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			Glossary

			Pre-Wolf Era – the previous existence of humans evolved from primates and also the only existence of the human female gender

			Wolf Era – current time, existence of male humans evolved from Canis lupus (wolves)

			Rank – the biological make-up of a wolf-descendant: Alpha – Beta – Omega

			Blood-Type – a categorial gene system to determine purity of the strongest genes ranked 1-5 in Alphas and Omegas

			The 6th Blood-Type – an evolutionary anomaly in top tier Type 5 Alphas

			Pup – a wolf-descendent child from birth to age 9

			Adolescent – a wolf-descendent child from age 10 – 15

			Natural Adult – a wolf-descendent man from ages 16 and older

			Legal Adult – a male of age 18 and older

			Sur – formal title given to an Alpha father

			Veo – formal title given to an Omega father

			Post Education – beginning of adult and specialized education of 4 Levels in two-year cycles beginning at age 16

			Contract – legal requirement to form an official relationship bond including commitment, evaluation of assets, reproduction, and authority

			

			Fated Mate – a highly sought out bond indicated by primal pheromones to connect with one specific mate or “Fate” for care, love, and reproductive purposes 

			Heat – a 4-month cycle for Omegas at peak fertility where the womb drops for insemination

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 01: 

			Educating the Youth  of the Future

			“And this here, wolf-descendants, is the crown jewel of Tauris Medical Center: our new state-of-the-art laboratory.” Dr. Jacob Erricson beamed with pride as he pushed open the large door like he was granting passage into Wolf-God’s eternal realm. The vocal response from his captivated audience did everything to affirm the bold comparison.

			Every floor tile, metal fixture, counterspace, and piece of medical equipment radiated light like a pure, unblemished diamond sitting under a flawless glass enclosure. Visitors young and old gawked at the grandiose windows which allowed sunbeams to glisten and reflect off beakers, tubes, pipettes, state-of-the-art blood accessioning equipment, and of course, the latest and highest quality computers anyone could hope for. This was to say nothing of what appeared to be an incomparable staff who not only looked the parts of intelligence and success but also acted like it. Tall, educated, statuesque men who wore bright white lab coats effortlessly traveled from place to place, exuding confidence in every completed objective. Now and then, the distinguished employees made eye contact with the tour group and greeted them with respect and gratitude for their rapt interest and support. 

			One particular employee caught the eye of a petite Beta with ethereal light skin and auburn hair. Taking the risk no one else would notice since he was in the back of the group, he winked at the lab technician and softly smirked when he received one in return.

			

			“Wolf-God, Daniel, can we go anywhere without you hitting on some guy at every inconvenient opportunity?” Alexander whispered while standing next to his incorrigible friend.

			The young Beta furrowed his brows and returned a demure glare. “I don’t do that all the time,” he protested. Daniel saw the employee go to a different section of the lab altogether, but not before he looked back and gave one more flirtatious gesture confirming his interest. The 25-year-old redhead bit his lower lip with intrigue but once again saw his best friend judge his antics. “And what do you mean ‘inconvenient’? What makes this place so special that a harmless look bothers you so much?”

			As they pressed forward through the large lab, Alexander intentionally kept a generous distance between himself and Daniel to the rest of the tour group so the conversation wouldn’t bother those taking in every proud word of the doctor’s speech. “I was invited here by Jake as a very kind gesture. There’s no reason, other than he’s a gracious patron of mine, that he should have let an Omega bartender come in to get a view of this … remarkable lab. Man, have you ever seen a place like this?!”

			Daniel shook his head too, equally overwhelmed. “No, I haven’t. It’s a really cool place.” He switched topics. “And don’t you mean, ‘Omega bartender and owner’?” he corrected.

			“Yes…” Alexander replied cautiously, observing anyone for the stare back, affirming they were being inconsiderate to the entire group.

			“What was that for?” Daniel inquired.

			“What?” Alexander innocently gave back.

			“Your tone makes it sound like you’re ashamed of your profession.”

			The Omega tightened his lips but held his patience. “No… not ‘ashamed.’ It’s just… look at these people. Most of them would never even go into South Street Tavern. Hell, most probably don’t even know an Omega in this town owns a bar.”

			Daniel quietly scanned the back of the group and took note of the other guests for the first time since arriving. In the beginning of the tour, he didn’t even invoke the attention span to observe the other members, especially to compare visual dispositions. But with Alexander pointing it out, he now realized most of the other tour members were way above any status he or Stephen could even fathom belonging to. Logistical thoughts of benefactors or doctors from other prestigious hospitals filled his mind as he peered at men with flawless haircuts, unblemished suits, and sharp leather shoes. Many were even wearing name tags which were dwarfed by the excessively large tour cards dangling from their necks on lanyards—Alexander and Daniel were no exception.

