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      Jason Long gently turned the stick, angling his de Havilland Twin Otter away from the island-dotted waters of the Puget Sound. Even with his specially designed headphones, the rumble of the engine and the roar of the wind were loud. As often as he flew, you'd think he'd be used to it.

      Wasn't. The smell, the sounds, the stomach-lurching surge of pure wolf terror as the wings bit the air and the wheels left the ground; it always got him. Until he was up there, in the sky. More than once, Jason wondered why he was a wolf shifter instead of some kind of bird. Condor. He'd be a great condor shifter, drifting along on the thermals and barely flapping at all.

      The Arlington air control tower interrupted his thoughts, dragging him back into reality and reminding him of where he was. Nearly home already.

      The flights from Tacoma up to Everett, WA took so little time. Felt like he'd barely taken off and here he was on his early approach to the little Arlington airport he used as his home base. It was a little farther from the pack than Jason really liked but there was no way he could afford the hanger fees for Paine Field in Everett. Boeing's jets and pilots took priority there. Jason didn't have the cash or the plane to berth there.

      Arlington was good enough. His Twin Otter could handle a lot worse than Arlington's perfectly groomed runway. Had, just last week down in Mexico. And before that in Alaska and British Columbia. Those had been long flights, not like this little jump.

      Not that he minded that a quick flight after the long damned flight he'd had getting from the tip of Baja all the way back home. It'd been a good job, nice pay, but it was harder and harder as the years went by to leave the pack for that long. Strange even now, four years later, to think that he had a pack that he called home.

      When he was in his twenties, flying all over the world was perfect. He'd seen so many things, talked to so many shifters of all varieties. China, Japan, India, a brief trip down into Africa that lasted just long enough for him to decide that female lion shifters were the most terrifying people on the planet. Naga in India had been nice. And the Alaskan packs were always welcoming, no matter how long or short his stay turned out to be.

      It just felt strange after running by himself for so long to have a place, a pack, that filled the spot marked 'home' in his heart.

      He handled the approach chatter with the tower absent-mindedly. His plane was running perfectly. Wind was at his tail, giving him a nice boost towards home though he'd have to focus when it came time to touch down.

      Below him, the shimmering blue waters of the Sound turned gold and orange as the sun began to set. The pines that dotted the islands gave way to forested patches mixed with all the suburbs of Seattle. Shoreline merged into Mountlake Terrace then into Lynnwood and Everett. Possession Sound forced a break in the city's sprawl until Marysville on the other side of the tidal flats.

      And there were the beacons for Arlington Airport on the northern edge of Marysville.

      Jason smiled as he shifted the angle of attack, taking his Twin Otter lower at the tower's command. Other planes were in the sky, two little Cessnas and one Alaskan Airlines jet flying high overhead. The sod farm on the south side of the grassy runway had freshly seeded dirt. Must've harvested the grass since he headed south.

      One bounce, legacy of the tailwind shifting on him at the last instant, and then Jason taxied his way to his hangar. Someday, when he was rich (ha!) he'd have his own personal hanger with a house right next to it. Maybe build the house into the hanger. That way he could just roll out of bed and go check on his plane. Planes. That'd be nice, more than one plane and the money to support them.

      But there'd be no room for the pack. The last thing Jason wanted was for the kids to get into his tools. They were good kids, respectful and kind, but they were still kids. They could easily get hurt and that'd break Jason's heart. So, no, his plane would have its hanger at the field and Jason would live with the pack, miles away.

      Good enough.

      He drifted into the hanger, slowing and then braking exactly in his plane's parking spot. He'd give the pack a call, check his plane out and by the time they got here, he'd be ready to go home. Better than good enough right there.

      "Welcome home!"

      The shout startled Jason so badly as he turned off the engines that he nearly jumped out of the pilot's seat. Would've cracked his skull if he had. The Twin Otter was a lovely little plane but it wasn't designed with his six-foot bulk in mind.

      Sabah sat perched on the workbench, kicking his feet and grinning at Jason. Where Jason was big and baby-faced enough that people regularly carded him despite being thirty-eight, Sabah was slim, lean, with a sexy face surrounded by tumbled brown curls that set off his easy grin.

      And today, despite the still-chilly spring weather, Sabah was wearing short-shorts, a tank top and sandals that he could kick off at a moment's notice. Jason shook his head. That man. He was going to catch his death of cold one of these days.

