
	Can a marriage of convenience become a marriage of love?

	 

	 

	Joel has known he would have to make a choice since he was a teenager—marriage or putting himself in the hands of the council that rules the shifters who live in the Allegheny forest. He’s running out of time, his twenty-fifth birthday is only weeks away, and he has to find someone to marry before then. His choice almost naturally falls on Eddie, the best friend of the man his brother married the year before.

	Eddie has had his eye on Joel for months, ever since he first met him. He never expected Joel to choose him as a husband, not when he could have anyone he wants. Eddie hasn’t planned for an arranged marriage to take over his life, but once he realizes Joel has chosen him, he doesn’t hesitate to propose.

	Joel and Eddie rush into a marriage neither of them wanted. Will it be enough to keep the council away? Will they be able to make it work and be happy even though love isn’t what brought them together?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Joel’s hands were too tight on the steering wheel, but there was no way he was going back. He had a right to be there. He didn’t visit the part of the forest that belonged to the bears often, but his brother was married to the sleuth’s future alpha, so no one would say anything about his presence there.

	Right?

	Joel tried to relax his hands, because he felt like he was about to tear the steering wheel off and that would make it difficult to drive. He was almost at the house Levi shared with his husband Dimitri and their newborn son Evan, and so far, no one had tried to stop him. He’d half expected that to happen—the sleuth and the cete were joined since Dimitri and Levi had gotten married, but Joel didn’t often leave cete territory, and he certainly didn’t make a habit of invading other shifters’ homes.

	Rationally, he knew no one would have anything to say. He was Levi’s brother, and Levi was the next alpha’s husband. He’d be in charge of the sleuth one day, along with Dimitri. That didn’t make Joel feel any more comfortable or welcome. At least Levi’s house was only about forty-five minutes away from Joel’s, and the roads were all minor and not used often. That would change as the cete and the sleuth got more comfortable with each other, of course, but Levi and Dimitri had only been married for a year. The bears and the badgers were still trying to get used to sharing a territory.

	Joel knew that as his father’s son, he should lead by example. He’d never be the cete’s alpha, but he might be an alpha’s husband one day. He couldn’t think of any future alphas he wanted to marry, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen. He kept expecting his father to tell him he’d found him a possible husband as he had for Levi. Of course, Levi had been twenty-six, over the age before which the carriers could choose their husbands.

	Joel was twenty-four, so he still had a little time, but not as much as he wished. And if he didn’t choose someone, the council might find out and do it for him, and that was something no one wanted to happen. He’d be sold to the man who’d offered the most, and that never made for peaceful, loving marriages.

	But he wasn’t visiting Levi for that reason. He wanted to see his nephew, and his sudden need to see the baby had nothing to do with a certain bear shifter.

	Nope. Not at all.

	Joel sighed. He couldn’t even fool himself. He wanted to see Eddie again, and this was the easiest way to get that. Of course, Eddie might not be at Levi’s house, but it was possible, since he was Dimitri’s best friend.

	Joel knew he shouldn’t want to see the man, but was it so bad? It wasn’t like they’d do anything. There was no way Eddie could care about Joel in any way except as Levi’s little brother, or at least that was what Joel reminded himself every time he thought about Eddie.

	The small settlement in the middle of the forest where Levi lived finally appeared in front of the car. It wasn’t the first time Joel had come to visit, so he knew which house belonged to his brother. He’d only been there once, though, right after Evan was born. He’d let his fear rule him, and he regretted that now. He wanted to be part of Evan’s life, and that meant visiting him as often as Levi brought him to the cete.

	Joel parked the car and turned the engine off. He wasn’t even out of the car when the front door opened, revealing his brother. He had Evan in his arms, and he was beaming. Joel felt his lips stretch in response. He hopped out of the car and rushed toward his brother, stopping just before flinging himself into Levi’s arms.

	“What are you doing here?” Levi asked, stepping aside to let Joel in.

	Joel walked past him, the warmth of the house prickling his face even though he’d been out of the car only a few moments. “What, I can’t come visit my brother and my favorite nephew?”

	Levi rolled his eyes. “That would mean more if you didn’t only have one nephew. Unless Alex became a dad since the last time I saw him? It wasn’t that long ago, but I guess anything’s possible.”

	Joel snorted. “You know better than that.”

	“He still hasn’t gotten his head out of his ass about Seamus, then?”

	“What do you think?”

	Levi shook his head, a fond expression on his face. “We’re going to have to intervene sooner or later.”