			

			Then, the Beta looked down at his own attire: sneakers which were new last year, dark blue jeans, and a polo t-shirt. Now he finally understood why Alexander pushed for him to wear something more formal compared to his “everyday clothes” as the Omega aptly put it. But even his friend’s efforts of a nicer pair of jeans and button-down shirt failed to stand up to the attire of the rest. Perhaps that’s why he kept insisting they stay in the back of the tour group in the first place. “Okay… point taken. But you can’t tell me this would be the worst room of critics you ever encountered when it came to your choice of business.”

			“No… I can’t say that.” Alexander sighed. A shimmer off a metal lab ruler caught his eye and flashed an unsightly memory in his mind way too fresh to be suppressed at this moment: a sharp knife slicing into his employee’s arm. Daniel noticed the change immediately. 

			“What’s wrong?”

			Alexander shrugged. “Just thinking about Stephen is all.”

			“Ohhhh?” Daniel grinned.

			“Not like that!” Alexander shook his head. “It’s been hard not having him at the bar.”

			“Weren’t you the one who told him not to come in?”

			“Half of the guy’s arm is held together by stitches and a medical wrap. Yes, I told him to stay away. No one wants a drink made by a person who accidentally gets their stitch pulled or dips their week-old bandage in their shot glass. Besides, I was there when the nurse read his discharge instructions. The doctor said no strenuous activity for up to two weeks due to how close the damage was to a nerve. That basically kills all his barback tasks, and if he can’t make a drink, there’s no point in him being there.”

			“Yikes,” Daniel commented. “How’s he taking your Alpha-like disposition?”

			The Omega swayed his head. “I kept in contact with him regularly the first few days, calling him to make sure he was all right. The conversations were fine at the time. But as the days passed, he kept bringing up more and more about how he says he’s ready to come back. And every time I told him he couldn’t, the more frustrated he was with me.”

			“How bad is it now?”

			“Between the two of us?” Daniel nodded. “We’re down to sending one text a day—if that’s any indication.”

			“That’s still a lot, if you ask me.”

			Alexander grew defensive. “Um. Why?”

			“Well… I mean…” Daniel paused, wondering if he should even bring the subject up, “there’s still the fact he thinks you’re his Fated Mate and the run-in he had with Sean before the whole stabbing incident.”

			

			It was difficult for Alexander not to visually react. The atmosphere here wasn’t the place to be so blatant, but it was also difficult to ignore Daniel’s point. However, he wasn’t going to be deterred from his own opinion. “Despite the run-in with Stephen, Sean has completely made it a non-issue.” The Omega kept a walking pace, now refusing to make eye contact with his friend and trying to give it back to Jake, who was beginning to turn the group back toward the front of the lab. The doctor continued:

			“Every day, we get anywhere from two hundred to five hundred samples which need to be collected, labeled, catalogued, separated, analyzed, and reported. On average, fifty percent of those samples come from newborn pups who need their Blood Type identified and approved for their government IDs. And, of course, if you can trace back the six-month period to a holiday or city-wide power blackout, that percentage is much higher,” Jake joked. Several patrons were entertained by the comment as he continued.

			Daniel used the moment to sneak back in and continue their private conversation. “What? Sean has just let the whole thing about Stephen go?”

			“That’s the way I’m seeing it. And it’s good; I’m hoping it helps create that positive reputation I want my bar to have.”

			“It’s weird.”

			“Thanks, friend,” Alexander criticized.

			“If my boyfriend of two years started having regular conversations with another guy who claimed he was their Fated Mate, I’d lose my sh—” Alexander’s firm hand to Daniel’s chest reminded the Beta that his voice was way too loud. He readjusted himself and waited for the next opportunity to come up to finish his train of thought. “You know what I’m saying.”

			“I do,” the Omega confessed. “But I’m also happy to report that is also a non-issue.”

			“The whole ‘Stephen says you’re his Fated Mate’ thing?” Daniel clarified. 

			“Mmhm.”

			“How did that happen?”

			Alexander put both hands behind his body and linked them as he continued to press on, satisfied with the new turn of events on the subject. “He and I talked in the ER the night he was admitted, and we came to the understanding the subject wouldn’t be brought up anymore. He acknowledges my feelings on the whole ‘Fate’ thing are completely different than his, and they won’t change. In addition, he also sees how it affects the professional relationship we have at work, and I’m not about to let that get in the way of anything right now. As long as it stays that way, I don’t think we’re going to have a problem going forward from now on.” 

			

			Daniel didn’t like the positive attitude his friend had on Stephen or their ambivalent and mysterious connection. The uncomfortable feeling reminded him of another thought. “Hey… was something going on with you that night at the bar when Stephen was stabbed? I heard you were completely out of it to the point where everyone was worried.”

			Alexander groaned. “Does James tell you everything now, or am I just special?”

			Daniel blushed. “What? Why is that a big deal?”

			“I’m not sure I like how much time you are spending at Bruce and James’s place. I’m not enthusiastic about my best friend shacking up with my employees,” the Omega confessed.

			“That’s ‘employee,’ not ‘employees.’ Get it right!” Daniel barked.

