what Harvey was trying to do and wouldn’t let it happen.

	“My personal relationships are of no interest to you or the surfeit,” he said, trying to keep his voice hard. He didn’t know about the surfeit in general, but it was clear Harvey would only respect him if he was harsh. That wasn’t the kind of alpha he wanted to be, but when it came to Harvey, he didn’t think there was another option. “My father never allowed you to stick your nose into his personal life, and the same goes for me. I don’t want you to mention Dean ever again. He’s none of your business, and if anyone has a problem with me being his friend, they know where to find me.”

	Harvey leaned back in his chair. He stared at Jasper, and Jasper wondered what he was thinking. This was what Harvey wanted, yet at the same time, it wasn’t.

	Harvey wanted Jasper’s place as the alpha. He didn’t think Jasper was a good alpha, but he certainly believed he’d be perfect in the role. If Jasper fucked up everything, Harvey would step in, which was what he was waiting for, yet at the same time, he had to act as the beta. That meant making sure Jasper was doing a good job. It couldn’t be easy to be Harvey at the moment, and the thought almost made Jasper smile.

	But he couldn’t. He had to act like his father, and for a moment, he allowed himself to remember how Silas behaved. He stared back at Harvey, even though he wanted to tell the beta to fuck off. He waited to see what Harvey would do, and he wasn’t surprised when Harvey had something else to say about their conversation.

	The words that came out of Harvey’s mouth surprised Jasper. “You should think about finding a wife.”

	Jasper blinked. “I’m sorry?”

	“You need an heir. It was lucky your father had one, because otherwise, the surfeit would have been in disarray. What will happen if you can’t continue being the alpha? As you always point out, you’ve been shot.”

	“Even if I do get married and have an heir, they won’t be ready to take my place for at least eighteen years. I doubt it’s going to help the situation we’re in at the moment.”

	“It wouldn’t, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared. My daughter is about your age, and she wants children.”

	Of course she did. Harvey wanted the alpha spot, but apparently, he’d decided that if he couldn’t get it, he might as well get the next best thing. He didn’t know that Dean wasn’t just Jasper’s best friend. He was the person Jasper was in love with, which meant there was no way Jasper was about to marry Harvey’s daughter.

	“I’m not thinking about marriage at the moment,” Jasper explained, hoping it would be enough. “I’m still young.”

	“You’re already thirty. You need to do something about this.”

	“I’ll add it to the list of things I have to think about. Now, unless you have other things to tell me, I need to get to work.”

	Thankfully, Harvey didn’t argue. He got to his feet, and after nodding at Jasper, he left the room.

	Jasper waited until he heard the front door open and close before allowing himself to relax, and when he did, he slumped against his chair.

	What the fuck was he supposed to do?

	Things would be easier if he had a partner, an alpha mate, but Harvey’s daughter would never get the role. There was no one Jasper wanted that way except for Dean, but he wasn’t about to suggest he and Dean get together, even though he was in love with Dean.

	Dean was human, and eventually, his job and his life would take him away from the forest. Even if it didn’t, life was hard enough for Jasper. He would make it hard for Dean if he were to become alpha mate, and that wasn’t something Jasper wanted to happen. He loved Dean too much to force him into that role.

	Jasper pushed away from the desk and got to his feet. He was in pain but needed time to himself. It was probably a bad idea, but he made his way to the back of the house, quickly stripped, pushed his phone into the small pouch he hung around his neck, and shifted.

	He felt free when he was in his skunk form, or at the very least, freer than when he was human. He didn’t have much time and was in pain, but at least for half an hour, he wanted that freedom.

	His problems would still be there when he came back, anyway. They weren’t going anywhere, just like he wasn’t.
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