	“Probably.” Seamus was only twenty, so he wasn’t in any hurry to get married, even though he only had eyes for Alex.

	They settled in the living room, and Levi handed Evan to Joel. Joel gathered the baby against his chest and finally got a peek. It looked like he’d grown some, even though it had only been a week. “He’s getting bigger.”

	Levi snorted. “Of course he is. That’s what babies do. With the amount of milk he drinks, I’m surprised he’s not already twice as big.”

	Joel had no idea how to deal with babies, so he was lucky Evan was asleep. He stroked a finger along Evan’s plump cheek and smiled. The baby was adorable. Joel knew it wouldn’t last long once Evan woke up, but it was nice to sit on the couch and hold him. He smelled of baby, a scent Joel wouldn’t have been able to describe even if he’d tried. He rubbed his nose on the top of Evan’s head and looked up to tell Levi something, but the way Levi was looking at him stopped him in his tracks. “What?”

	Levi shook his head. “Nothing. You look good with a baby.”

	Joel looked down again. “I’m not like you. I don’t want a baby, no matter how cute I find Evan.”

	“If you remember, I didn’t exactly want a baby, either. Evan was an accident. I love him, and I wouldn’t change what happened, but that doesn’t change the way he was conceived.”

	“But you’re happy you have him, right?”

	“I’ve never been happier. I didn’t think I would be, but I am.”

	Joel nodded. Levi had always been torn over being a carrier. He felt it took away the control he had over his own life, and maybe it had. But he was happy, and he and Dimitri probably wouldn’t even have met if Levi weren’t able to carry children.

	“So, are you alone?” Joel asked, trying to appear as if he didn’t care about the answer.

	“Dimitri’s at work, but he’s not who you’re asking about, right?”

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

	Levi laughed.

	It was good to hear that sound after everything he’d gone through. It was good to know he was safe and that no one would be able to take him away. Levi had been a fool to wait so long before choosing someone to marry.

	Of course, Joel was well on his way to making the same mistake, but where could he find a man who would allow him to continue studying law? He knew what everyone thought about carriers, and like Levi, he didn’t want to be only that. He didn’t hate his ability to carry children, thought it would be a good thing once he was ready to have kids, but he hated the way others treated it as if he were nothing more than a broodmare. Luckily for him, barely anyone knew what he was, but he knew that wouldn’t last long.

	Levi was a carrier, and it was something everyone knew now. It ran in families, so people were bound to start asking questions. The only thing that had saved Joel from them until now was his age, but that would change the closer he got to turning twenty-five, and that was only a few months away.

	“He’s not an alpha,” Levi said softly. His expression had twisted into something that resembled pity too much for Joel to be comfortable with it.

	“Who?” he asked even though he knew damn well who his brother was talking about. He obviously hadn’t been as covert as he’d thought he was.

	“Don’t hide from me, Joel. You don’t need to. I just want you to be safe and happy.”

	“I know.” But Joel wasn’t sure that was going to happen. His father would make sure he could choose his husband, but would he allow Joel to select the man he liked?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Eddie ran a hand along the top of the table. A few splinters rubbed at his palm, and he grabbed the sanding paper again, using it to smooth them out. He smiled when he stroked the wood again and all he encountered was dust. The table would be ready when Mr. White came by to pick it up the following week.

	The bell jangled in the front shop, and Eddie leaned sideways and squinted to see who it was. “I’ll be right there!” he yelled.

	“No need to come,” the person yelled back.

	Eddie smiled. Dimitri knew where to find him when he wasn’t in the shop, and sure enough, he appeared at the workshop door seconds later.

	He looked slicked and composed, just like always. Expensive suit, blindingly white teeth, slicked back hair, golden jewelry, albeit not a lot of it. Eddie’s gaze went to the ring on Dimitri’s left hand, and the usual pang of mixed feelings squeezed his chest. He didn’t know himself how he felt about his best friend being married and in love, and most of all, a father.

	That was still weird as fuck to even think, let alone say out loud. “What are you doing here? Levi let you out of his sight long enough for you to run?” he teased.

	Dimitri knocked their shoulders together, the scent of his cologne wafting to Eddie’s nose. Eddie always felt a bit self-conscious when he was with Dimitri. He loved the man like a brother, but Dimitri was slick and always looked like he’d just stepped out of the pages of a magazine. Eddie, on the other hand, was always dirty with wood dust, and he knew he didn’t smell like a flower after an entire day working. Not that Dimitri had ever said anything about that or that it stopped Eddie finding guys to date, but still.