			Alexander laughed. “Wolf-God, I hope so. I don’t know what I’d think if you were involved with both of them.”

			“They’re brothers!”

			“I know that!” the Omega teased.

			The Omega scrunched his face. “Ew. Who does it with two brothers?!”

			“No one I know.” Then, the idea hit Alexander. “Wait… you and James are…” His eyes widened.

			Daniel’s face turned redder than it was before. “What do you think we do? Play video games all night?”

			“You are unbelievable.”

			The whole group came to a halt as Jake stopped at the front of lab, standing next to an older wolf-descendent who had already captivated his audience without saying one word. All who knew of the Tauris Medical Center’s lab knew of the famous doctor, scientist, pioneer, and advocate. This was the moment everyone in the tour group waited for and everyone knew it. “And now, my distinguished guests, I’d like to pass it off to a man who needs no introduction. He is the reason we are standing in this room today; he is the reason we have become the number one city in medical research, and he is the number one reason why we have been able to advance as the unique human species we are. The legend himself: Dr. Paul Birowack.”

			A delicate yet passionate applause radiated throughout the immaculate lab. All guests and all employees exuded gratitude to the scientist who helped create the modern history of survival by unlocking the capabilities wolf-descendants had—to make sure they didn’t meet the tragic extinction which once fell upon primate-descendants years ago. After several seconds, the enthusiasm died to a whisper, waiting on his every whim.

			“Thank you, Dr. Erricson, for that marvelous introduction. Please join me in thanking Dr. Erricson for his tour.” Another applause rang out in appreciation. “I only wish I had time to partake in these efforts, but as I hope Dr. Erricson impressed upon you, we are a very busy research department in addition to a general identification lab. And, on top of that, I admit he is much better at these than I could ever be. After all, you never want your honored guests to fall asleep in the space you are so proud of. So, I happily leave him in charge of this.” The audience approved of the anecdote.

			

			“Let us not forget about our third equal, Dr. Dustin Cavenbelle, who is very much active in policy and procedures. He really is the person who keeps us running at optimal performance every single day,” Jake acknowledged.

			“Was he not able to join us today?” Dr. Birowack inquired.

			“He was originally supposed to be here today instead of me, but I asked to switch with him and sent him off to that conference in Gray City. I’m grateful as it has allowed me to see several familiar faces today.” Jake scanned the crowd, acknowledging several acquaintances. Finally, in the back, he smiled at Alexander, who acknowledged him in return.

			Dr. Birowack continued, “Ah. That explains it. Now, out of fear of repeating several topics Jake may have already mentioned, I’d just like to open the floor for any specific questions about the lab or services we provide. So, if you have any, please don’t hesitate to ask. Mind you, we can’t tell you everything, but we will sure try.”

			Several guests raised their hands as if they had been waiting for this moment for a year. He finally selected an individual who looked very posh in his three-piece suit. “Dr. Birowack, you mentioned being a very busy research lab as well? What research have you done or are you currently working on?” Alexander pinched the bridge of his nose. The question didn’t fit the person asking—an obvious plant inside the tour group.

			“Yes,” Dr. Birowack answered, “we have explored many outcomes in Types mating with those who are gapped from their own—for example, a Type 3 with a Type 5 or a Type 2 with a Type 4. Common misconceptions are that the offspring will fall to an average between the two or favor the same rank of their birth parent. They believe a Type 2 Omega must end up producing another Type 2 if their pup is also Omega. In short, all of this is not true as genetics and DNA don’t follow rules of absolutes, and many variables can change any or all outcomes.”

			Another hand raised. “Have you ever done research on a Type 5 mating with a Type 1?”

			Jake chuckled. “It may surprise you, but yes, we have, and more than once.” The group responded with their own mixed reaction to the reveal. Although mating with an individual typed one or two levels different was common today, such a gap invoked more questions than answers. The most obvious was the rational consideration of the desirable traits a Type 5 possessed contrasted to the many undesirable traits of a Type 1.

			

			A young doctor-to-be asked the next question. “Paul, I was told your department focused more on genetic anomalies—that your research was fixated on exploiting irregularities to see if they can be useful in society. What do you say to those who believe this is true?”

			From the back, Alexander leaned into Daniel’s ear. “Damn!” The petite Omega nodded in agreement.

			The great Dr. Birowack, however, took the accusation in stride—obviously not his first encounter with controversy. “‘Exploit’? Hmm. I don’t see it like that at all. Wolf-God has created a world for us to explore and find. Discovering what these hidden secrets are with our own kind is a gift we do not take for granted, nor do we take advantage of it. Everyone was put on this earth for one reason only: to survive. If there are those in the world who have the capabilities to show what our full potential is and are voluntarily working with us, then I don’t believe anything we do here at Tauris Medical Center falls within your predetermined notion of ‘exploitation.’” Several members of the group clapped their hands and whistled at the seasoned words of wisdom. But the youthful and audacious physician wasn’t deterred. He strained his voice above the crowd to make sure his follow-up was heard.