      Thankfully, Sabah didn't crowd or question or try to rush Jason as he went through his post-flight checklist, making sure that his plane had made the short trip from Tacoma without any issues. It should have. The spot-repairs he'd done in Baja were holding fine and nothing much was wrong with the plane physically. He'd have to take a layover, though, because there was no way he'd fly up to Alaska with his engines occasionally cutting out and the controls going dead.

      Probably the computers. He'd put them in used and that'd been a mistake. Outright and he'd known it at the time but it had been cheaper. At that time, he'd been overdue payments on several runs and he'd not had any new runs scheduled to give him the hope of getting money in soon. Jason refused to rely on pack money to support himself, even if Grandma El smacked him for it every time he said it.

      "Shay called ahead and said that you were worried about the engines," Sabah said once Jason was finished. He hopped down from the workbench and sashayed over to hug Jason tightly. "Adrian was fussing up a storm so I came to pick you up."

      Jason laughed and hugged Sabah back, lifting him right off his feet and then snorting with amusement as Sabah wrapped his legs around Jason's hips. "It's fine. I think there's a short or something in the computers. I'll be getting someone in to fix it in the next couple of days. Just have to take a layover until it's done."

      "Oh no!" Sabah gasped, eyes going wide despite his delighted grin. "How terrible! You'll actually be here for more than a day at a time."

      He wiggled to be let down, patting his short-shorts back into place so that they didn't expose his entire ass. Then waved for Jason to follow him to the pack van. Okay, yeah, Adrian had been worried. The van was normally kept for ferrying the kids around to their activities or for big events, not for just coming to pick Jason up. At least it made it easy for Jason to stow his duffle. Better than the little sports car that Sabah kept in his garage and never drove anywhere.

      "You should know," Sabah said once they were buckled in, backing out and bumping down the road towards 172nd Street and then to I5, "there's a new lone who's been staying with us."

      "What's his damage?" Jason asked, staring at the little stunt plane coming in rather than at Sabah. Nothing new to the pack taking in a lone wolf who needed a place to start over again, especially a damaged one.

      All of them had damage. Adrian's grandmother El Ramsey had started the Seattle pack by gathering in damaged betas who needed homes and frightened omegas who needed love. Adrian was following in her footsteps with his mate Leslie. The two of them were careful about who they let in, at least. The whole stalking incident last summer had terrified Jason despite having been away for the vast majority of it.

      It took the stunt plane landing for Jason to realize that Sabah hadn't answered. When he turned back to Sabah, Sabah was, for once, frowning.

      "His name is Ken," Sabah said, lips pursed a little. "He's from Montana and won't give a family or a pack name so we're just calling him Ken Montana to differentiate from Ken down in the Tacoma pack. I'm not sure exactly what happened but he's very shy, very skittish, and genuinely seems to find kids terrifying."

      Jason stared at Sabah. A shifter who was afraid of kids? Seriously? How in the world…?

      But no, when he'd been in Asia, there'd been tiger shifters who were very shy about kids. Cougar shifters tended to be nervous, too. Maybe he wasn't a wolf shifter? Except no, Adrian and Leslie might help out a shifter of a different race who was in town but Sabah had said that Ken was part of the pack.

      "That's… odd," Jason said for a lack of anything else to say. "Anything else?"

      "Scars," Sabah said. "Four big claw marks over his left shoulder. They're not from a wolf shifter but other than that I can't tell you much. Ken hides them as much as he can. One is right on the side of his neck."

      Sabah sighed and nodded at Jason's wince as they came to a stop at the light just before the merge onto I5. The evening was quiet enough that they were alone on the overpass, only a couple of cars coming from the other direction.

      Scars that close to the neck meant near-death fight that Ken probably lost, which pretty much guaranteed PTSD. Poor guy. No wonder Adrian and Leslie were pulling him in. The Seattle pack was perfect for people like that. Leslie sure as hell knew what that was like after Michelakis almost killed him back East.

      "I'll look out for him," Jason promised. "You all did warn him that I'm in and out all the time, didn't you?"

      "Sure," Sabah said, snickering as the light finally changed. The shopping center on their side of the road blazed with lights even if there weren't all that many cars there yet. "I think he's curious. You're like a ghost, much discussed but rarely seen."

      They laughed, both of them, Jason a bit uncomfortably. Damn it all, he didn't want to be tied down but he also hated the idea of not really being part of the Seattle pack. It was just… easier… to fly. To see the world. To be off and about doing his thing most of the time instead of at home, dealing with all the personalities and issues and day-to-day stuff.