	“He doesn’t decide where I go or when,” Dimitri said.

	Eddie laughed. “Of course he does. He has you wrapped around his little finger, and that’s the way it should be.”

	Dimitri’s smile was soft, a whole different smile than what Eddie was used to. It was a smile that Dimitri had only exhibited after he’d met Levi, or rather, only after they’d both admitted they loved each other.

	Eddie sighed. He wanted that, too, and he hated that every time he thought about having someone permanently in his life, the only face that popped up was Joel’s. Levi’s brother was out of Eddie’s league, and Eddie shouldn’t even let himself think about him that way. He couldn’t always help it, though. He tried, and he was glad Joel wasn’t a big presence in his life. He didn’t know what it was about Joel that had caught his attention, but he couldn’t shake it. He was going to have to, especially if what he suspected was true.

	“Are you coming over for dinner?” Dimitri asked.

	Eddie was glad for the opportunity to stop thinking about Joel. “Isn’t Levi going to kick my ass for coming over again?” Eddie didn’t eat with them every night, but it was a close thing.

	“Are you joking? He loves that you take care of Evan for a few hours. That way he can eat without having to hold the baby.”

	“Or he could put him down in his bed.”

	Dimitri shrugged. “You can try telling him that, but you know him. He’s still a little freaked out over the council.”

	Eddie grimaced. “Have they contacted him again?”

	They’d been at his heels once the fact that he was pregnant had come out. Luckily for both him and Dimitri, they’d just gotten married, so the council hadn’t been able to take Levi away, but Eddie could understand why it was such a worry for Levi. He’d risked a lot by waiting to get married, and the council hadn’t been happy.

	“No. He’s just paranoid.”

	“As if you’re not.”

	“I just want both of them to be safe. So? Are you coming over?”

	“Mmm, let me think. Levi’s cooking or a microwaved dinner? I don’t know. Don’t you have to call Levi to ask for permission to have me over, though?”

	Dimitri scowled and punched Eddie in the arm. “Shut up.”

	“You don’t even have to ask, man. It’s obvious I’m coming over for dinner. Although you should be careful, because I’m going to move in sooner or later.”

	“As if that would be a problem.”

	“I’m pretty sure your husband wouldn’t be too happy.”

	“You’re joking, right? A live-in babysitter would be a dream for him.”

	“Evan’s still not sleeping through the night?”

	Dimitri grimaced. “No, and from what I read, he might not for a few years.”

	“That’s tough.”

	Eddie didn’t know what he’d do if he had to give up his eight hours of sleep every night. He’d probably end up looking like a zombie, which made the way Dimitri appeared even more formidable. “You’re helping Levi with the night feedings, right?”

	“Of course I am. He always makes sure there are a few bottles ready, so I don’t have to wake him. He’d kick my ass if I didn’t help.” Dimitri looked around. “Do you have to finish something, or are you ready to go?”

	Eddie looked down at himself. He was covered in fine dust, and he smelled of sweat. “I should go home and shower first.”

	“You know we don’t care that you stink.”

	“Shut up, asshole.”

	Dimitri laughed. “Just change, Eddie. We really don’t care. Or better yet, bring your change of clothes along. You can shower at the house, so you’ll be clean for dinner. There’s no need to go home before coming.”

	Eddie was glad. He never looked forward to going home to his small, empty apartment. It was tempting to accept Dimitri’s offer to move in with him and Levi—no matter how lighthearted he was when he asked, Eddie knew he was serious. Most of the sleuth lived in big families, and situations like Eddie living on his own in his tiny apartment weren’t common. Dimitri had been asking him to move in for years, even more often after marrying Levi, but Eddie didn’t want to encroach on their privacy and happiness. It wasn’t only that, though. He knew he could help them with Evan. He was the baby’s godfather, and neither Levi nor Dimitri had any problem letting him take care of him. Eddie just wasn’t sure he could stand watching them being disgustingly happy when he didn’t have that kind of relationship with anyone.

	“Let’s go,” he said.

	They worked together to close the workshop and the shop, turning the lights off and locking doors. They both took their own vehicles so Eddie could go home later that evening, although Eddie wasn’t sure he would. He slept in Dimitri’s guest room more often than in his own bed.

	An unknown car was parked in Eddie’s spot in front of Dimitri’s house when they got there. Eddie frowned and parked next to it, wondering who was there. He didn’t think it was the council, but he didn’t recognize the car, and that was weird. “Who’s that?” he asked Dimitri when they got out of their vehicles.