			“What about your pet project on Alphas you deem worthy of the moniker ‘Type 6’?”

			Jake’s fist squeezed around the neck of a pen near his side as he closely eyed the brat with disdain. “When you are addressing groundbreaking research which has changed the world as we know it for the better, please make sure you refer to him as ‘Dr. Birowack,’ especially when you are in the laboratory which was created on it.”

			“It’s all right, Dr. Erricson,” Dr. Birowack assured him. He eyed the unknown intern, who was half his age, finally showing some cracks in confidence as he walked toward him, stroking his small gray beard. He took in his neutral scent—another Beta. The courage, or audacity, however one interpreted it, made sense to him now. Then, he cocked his head. “What’s your name, son?”

			“Desarae. Zayne Desarae, sir.”

			“You want to be a doctor, one day?” Dr. Birowack asked, already knowing the answer.

			“Yes, sir,” Zayne replied.

			Jake broke his poise again. “That’s ‘doctor,’ not ‘sir.’”

			The young Beta bowed his head, showing he was giving both Jake and Dr. Birowack their power back. It also read in the pheromone palate coming in subtle waves off his hot neck, which had begun showing small splotches of red streaking out from the tight fabric of his collar. “Yes, doctor.” 

			

			“I admire you for speaking boldly. No one gets to the top by becoming a follower. It’s a great skill to stand up and to stand out, but it is also a burden. My advice to you then is this: in addition to being bold, remember to speak plainly.” Zayne began eyeing the floor, a mere fraction of the “Alpha persona” he had portrayed a minute ago. The response made Dr. Birowack think there was a lot more here than what he originally thought. “I don’t feel you personally have any ill will toward me, to my colleague, to my department, or even to the rest of the tour group here. But someone in your life does—that I can tell.” The lack of response told the masterful scientist he had proven his theory without it even being tested. “To every action in this world, there is a reaction. That is science, that is human nature, and that is fate. I cannot please every wolf-descendant on this earth with what I do or what I say, no matter how much research I have behind it or how many people agree with me. That’s the Wolf-God-given right we all have: free will. I used mine to say that there are beings on this earth who possess abilities and powers even I don’t understand yet. Some of them can be seen: physical stature and skill, intelligence, social dominance, and gene profile. Others we won’t know until years to come: common preferred traits in physical and mental dispositions, procreation patterns in ranks along with types, and finally, pup mortality rate and life expectancy.” He eyed Zayne to make sure he was looking at him now: man-to-man. “Some people believe Wolf-God and science are separate or that the two hang in a delicate balance of war and peace. I choose to believe Wolf-God himself created science so that we could understand our changing world and change along with it. We pray to Wolf-God for answers? He sends us messages in science we can see, touch, taste, smell, and hear. If others want to ignore that—then that’s their right. I, myself? I will choose to follow that calling until the day I die.”

			With another subtle reaction from the crowd, Jake stepped in. “I concur. These attitudes that we are doing this for self-gratification or for the purpose of personal gain is wildly inaccurate.”

			“Isn’t that difficult for you to say, Dr. Erricson, since your son Roman is a Type 6 himself?”

			Several whispers went throughout the tour group and even spilled into the employees. Alexander noticed the vibe in the room get heavier instantly—including Daniel exchanging stares and winks with the lab tech from earlier. He shoulder-bumped him into paying attention once again.

			Jake continued, “It’s true: my son is a Type 6, and he does allow us to monitor his progress. With his cooperation, we can compare his data with the data of other Alphas who also share his identification.”

			

			Zayne crossed his arms. “So, what is it exactly you hope Type 6 Alphas can do that—let’s say—Type 5 Alphas cannot? Or is there anything about this ‘Type 6’ identification others need to worry about?”

			Alexander managed to catch Jake’s attention only for a moment. Somewhere, deep behind his eyes, was the truth he sensed in Jake when he was discussing his son with Matthew on two different occasions. With his Omega’s connection, he knew Jake was thinking of the same moments he was. Then, instantly, he saw Jake’s expression erase its true self and revert back to the charismatic presenter.

			The doctor cleared his throat and smiled. “I think that’s all the questions we’ll take for today. We’ll finish up the tour here in the conference room where you are welcome to enjoy some refreshments. Once again, Dr. Birowack, Dr. Cavenbelle, and I thank you all for coming.” 
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			“The place looks amazing, Jake,” Alexander complimented as he and Daniel walked past the lobby on the main floor.

			“It’s everything we could have asked for. I’m fortunate to work here every day.” The doctor beamed with pride. 

			“Did Matthew Whitmore really pay for all of this?” the Omega asked incredulously.

			“I know it’s hard to believe, but he donated so much to this project that it makes the person directly under him look like he barely pitched in.”

			Daniel’s eyes grew wide as he struggled to keep up with the gait of the other two. “I can’t even fathom what that even looks like.”

			“Me neither,” Alexander confessed.

			“That’s why it’s important we count our blessings for what we have in our life and shouldn’t take them for granted.”