      He snorted quietly as they sped down I5. Yeah. Right. Ken Montana wasn't the only damaged Beta pulled into the pack and he sure as hell wasn't the only one with PTSD. Maybe someday Jason would get over enough of his past to be comfortable staying put for more than a few days.

      Maybe. He wouldn't guarantee it.
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      The air outside the pack leader's house nipped at Ken's nose. He should head inside. Everyone else in the pack was inside. Even Grandma El was inside and she'd been spending entirely too much time watching over Ken since he found himself living with them. Her. No, them.

      His paws ached with the cold. Strange that it was so cold in Seattle. Not rainy. The night air was dry enough that his nose twitched with pollen and the scent of sanding from the winter's snowfalls. Ken fidgeted, his fur nowhere near thick enough for this level of cold but still wary of heading inside.

      How was he supposed to explain to the pack that he really didn't want to be around the kids?

      That was what pack was about: kids. Having them, raising them, laughing and playing with them. Wolf packs existed for the express purpose of kids. Even Grandma El, as she insisted Ken call her, was all about the kids that her pack had borne, had adopted, invited in to play with the cubs.

      So many kids.

      Ken breathed, shivering in the gathering darkness. The smell of roast beef, mashed potato with garlic and tons of butter and fresh bread wafted from inside. His stomach rumbled. And his nerves battled against the hunger, against the cold, against the need to run away and not face any of them down no matter how ridiculous he was being.

      Damn it all.

      "Go inside, you idiot," Ken muttered as he shifted and then braced himself.

      Open the door. Step inside. Take a plate and eat, then go hide in his room. Good plan. He could do that. Adrian would fuss. Leslie would be protective. Sabah would probably find his way into Ken's bed in the middle of the night because the man just didn't seem to care about anything other than cuddling up with someone, whether there was sex or not. Itoro would smile sympathetically and not say a word because he was so scarred by his life that he was mostly nonverbal.

      That, the thought that Itoro could be the pack's beloved Omega, while being nonverbal and traumatized did more to calm Ken than most anything else. The kids worked around his issues. So did Adrian and Leslie. Hell, Grandma El had brought Ken into her cramped little closet of an office with all its stacked paperwork and explained that Itoro would take at least six months to warm up to him so don't expect him to say a single word. Didn't mean a thing other than Itoro had issues and that was fine.

      So strange. Back in Georgia, an Omega who couldn't be verbally comforting wouldn't have been considered an Omega, no matter soothing their scent was. Here…

      Ken had started wondering whether or not what he understood about Omegas, that they were basically the therapists and mom-friends of the pack, was correct. Alphas were dominant, to be obeyed instantly. Betas were always straining to be the Alpha but never quite had what it took. Omegas took care of everyone else, no matter the cost to themselves.

      That was the truth of Ken's life, ever since he was a child.

      Not here. Every single Alpha that he'd met on the West Coast was the mom-friend. Grandma El, Jinny, Adrian, Leslie, even Shay down in Tacoma who'd talked to him for a grand total of three minutes, twenty seconds, they'd all fussed over him like a mom with a sick baby.

      All the Betas were hard workers, the people who saw a problem, figured out a plan and then just fixed it. No orders or issues or arguing. They worked together, watched over stuff and… did things. None of the Betas in the Seattle pack looked even vaguely interested in moving up in rank.

      And Itoro?

      He was as soothing a person as Ken had ever met but he was so damned damaged. Skittish, frightened, scarred, silent and watchful and yet the kids cuddled up to him and everyone made sure that he got whatever he needed before he could ask for it. Damaged Omega? No big deal here.

      It was never going to be easy to accept that here, in Seattle, it was fine. Scarred? No big deal. Terrified all the time? No problem.

      Unable to reach out and take the doorknob even though he was freezing and starving and wanted to get warm? Not a problem except to Ken who really wanted to kick himself in the ass for being a moron. And frankly? It'd be nice to know what, exactly, his scent was doing right now because Ken had no clue. Lost. That's what he was. Outright lost and no closer to opening the back door despite his chattering teeth.

      Jinny, Grandma El's daughter, poked her head out of the door and snorted when Ken jerked backwards. "Get your butt inside, Ken. Come on. There's food and then you can go get warmed up. Kids are eating in the living room. You can eat in the kitchen if you want."

