
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Even someone who’s stubborn as a mule can meet their match.

	 

	 

	Jack is prickly on his best days and an asshole on the worst ones. He loves that his brothers are finding their mates and have happy lives, but that’s not for him. Who could stand to spend more than a few minutes with him apart from his family? Besides, he doesn’t need anyone. He’s not like his brothers, and he’s fine on his own. Nothing and no one will change his mind about that.

	Blair has a successful life, except for one thing—his love life. He’s used to people taking advantage of him for gifts, money, or connections, and he doesn’t expect anything different.

	Until he meets his mate.

	Jack and Blair are too different, and Jack knows it. He doesn’t understand why Blair can’t see it, no matter how hard he pushes Blair away. He also has trouble staying away, and when Blair invites him to a fundraising party, he can’t say no.

	Can two such very different people work together? Or, as Jack fears, are they destined to grow apart if they attempt to have a relationship?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Come on, we’re going to be late,” Andy yelled through Jack’s door.

	Jack grabbed his t-shirt from the bed and pulled it on as he opened the door. “I’m coming.”

	“About time,” Andy muttered.

	Jack rolled his eyes. “What’s going to happen if we’re late? It’s not like Mom won’t feed us.”

	“It doesn’t mean we have to be rude.”

	Jack was tempted to roll his eyes again, but instead, he followed his brother to the front door of the apartment they shared. Andy had always been a stickler for being on time, while Jack believed that as long as he was only half an hour late, he was on time. It had always created some friction between them, but Jack wouldn’t change his relationship with his brother for anything.

	He couldn’t say the same about his other brothers.

	“Will Richie be there?” he asked as they took the elevator down. He patted his pockets to ensure he had everything he needed, thankful that Andy would be driving tonight. Considering most of the brothers would be there for the family dinner, Jack would need alcohol.

	“I think so. Mom said something about Gilbert coming, and you know that where one of them goes, so does the other.”

	Jack huffed and followed Andy out of the elevator, then out of the building. “Why are they all finding their mates? It doesn’t make sense that it’s happening like this.”

	Andy looked amused. He’d listened to Jack rant about meeting—or rather, not wanting to meet—his mate many times since it had first happened to their brother Curtis. Only Jack and Andy were still single, and Jack knew Andy better than he knew any of his other brothers. Andy wanted to meet his mate, even though he wasn’t saying it out loud.

	“You can’t tell me you’re not happy Richie found his mate and that it’s Gilbert.”

	“It could have been worse, I guess.”

	Andy laughed and unlocked the car. “Worse? Gilbert was part of our family even before he met Richie. This was the best outcome. Honestly, I’m not surprised he ended up being one of our mates.”

	Jack walked around the car and climbed in, glancing at Andy as he put on his seatbelt. “Did you want Gilbert to be your mate?”

	Andy’s cheeks flushed and kept his gaze firmly on the road, a sure sign Jack was right, at least in part. “Of course not. I already knew Gilbert wasn’t my mate. I’ve known him longer than Richie, remember?”

	“You had a crush on him at one point.”

	Andy groaned. “Can we not talk about that? I don’t want to make things awkward for Gilbert and Richie, especially considering everything.”

	Jack tightened his hands into fists without even noticing it. He had to make a conscious effort to loosen them, but every time he thought about Richie and what had happened to him, he wanted to hit something.

	He had to remember that Richie was safe. He’d left his ex behind, had met Gilbert, and had moved back. Gilbert and Richie shared a home now, and they were blissfully happy.

	Jack still wanted to strangle Richie’s ex with his bare hands.

	“You’re making that face again,” Andy said.

	“What face? This is the face I was born with.”

	“I’m pretty sure if you had been, Mom and Dad would have abandoned you at the hospital. You’re looking quite murderous. I can’t imagine how that would look on a baby.”

	Jack snorted. “Mom and Dad know me. They won’t be surprised that I look murderous.”

	Andy was silent for a moment before gently asking, “Were you thinking about Richie?”

	“What do you think I was thinking about? I should have killed the guy.”

	“But if you had, you’d be behind bars. It’s good that you didn’t, and besides, Richie is fine now. He’s happy, and that’s all that matters.”

	Jack agreed, just like he agreed that Richie looked happy.