			The Omega couldn’t believe it; for the second time today, he was thinking about Stephen. Jake’s words were ice cold as he wondered if he truly appreciated the Alpha for being there. What impression had he left? He wasn’t sure. “Yeah. I suppose we do.”

			Daniel jumped in, pivoting the conversation completely. “Do your Q&A sessions afterward usually go like that?”

			Jake laughed. “Dr. Birowack and I have run into similar situations before. This time was different, however.”

			“How so?” Alexander furrowed his brow.

			“Usually when we receive harsh criticism, we have an idea ahead of time that it’s coming. Often, it’s another doctor we already know from a competing research center or a visiting news reporter looking for sensationalism or a sound bite. I’ve never seen it come from an unknown kid before.”

			

			“Keeps life interesting, right?!” Daniel slid his tongue out to the side.

			“Knock it off!” Alexander whispered back.

			“No worries, Alex. Like I said, it wasn’t the first, and it won’t be the last.”

			The Omega looked at his phone and sighed. “Thank you for inviting us here. It was breathtaking, and I’m so glad I got the opportunity to meet your boss. He’s a very accomplished and eloquent specimen of a man.”

			“Talking like a scientist now, are ya?” Daniel teased.

			“Uh-oh.” Alexander laughed.

			“You two better get out of here before I make recruits out of you yet.”

			“Sounds like good advice. Hope to see you soon at the bar!”

			“Will do!” Jake waved them off as he returned to the masses waiting for him upstairs. 
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			Right outside the city limits of Tauris City, a home sat one hundred yards off the county road. Broken gravel trailed the long drive up to the two-story house looking worse for wear than it did a decade ago. Marlon Matheson sat at the table, finishing up bills for the month in the quiet kitchen he’d been used to for ten years. Well, almost quiet. Across from him, his 29-year-old son Stephen sat experimenting with his pain threshold with his bandages. The occasional grunts eventually made the Omega look up and watch him foolishly play around on his arm, as if he was seeking out landmines. Every so often, he’d find one, and Marlon would wince as he watched his grown pup’s pained expression. Finally, after one good hit, he couldn’t bear to watch his son do it anymore.

			“Why are you doing that?”

			Stephen gritted his teeth as he pressed forward. “I’m trying to figure out what I can handle.”

			“I see that. My question still stands: Why?”

			“I need to figure out what I’m going to be able to do when I go back to the bar.”

			“You still have another week before that happens.” Stephen refused to look at his Veo, still scratching at the perimeter of his wound. “Right?” Marlon stressed. “Stephen? Stephen!”

			“What?!”

			Now Marlon understood. “When have you decided to go back?”

			The Alpha hesitated and then spoke softly. “Today.” His father threw his pen onto the table in disapproval. “Come on. Staying here has been torture.” Based upon the expression, Stephen realized it was a blatant insult. “Not because of you and Sur!” Marlon twitched his lips, not believing the statement. “I swear! It’s not the two of you. It’s…” He sighed. “Having the bar gave me something to look forward to. I had a job, it was steady, and I was successful at it. For the first time in a long time, I felt like people were getting to know the ‘Stephen’ I wanted to be versus the ‘Stephen’ I was.”

			

			“And then, there was Alexander,” Marlon boldly stated.

			The Alpha stared at the table… unsure of how to feel about the tender topic in the moment. “Yeah… it will always be him,” he answered deflated.

			His Omega father softened his eyes and reached his hand out, remembering what his son last told him about what transpired between the two. “How are you feeling about that?” Stephen shrugged. “You need to figure that out before you go.”

			“I know.”

			“Then, are you sure today is the day you want to do this?”

			“Do you really think another week is going to magically make me feel any different?”

			Marlon relented. “I suppose not. But they say time heals all wounds.” After an unwanted reminder of his own loss came through, he readjusted his position. “Or… I guess it at least dulls the pain. ‘Heals’ might be pushing it.”

			Stephen looked at his Veo, finally feeling like he could connect with empathy. “I’m right there with you on that one.”

			The Omega paused before asking the difficult question. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			His son fiddled with his bandages once again, lightly gliding the pads of his fingers over the most sensitive areas, imagining that if his Fate was doing it, it would be the most soothing sensation he’d felt in over ten years. But that wasn’t a comment he’d ever say out loud. He could barely talk about what needed to be said. “Do you… do you think there are others out there?”

			“Others like what?”

			Stephen gulped. “That have Fates where it … doesn’t work?”

			Marlon took off his reading glasses, pondering the thought. “I’ve heard of Fates not working out… but… I don’t know any personally. Maybe your Sur has seen it while on the force. In all the domestic calls he’s intercepted, I have to believe a Fated couple has been an incident or two.”

			The Alpha knew what his Omega father was trying to encourage, but right now, he didn’t want a life lesson—he just wanted to vent. “I’m getting flashbacks of sitting in therapy sessions. This is totally something Dr. Forrester would talk about.” He rubbed his eyes, hoping it would erase the current mindset.