	“Probably Levi’s brother.”

	For some reason, Eddie hadn’t thought it would be Joel when Dimitri had mentioned Levi’s brother, but it was Joel they found on the couch in the living room, a sleeping Evan on his chest. Eddie didn’t miss the way Joel’s eyes widened when he saw them enter, and he couldn’t ignore the way his own heart stuttered.

	Joel looked right at home there, with a baby in his arms, and it was impossible not to think about Joel holding his own baby. His own, and maybe Eddie’s.

	Eddie shook his head. That wasn’t going to happen, and thinking about it would only hurt him. He forced himself to smile. “Hey, Joel.”

	Joel smiled back. “Hey.”

	Levi chose that moment to come back in, and Eddie nearly kissed him for it, because he instantly got Dimitri’s attention.

	“You’re going to spoil him,” he said, striding to his husband and kissing his cheek.

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Did you put Evan down at all today?”

	“Oh, that. Of course I did, but you know that’s bullshit. He’s only one month old. We couldn’t spoil him even if we tried.”

	Eddie forced himself to relax, and it was easier than he’d thought. He let Levi and Dimitri’s banter wash over him and settled into the feeling of being home. He wasn’t sure how Joel fit into that, but they were family somehow, and Eddie was going to have to deal with that.

	Not tonight, though.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joel did his best not to stare at Eddie, but it was hard. He looked good enough to eat—not that Joel would have known what to do with him if he’d been allowed to do that. Books and porn were helpful when it came to learning how to do things, but Joel was sure it would be much different to do it in practice.

	Of course, Eddie hadn’t exactly volunteered, so Joel wasn’t going to find out anytime soon.

	“I’m going to go shower,” Eddie said, raising the bag he was holding.

	That got Levi’s attention. “What, without even saying hello?”

	“Trust me, you don’t want to hug me right now.”

	Levi wrinkled his nose at Eddie. “Wood dust?”

	“Yep.”

	“You know where everything is.”

	Eddie disappeared. Joel focused on Evan, but the baby was sleeping, so he couldn’t do much. When he looked up, Dimitri was gone, and Levi was looking at him. “What?”

	“You really like him, don’t you?”

	“I don’t know—”

	“What I’m talking about. I know. And I call bullshit.”

	Joel sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

	“The truth. I’m not going to tell anyone if you don’t want me to.”

	Joel didn’t want to say it out loud, mostly because he wasn’t sure how he felt. He’d done his best to ignore the thought of Eddie, and it had been easy, or at least relatively easy, when he’d been home and Eddie hadn’t been anywhere close to him. Now he was, though, and Joel had no clue how to deal with that. “Yeah, I like him. He’s nice.”

	Levi sat next to Joel on the couch, folding his legs under himself. “He is. He spends a lot of time here. I think he’s lonely. He doesn’t really have friends other than Dimitri, and he doesn’t have a family.”

	“Oh. That’s a pity.”

	“Yeah, it is. He has a lot of love to give.”

	Joel would have been an idiot not to get what Levi was saying. “You know it’s not possible.”

	“Why not?”

	“He’s not an alpha.” And they both knew carriers were meant for alphas.

	“So? I did some research. There’s nothing in the council rules that says carriers have to be with alphas. I know that’s the way things usually go, but it’s not a written rule. You’re twenty-four. You can choose whoever you want, and it won’t be a problem.”

	“You know better than that, Levi. It might not be a written rule, but that doesn’t mean it’s not a rule. The council will be pissed if I marry Eddie, and that’s if he even agrees to it. I’m sure he has a line of people outside wanting to date him. I’m just your dorky little brother.”

	Levi patted Joel’s knee. “You shouldn’t put yourself down like that. You’re much more than just a law student or a carrier. You’re the sweetest guy I know, and you should have everything you want in life. I know you want a family eventually. I know you don’t have a problem with your carrier status. You’re so different than me, and so much stronger.”

	“That’s not true.” How could Levi say that after everything he and Dimitri had gone through?

	Levi waved. “Yeah, it is, in some ways. Look, I know what everyone thinks. We both do. But Dad won’t force you into a marriage you don’t want, just like he didn’t force me to do it. You could even choose to stay single, and he would let you. But we both know you want a family and that you’re not as opposed to getting married as I was. I want you to be safe, and this is the easiest way to obtain that. You could do much worse than Eddie.”
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