	Even though he was one of the youngest brothers, coming in after Hugh and Sean, Curtis, and Richie, and just before Andy and Laurie, he’d always felt protective of all his brothers. Curtis and Sean had never needed it. Hugh had always been awkward, but he was ten years older, and his twin had been there to protect him. On the other hand, Richie was only a few years older than Jack, so they’d been close, although not as much as Jack and Andy. Jack had felt the loss when Richie had moved away, but he’d thought his brother was happy.

	Then he’d found out Richie had ended up with an abusive boyfriend.

	Jack had a problem with anger. He got angry quickly, and once he had, it was hard not to hit something. Even thinking about what Richie had gone through made him want to hit something, possibly Richie’s ex.

	But the man was out of Richie’s life. Richie had met his mate in Gilbert, and they were happy. They probably didn’t even think about Richie’s ex anymore, so why should Jack? The man was never coming back. He knew that if he tried anything, he’d have to deal with Richie’s six brothers, plus a bunch of mates.

	It would take a brave man to face all of them.

	Jack was relieved and anxious when Andy parked in front of the house they’d grown up in. He spent a lot of time with his parents, but less so with his brothers, especially now that most of them were mated. It made Jack feel like he was the odd duck, or rather, the odd swan. The only other unmated brother was Andy, but Jack suspected that soon he’d lose his last brother to love, too. Andy was actively looking for his mate, even though it was like looking for a needle in a haystack. Jack, on the other hand, wasn’t looking forward to it. Hell, some days, he hoped he wouldn’t meet his mate. He didn’t want to have to change his life to accommodate someone else, and he already knew that was what would happen if he met his mate.

	“It looks like everyone’s already here,” Andy murmured as they left the car.

	They had proof of that as soon as they opened the door and a wall of noise and people greeted them.

	The house was big. It had to be. to accommodate seven brothers and their parents, but after the brothers had left, it had felt a bit empty when Jack visited. There was none of that emptiness tonight.

	Like Andy had said, everyone was already there. As soon as Jack walked into the living room, he noticed his father sitting in his favorite armchair, Melissa in his arms. The baby was the daughter of Jack’s youngest brother, which made him feel slightly inadequate. Laurie was barely twenty years old, yet he had a mate and a daughter. On the other hand, Jack was twenty-five, and he still shared an apartment with his brother.

	The same went for everyone else. Richie and Gilbert had moved in together recently, and Curtis, Sean, and Hugh all lived with their mates. Curtis and Manuel were talking about having kids, and Jack’s mother was over the moon. She wanted grandchildren, and Melissa wasn’t enough for her, especially with seven kids. She didn’t even care that all of them had male mates. Even Laurie, who’d always dated women, had found a male mate.

	“There you are,” Curtis said when he noticed Jack and Andy. “We were about to call you.”

	“We’re not late,” Jack protested.

	“I beg to differ. We’ve been waiting for you to start eating, and I’m starving.”

	“You’re always starving.”

	Shifters ate more than humans, because they needed the energy to shift back and forth. The meals had always been hefty, and now there was even more food packed on the huge dining table. The table had accommodated all seven brothers and their parents over the years, but now there were even more chairs around it, and when they sat down, Jack got Andy’s elbow stuck in his ribs. He pushed his brother, and Andy pushed back, making Jack laugh.

	“Look at the two of you,” their mother said. “It’s no wonder you haven’t found your mates yet. You’re like children.”

	Jack scowled. “I’m only twenty-five. Why would I want to meet my mate?”

	Laurie loudly snorted. “Been there, done that. Fate won’t care what you want or don’t want. If it’s time for you to meet your mate, you’ll meet them.”

	“Maybe I’ll run the other way,” he muttered as he took the bowl of mashed potatoes and started filling his plate.

	He’d always believed he’d be angry when he met his mate because he didn’t want to have to change his life. But as he looked around the table, he wondered if maybe there was also something good about meeting your mate.

	His brothers looked happier than they’d ever been, even Richie. He was at peace with Gilbert, and Jack watched them for a moment, finding them sickly cute as they fed each other bits of bread.