			“What would he say?”

			

			Stephen smirked. “He’d ask me, ‘What would happen if you accepted that you and Alexander would never be together?’”

			Marlon boldly went there. “And?”

			The Alpha tightened his lips as he felt his stomach knot. “I don’t think I can put my mind in that scenario yet.” All at once, his entire body tensed from his neck down to his feet. Even his hand muscles involuntarily went rock solid. Whatever emotional pain was there, it took a back seat to the physical pain once again, as he felt skin which didn’t want to stretch in his arm begin to pull. He shut his eyes, forced both arms on the table, and tried to focus his mind elsewhere, another tactic he learned in lockup.

			His Omega father saw the whole episode in front of his own eyes and quickly placed both of his hands into Stephen’s. “Breathe… breathe…” he soothed. He heard his son grunt in pain and felt his leg bounce up and down under the table as he gritted his teeth. “You’re okay… just breathe.”

			Finally, as if coming up for air for the first time in minutes, Stephen gasped and huffed out of relief, his body melting into the chair. The moment passed. “Thanks.” In the deep recesses of his mind, he swore he heard his long-lost brother’s voice in his ear whisper back: You’re welcome. The phenomenon made his head instantly jerk toward the hallway, halfway expecting Warren to actually be there. But instead, his Sur stood there, tall and completely unaware of the previous moment.

			“What’s going on?” Kane inquired.

			Shaking his head ever so slightly, Stephen readjusted himself back to reality and back to masculinity. “Nothing.”

			Marlon bowed his head, hurt that old relationships still held its grip on his family and that his son still felt the need to hide his vulnerability from his Alpha father. “Just talking about Stephen going back to work.”

			Kane pulled up and chair and joined his family at the table. “Did you pick a return date?”

			Stephen quickly glanced at his Veo. “You could say that.” He began tapping his fingers … waiting. His Sur didn’t disappoint.

			“You’re going back today, aren’t you?” he assumed, disapproval in his tone.

			“Yes, Sur, I am.”

			“Any point in trying to convince you otherwise?”

			“No, Sur, there is not.”

			Kane nodded. “Fair enough.” He analyzed his son up and down. The pheromone palate was mixed—nothing pleasing, to say the least. Physically, at least, he looked strong. “How’s your arm?”

			Stephen tried his best to save face. “It’s good… I’d say 90%.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Marlon begging to differ; he ignored him.

			

			“You want me to give you a ride in later?” Kane asked.

			“No, I’ll take Crusher in.” The thought of riding on his motorcycle put a smile on his face.

			The old Alpha furrowed his brows. “You need your license for that.”

			An uneasy silence overwhelmed the room. Stephen answered, “I got it a few weeks ago, Dad.”

			“When?!”

			Stephen once again found himself looking at his Veo, completely helpless. Very quickly, he now understood, having “episodes” in this family was genetic. “Before I even found the job at South Street? Veo took me to the DMV.”

			“Remember, Kane?” Marlon encouraged.

			Kane tugged on his suspenders. His eyes froze for several uncomfortable seconds and then darted several times before coming up with. “Ah. Yes.” Marlon drew up a contrived look of satisfaction. Stephen squinted his eyes. “Do me a favor—when you come home, try not to park that bike close to the truck. It’s bad enough when I try to get it out. I can only imagine how your Veo or your brother handle it.” 

			It was too much. Stephen couldn’t handle all the memories running through his mind. And he certainly couldn’t handle his father talking about his deceased brother as if he was still here on this earth. He jolted up and began walking down the hallway. He felt his Veo coming down after him as Kane innocently shouted down the hallway, “Something I said?”

			“Stephen…” Marlon pleaded.

			Reluctantly, the Alpha stopped and turned around. “You’re going to get him help at some point, right?!” he criticized.

			His Veo crossed his arms. “You want to try having that conversation?”

			Of course, Stephen thought. No matter how much of his Sur faded, whenever criticized, that’s when he’d always be the most cognitive. At some point, he’d ask his Veo just how many times he had that specific conversation; however, now wasn’t an option. “Not today.” Marlon’s shoulders fell. “I’m going to go lay down. Then I’m taking a shower before I go.” His Omega father silently nodded. “Are you okay?”

			Marlon huffed. “Aren’t we all?”

			Stephen didn’t know how to respond. His foot glided across the carpeted hallway, before he pivoted, returning to the solace of the guest bedroom.

			[image: ]

			The Alpha crawled onto the bed. Without a doubt, this was the first time since coming home from Brooks Haven Penitentiary that the entire room felt awkward, uninviting, like, dare he think, a prison. He grunted as he thrust his body left and then right, trying to find a position to soothe him.

			

			Frustrated, he snatched his pillow and molded it into a position which allowed him to cradle his head. And then, as if done by some unseen entity, his mind wandered elsewhere…

			“Why won’t you tell me? Why won’t you tell me anything?” Warren pouted. 