      "W-why are they eating in the living room?" Ken asked with enough horror that Jinny snickered at him. He clenched his jaw to keep from stuttering his words. "That's… that's hardly proper manners. They should eat at the table, learn proper protocol."

      "Please, as if we care about that protocol nonsense," Jinny said. She held the door for him and nodded when he slipped past her with great care so that he didn't touch her. Betas just shouldn't touch Alphas, especially ones old enough to be their mother.

      Even if she was wearing a too-loose tank top that didn't really cover her breasts and baggy yoga pants with multi-colored paint streaks on them.

      "The kids are watching Spirited Away tonight since they did good on their grades and it's spring break," Jinny explained. "They have the whole week off and we're hoping to tire them out enough that we get to sleep past four in the morning tomorrow."

      "…Good reason," Ken replied. His voice came out about an octave too high but hey, justified. Very justified. Kids rampaging into his bedroom to wake him up that early might get… bloody. For him, probably, as he tried to claw his way through the walls.

      Inside, the house was rich with the smell of cooked food. Not just tonight's dinner. Ken could smell so many things underneath that. Chicken curry, beef stew, venison cooked on a grill and lightly scorched. Homemade bread mingled with fruit salads and rich red wine.

      He slowed, just breathing in the air.

      "You really know how to make me happy about my cooking," Leslie said from the stove.

      "It's the smells in here," Ken replied. He glanced towards the living room where he could hear the kids singing in Japanese along with their show. No interest in him? No interest. Good.

      "I know," Leslie said with a dopey, completely contented expression on his handsome face. For an Alpha, he was not at all what Ken would have expected. Who thought 'Alpha' and 'accountant' at the same time?

      "He did the same thing every single time when he moved here," Jinny said. She snickered at Leslie's glower, passing Ken a big glass of milk since that was what he always, always, always asked for. "Most shifters do. Even that one dolphin shifter we had in six years ago did it though his nose was twitching like he wasn't sure what to make of it."

      Ken stared at her, barely noticing as Leslie put a plate of food in front of him. "Really? What was a dolphin shifter doing here?"

      "Friend of Jason's from southern California," Jinny replied with a confident enough nod and scent that he had to believe her. "Came up for a visit and then Jason flew him over to Oregon for some surfing competition or something. He was working under the waves to make sure no one got killed."

      And that, well. That Ken could see. He wasn't at all familiar with the watery shifters. No, really, he didn't know anything other than wolves. Until he ran away from Georgia to Montana, Ken hadn't seen a single shifter who wasn't a wolf. It had been the whole reason he ran away in the first place.

      Ken didn't rub the scars on his shoulder.

      He started eating, grateful for the warmth of the food. And the taste. Leslie was a great cook even if Ken couldn't figure out why an Alpha would learn to cook. Unless he hadn't always been an Alpha or just wanted to be a chef? Before deciding to be an accountant?

      Something. Didn't matter.

      "You're dithering," Jinny announced as she dished a second helping of beef and a bit more mashed turnip. "Something important or just stress?"

      "Stress," Ken admitted. He poked at the turnip and shrugged. "This… is very different from what I'm used to."

      "Adrian's sister Michi is out in Montana," Leslie said. He frowned at the back door as if someone might march in at any second and ask for food. "She didn't say that there were any real protocol-bound packs out there. She did say that they get a lot of people fleeing the packs on the East Coast, not that I've figured out where you're from by your accent. Can't place it."

      "That's." Ken stared at Leslie, dumbfounded that anyone could've missed his southern drawl.

      Jinny nodded and flapped a hand at Ken. "Honey, your accent is nowhere near nasal enough for Montana. Leslie here's just a clueless New Yorker. If it's not a Brooklyn accent, he's not going to notice it. That said, I haven't gotten it either because I've lived here my whole life and I couldn't tell one southern accent from another if my life depended on it."

      Leslie huffed at Jinny but his scent was pure amusement. Jinny patted him on the head like he was a pup. Without any annoyance on Leslie's part. He actually scooted closer so that he could lean against Jinny. They both laughed, propping each other up with their shoulders and stealing bites of food from each other's plates.

      So weird.

      "We're back!" Sabah sang from the front door. "Jason made it back safely!"

      The kids shouted, erupting out of the living room to mob a man who was nearly as big as the house. Easily over six foot tall with shoulders as wide as a barn, Jason was a cheerful Beta with a bright
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