	No, he was better on his own. If he met his mate, he doubted he’d be happy or that his mate would be. The man would probably take one look at him and run the other way, and Jack wouldn’t stop him.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Blair tugged on his tie, breathing easier once it wasn’t as tight around his neck. He peered into the empty offices as he walked past, but all of them were dark, a sure sign that he was one of the few left in the office. He wasn’t the only one, though. When his sister had texted to ask if he wanted to have a late dinner with her and their father, he’d agreed. The three of them were still at work, and it wouldn’t make sense for them to eat separately.

	The door of their father’s office was slightly open, and Blair knocked quickly before pushing. Their father was sitting behind his desk, while his sister was on the other side of it, curled into one of the chairs. She’d taken off her shoes, abandoning them on the carpet, and her feet were under her as she listened to whatever their father was saying.

	He looked up when he heard Blair and smiled. “There you are. Dinner shouldn’t be long.”

	“Good. I’m starving.”

	Lisa laughed. “Aren’t you always starving?”

	“I’m a growing boy.”

	“You’re thirty-eight. If you grow, it’ll be your stomach, not your height.”

	Blair was very much aware of that, which was one of the reasons he was careful about what he ate and tried to train every day. He always managed to find the time, although that wasn’t hard, since he was single and had no children.

	He flopped onto the other chair and stretched his legs out. “How are the kids?”

	Lisa smiled. “They’re great. Grant is still in his space period, and he’s always spouting facts about planets and whatnot.”

	“You still think it’s my fault?”

	“You’re the one who got him that space encyclopedia for his birthday.”

	“What else was I supposed to get him? He asked for it.” Grant was eight years old, and he knew what he wanted. Blair had been more than happy to give him a book, since that was what he’d asked for, and he was glad to hear that Grant was still pleased with the gift.

	“I know. I’m not complaining. At least he’s learning stuff.”

	Her grimace told Blair who she was thinking about. “Natalie’s still obsessed with video games?”

	“I’ve tried everything, but the only thing that works is physically taking them away from her.”

	“I don’t think video games are a bad thing.”

	Lisa shook her head. “They’re not, but they can’t be the only thing she does. She used to love reading, and now, she’s always with that thing in her hands.”

	At least Blair hadn’t been the one who bought the console for Natalie. Lisa only had herself to blame for that, and he knew she did.

	These were the moments he was relieved he didn’t have kids. He wouldn’t have known what to do. On the one hand, video games weren’t bad. On the other, it was true that Natalie spent many hours playing, probably too many. Lisa would have to find a way around that, and Blair wasn’t looking forward to the fight she’d have on her hands.

	There was a knock on the door, and the three of them turned to find their father’s secretary standing there with bags in his hands.

	“Dinner is here,” Claude said.

	Blair’s father gestured at the long table he used for meetings. “You can leave everything there and go home.”

	Claude dumped the bags onto the table, but he hovered there, not leaving even though Blair’s father had told him to. “You’re sure you don’t need anything else from me?”

	“No. You’ve done enough today. Go home.”

	“All right. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

	“Have fun.”

	Claude softly snorted, which made Blair smile. His father and Claude had an odd relationship. In the beginning, when they hadn’t known each other, they’d been quite rigid about their roles. Blair’s father always had been when it came to personal assistants and secretaries, and Blair hadn’t expected things to change. But his father had taken Claude under his wing, and sometimes, it felt as if Claude was like another son to him. Blair didn’t mind. His parents only had two children, even though he knew they’d wanted more. If Claude made his father happy, then Blair was happy, too.

	He, Lisa, and their father settled around the table. Lisa was still shoeless, and while Blair was tempted to do the same, he kept his shoes on his feet and his tie around his neck. He didn’t want to have to put everything back on when he left, and there was no way he was running around the office without shoes on. Lisa could get away with it, but he couldn’t.

	“It’s been a long day,” Lisa said with a sigh as she grabbed one of the containers. She peeked inside, grinned, and snatched one of the forks from the table.

	Their father had ordered Chinese, which Lisa loved. Blair didn’t mind, but he made a mental note he’d have to train a bit longer tomorrow morning to make up for the calories.

	“How come you’re still here and not at home with your family?” Blair asked.

	Lisa looked guilty. “I love them, but sometimes, they’re even more tiring than the job.”