			“I already told you.” Stephen sighed. “I’m not your brother.”

			Warren shook his head. His hazel eyes stung, but now was not the time to show any weakness; he knew his older Alpha brother hated that. Like he had done countless times before, he sucked it up with bravado. He hoped he was far enough away so Stephen couldn’t scent the hurt. “That worked on me when I was like ten. Can you give me a little credit that since I’m old enough to drive a car, I’ve gotten wiser since then?”

			The Alpha exhaled a cloud of smoke from the final drag of his cigarette and then flicked it into the yard—the remnants smoldering in a lush patch of grass. “Could have fooled me.”

			The younger Omega felt himself bottling it all up inside. Fading into the background once again, he reached out and put the spotlight on his brother. “What’s wrong?”

			Stephen glanced at Warren only for a second. “Nothing’s wrong. Just quit being annoying.” Quickly, he walked around the Omega and back to the front of the garage, where Crusher was set up to be washed. All that was left now was the final touch of polish.

			“You only go down this ‘I’m not your brother’ road when you’re having a problem. So, what is it?”

			“Hand me that rag.” Stephen pointed. As he saw which one Warren attempted at, he scowled. “Not that one! The clean one!” Warren quickly corrected himself and handed him the new one which was still folded. “Idiot,” he mumbled as he hunched down to his knees. Gingerly, he squeezed a few drops of polish onto the rag and gently massaged it into the chrome like it was his lover, begging him to caress him. Each swipe soothed him in return. But the moment was short-lived as he still felt his brother’s eyes staring at him full of concern. “The brother you once knew is gone, Warren. I suggest you get used to it.”

			“Oh yeah?” Warren snorted as he recalled several conversations like this before. “What happened this time?”

			Stephen’s gaze never left his bike as he continued the ominous conversation. “He died this past spring. Consider the man before you brand new and a stranger.” He twisted his hips, shoes grinding against the gravel as he held out his hands open to show a warm welcome.

			“Nice to meet you, ‘Steve.’” he emphasized.

			

			“Don’t go there,” the Alpha crooned in a warning. Then he smiled as he saw Crusher in a state of perfection.

			The young Omega squirmed as he watched his brother meticulously take care of the only thing he loved in the world: his bike. “This doesn’t have anything to do with that new ‘friend’ you hang out with all the time now, does it?”

			“What are you talking about?” the Alpha denied.

			“You know exactly who I’m talking about. That guy with the little braid going down his back—the one Sur would kill he ever found out? What’s his name? ‘Rat’?”

			Stephen threw down his rag and stood up. Then, he marched over to his naïve brother and pointed his finger straight between the eyes. “You ever tell Sur about him, and you will show up to the next futbol game in crutches! I don’t think your team wants their goalie hobbling to block a ball, so I suggest you make the right decision.”

			“Lay off me!” Warren protested.

			“I’m warning you!” Stephen threatened.

			“Okay, okay!” the Omega relented. His fingertips flashed with frustration as he pulled at the hem line of his golden t-shirt and then through the sun-kissed blond strands of hair barely staying out of his eyes. “That wasn’t the point of why I brought it up. You don’t have to get so defensive. I’m just worried is all.”

			The Alpha removed the bite from his words and lowered his hand. Sensing his brother’s submissive pheromones, he realized Warren was being honest in his inquiry. He was concerned. Instead of apologizing, however, he stoically walked back to his bike and zeroed in on his favorite part: the emblem. 

			A Gunnolf bike, despite its innocent canine origins in name, the company rebranded themselves as the dark alternative to the mainstream rider. Their success since had been based off a “cool cult” status which came with a whole new design and logo. Gone was the wolf with the North Star in the distance. Now, a flaming skull showed the tyranny and rebellious nature of its clientele. Stephen was all too happy to become a part of it. But even his bike was demure compared to the latest trends. Thus, his emblem was small and tame compared to what was available now. Still, he tenderly polished it as if it was the latest design.

			“Next week, I’m gonna go in and get this replaced with a Gunnolf Skull that Crusher is worthy of. She’d looking fucking amazing with it on.”

			“How can you afford that? You don’t have your job anymore,” Warren interrogated.

			The Alpha scratched his throat. “You’re right.”

			“I know I’m right,” Warren reaffirmed.

			“No, not that. About the ‘something.’” The Omega cocked his head and listened intently. “I’ve just come to the realization that everything here is just a waste of my time. My goal is to get on my bike and get out of Tauris … for good.”

			Warren couldn’t believe his ears. “You’re … leaving?!”

			

			“Hell yes, I’m leaving!”

			“You think that’s smart, bro?”

			“Don’t patronize me! You’re lucky I’m even telling you this.” The Omega stood there, emotionless. Stephen reflected on his harsh outburst. Then he sighed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be like that.” Warren gestured with his head that he received his message. “You want my advice? Get out and save yourself.”

			“Why?” Warren asked in a hushed tone, completely lost.

			“There’s a world outside of the stupid city, and it’s gotta be better than our doorstep.”