	Their father laughed. “I remember that from when you were kids.”

	“But we’re not anymore.”

	“Maybe so, but it doesn’t mean your mother and I don’t worry about you.”

	Blair tensed, knowing what was coming.

	“Your mother asked me if she could set up a date for you for the party,” his father said, staring at him.

	Blair groaned. “Does she have to?”

	“No, but you know how she is. She wants you to be happy.”

	“I am happy. Not everyone needs a relationship to be happy.”

	“We’re aware of that, and I told her not to push, but you’re almost forty. She’d like to see you settled before she dies.”

	Blair rolled his eyes. “She’s sixty-four. She’s not about to die.”

	“You could listen to what she has to say. One of her friends has a son she’d like you to meet.”

	Blair sighed and settled back in his chair. If he was honest, he wouldn’t mind having a date for the party. Usually, he attended alone, which meant that at least a quarter of the people there tried to get their hands on him or sneak into the bathroom after him. It wasn’t something Blair enjoyed, but he also didn’t have time to build up a relationship.

	He worked a lot. Everyone in their family did, including Lisa. No matter what she said about her kids being tiring, she missed them fiercely when she was at work. Sometimes, she wondered if she should have been a stay-at-home mom for longer than the few years she’d taken off the job. She and Blair talked about it often, but Blair didn’t have any good insight. She loved her job, just like he did, and they were happy working for their father’s real estate company, but Lisa’s life was more complicated because she had a family.

	Blair couldn’t imagine dedicating himself to someone that much. Besides, everyone he’d met and had a relationship with had used him for something. Usually, it was money, but sometimes, it was for jobs and connections. He didn’t expect this meeting with his mother’s friend’s son to be any different. Everyone always wanted something from him, and right now, he wasn’t willing to give anyone anything.

	“I’ll let her know,” he said, knowing his father wouldn’t just let this go.

	His father sighed. “She worries about you. We both do.”

	“You shouldn’t. I’m focused on the job, and in fact, I have a business trip in a few days.”

	“I’m aware of that. But you’re not going far, are you?”

	“I’ll be back in time for the party.”

	The small town he was visiting was only an hour or so away by car. He was glad he’d be able to go in his own vehicle rather than taking a plane, and if he was honest, he was looking forward to having some time away from his family.

	He loved them, but they could be pushy and nosy, even though they meant well.

	Maybe they were nosy because they meant well. Whatever the reason, Blair was looking forward to having some time to himself.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Since Jack and Andy were the only ones alone tonight, they got roped into helping their mother clean up. Jack didn’t mind. He was happy for his brothers, but did they have to be all lovey-dovey in front of him?

	“You’ve been quiet tonight,” his mother said as he handed her a stack of plates.

	“Aren’t I always quiet?”

	“Not like that. And I saw you watching your brother.”

	“I was just making sure he was fine.” Jack didn’t have to ask which brother he’d been watching.

	He’d kept an eye on Richie for most of the meal, trying to make sure Richie was fine. Not that Gilbert would hurt him, but what had happened with Richie’s ex-boyfriend had been horrible, and Jack wouldn’t be surprised if Richie still had nightmares and other stuff. But Richie had been smiling and laughing in a way Jack hadn’t seen him do in a long time. Gilbert had been what Richie had needed, and even though Jack was grumpy about his brothers meeting their mates, he didn’t resent them for it, and he was glad Richie had someone like Gilbert. Gilbert was a nice guy, and he was cute. Really, what could Richie want more?

	“Your brother’s fine,” Jack’s mother said. “Meeting Gilbert helped, and I’m glad he’s home.”

	“I’m glad he’s home, too.” Jack turned to leave, but his mother wasn’t done with him.

	“I know Andy wants to meet his mate, too,” she said.

	Jack groaned. “Do we have to talk about this?”

	“I suppose we don’t have to, but I’m curious. Don’t you want to meet your mate?”

	Jack leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. All his life, he’d watched his mother and his father. They were mates, and they were as much in love now as they had been when they’d met. Not that Jack had been there to see that, of course, but he’d seen enough pictures, and for as long as he could remember, they’d been the perfect couple.

	They fought like every other couple, but they still stood strong after many years and seven children. One of the reasons was that they were mates.

	“How much did
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