			“You say that now, but what are you going to say when you find your way back home?” 

			Stephen scoffed. “That’s never going to happen.”

			“What about school?”

			“I’m done with Level 2 in school now. I’m not going beyond that. You don’t need an education in the real world after Level 2 anyway. It’s a good enough time to exit compared to any.”

			“What does that have to do with leaving Tauris City?”

			Stephen took a beat to ponder the question. “Nothing actually.”

			“Then why are you leaving? The real reason this time.”

			“Do I really need to explain that to you?”

			“STEPHEN!” a voice rang out from the house. It made Stephen growl while Warren jumped nearly a foot into the air.

			“Right on cue,” Stephen muttered.

			Kane burst through the door, ignoring Warren completely. His large feet pummeled the gravel of the driveway until he was mere inches away from his ungrateful excuse for a son. “What the hell am I hearing about you tagging the restaurant?!”

			Stephen grinned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Kane placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. “The hell you don’t.”

			“Oh yeah? What? Did you see something? Is there any proof? Any witnesses?” he sassed. Kane stood there silently. “That’s what I thought. Nothing but cowards pointing fingers at me because it’s convenient.”

			“‘Convenient’ or rightfully placed?” Kane challenged.

			The young Alpha pulled out his pack of cigarettes, delicately selected one, reached for his Gunnolf lighter, and enjoyed the familiar taste of burning tobacco once again. “Like I said: if you’ve got proof, then let’s talk. If not, quit wasting my time.” Stephen twitched his head toward his brother and then threw the polishing rag at him. Despite not being prepared, Warren still caught it. “Nice catch.”

			“Where are you going?!” Kane growled.

			

			“Out.” Stephen placed his favorite pair of black sunglasses over his eyes and then grabbed his keys from his jacket pocket, heading back toward his bike. But his Sur stepped right in front of it.

			“We need to talk.”

			“Later, pops.” The young Alpha waved off.

			“No, not later. Now!” Kane pulled Stephen’s sunglasses right off his face, pressed them into his chest, and then pointed his muscled finger into his sternum. “You listen here, you disrespectful little—”

			Stephen’s wolf snarled as he used both arms to push back on his Alpha father’s shoulders, ignoring his sunglasses falling to the gravel drive below and his foot coming down on them as he pursued the old man. “Get your hands off me.”

			Kane’s blood boiled as he felt all his muscles tense to solid stone. “I’m gonna teach you—”

			“VEO!” Warren called to the house.

			Like lightning, the boys’ Omega father came rushing out, seeing the all too familiar scene of both his Alphas getting ready to come to blows once again. He slammed his hand into the latch of swing door and ran to his mate and his son. “Hey, hey, hey! Get a grip on yourselves, both of you!” he yelled in his best dominating voice.

			“Your son is out of control, Marlon, and I’m sick of it! If this doesn’t end now, it’s only going to get worse!” Kane argued.

			“Worse is where you find out where I’m gonna shove this fist! Right in your—”

			“ENOUGH!” Marlon howled. He eyed his mate, the Alpha’s dark eyes searing red. “Back up, Kane!” Every ounce of the Omega’s pheromones spewed out to hopefully once again invoke the primal connection he needed to get Kane to surrender his domination. With Wolf-God’s help, the father and officer of the law finally retracted and took a moment to concentrate his gaze and focus elsewhere. After Marlon sighed, he faced the other half of the problem. “Stephen, what has gotten into you lately?”

			“What are you babbling about?” the young Alpha played off.

			“You are just going around and picking fights with anyone who is willing to even look at you, and we’ve all had it!”

			“Yeah, well, the feeling’s mutual.”

			Kane gritted his teeth. “You respect your Veo! As long as you live under this roof, things are going to change around here, and it starts today!”

			“Kane!” Marlon’s own frustration grew as his mate was beginning to unravel once more.

			“I’m not going to be here! I’m not going to be your problem, your problem, or your problem anymore!” The young Alpha pointed to each of his family members—he ended with Kane, emphasizing a hard stare.

			“Just where do you plan on living?!” Marlon asked incredulously.

			

			Stephen hiked his shoulders to readjust his attitude and his jacket. “Don’t worry. No place any of you will find me. I won’t be your ‘screw up’ that you need to keep tabs on. Doesn’t that just excite you?” he crooned sarcastically.

			“Whatever your plan is, running away on that damn bike won’t make a difference, son,” Kane insisted. “They have laws, rules, and cops everywhere else in this world. Why don’t you do yourself a favor and straighten up before you learn it the hard way?”

			Stephen slowly shook his head and then exhaled deeply. He finally saw his sunglasses, broken into pieces and tattered with rock dust. After picking the pieces up, he pointed to his brother. “This is what I’m talking about.” Warren’s lips twitched as he saw his brother’s hopeless expression. “What a waste.” He tossed the remnants in the grass and finally boarded his bike.

			Kane, seeing that nothing even remotely got
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