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      When I first sat down to write the Ombra Pack Chronicles, my life looked very different than it does today. I was grinding through soul-crushing, sixty-hour work weeks at an insurance company with absolutely zero overtime to show for it. Writing was my escape. Pouring my energy into this world of possessive alphas, fated mates, and pack politics was what kept me going.

      This was only my second MM werewolf romance series, and I was still figuring out my voice and where I fit in this incredible genre. I hoped a few people might read it. I hoped it might bring someone else the same escape it brought me.

      I never could have anticipated what actually happened.

      You didn't just read these books; you devoured them. You championed these characters, you left reviews, you told your friends, and you built a community around this pack. Because of your overwhelming support, I was finally able to leave that exhausting day job behind and make my absolute wildest dream a reality: becoming a full-time author. You gave me my life back, and for that, I will never be able to thank you enough.

      But your impact on my writing didn't stop there.

      When we got to Book #3, I knew Mark was a special character, but I had no idea he was going to steal the show quite like he did. You guys fell in love with him, and you were definitely not shy about demanding more of his story. I listened. Your fierce love for Mark and your constant messages begging for more are the entire reason the Widdershins Academy series exists today. You literally shaped the future of my writing universe.

      So, this special edition is for you. It’s a trophy for your shelves, beautifully bound, to celebrate the world we built together. Whether you've been running with the Ombra pack since the very first release or you're just now discovering their secrets, thank you for being here.

      Thank you for giving me the greatest job in the world.

      

      -Blake R. Wolfe
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      Hello reader, and welcome to book #1 of the Ombra Pack Chronicles! This story takes place in the same world as the Tellurian Pack but is located in another part of Michigan. While writing this story, I looked at the Tellurian Pack and took all the amazing feedback from my readers to create this beautiful story! Parker and Aiden are easily one of the best couples I’ve ever created, and I know you’re going to love them!

      

      Without further ado, let’s get on with the show!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Aiden

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you for calling HAT Insurance; my name is Aiden. How can I help you?” I sighed into the phone for the seven hundredth time that day.

      I winced as a barrage of angry sounds came flying at me from the other end of the line. Another day, another pissed-off customer. That’s what my life had become. However, as I glanced down at the clock on my screen, I realized the end of my shift was only a couple of minutes away. Clicking the mute button on the side of my headset, I breathed a sigh of relief. This would be my last call.

      I glanced down at the ethernet cord connected to my computer. If I just pulled it, completely by accident, of course, I wouldn’t have to get yelled at anymore. I took a quick glance around my cubicle, making sure nobody was nearby. With a quick movement, I pulled the cord and pushed it back in, severing the connection for only a sliver of a second. The sound in my headset continued for a moment longer before it went silent; the angry curses cut off as a red flashing message popped up on my screen.

      “Internet problem?” a deep voice said from behind me.

      I whipped around in my chair, my heart thudding against my chest. I’d been caught for sure. I’d just gotten this job two months ago, and now I was going to lose it over a stupid lapse in judgment. For the past ten years, I’d been working my ass off to get a decent job, so I didn’t have to live paycheck to paycheck anymore. All of it was gone in less than ten seconds.

      “What?!” I nearly shouted. “I just… I didn’t know… Something was odd…”

      “Woah, woah,” the handsome face smiling back at me said. “It’s okay. You’re not in trouble.” He cocked one eyebrow, giving me a mischievous grin. “It looked to me like you were trying to fix your loose cord.”

      “I… uh… yeah!” I agreed, finally catching on. “Yep, that’s it. Loose cord. Definitely.”

      “See?” the man said. “Everything’s fine.” He glanced down at his watch. “And your shift is over. So go ahead and clock out.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

      “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m James,” the handsome man said, holding out his hand. “I’m one of the supervisors for the department.”

      “Aiden,” I replied, taking his hand. “I just started here a couple of months ago.”

      “I thought you must be a new face.” His eyes flicked down my body, then back up. “And a handsome one, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      I felt the heat rush to my cheeks. “Thanks,” I chuckled in embarrassment. “Although… I’m not sure you’re supposed to say stuff like that.”

      “You’re right,” he replied with a nod. “My apologies.”

      “Thank you, though,” I added, not wanting to sound unappreciative. “It’s been a while since anyone’s said anything like that to me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Haven’t had a lot of time to date with the new job and everything.” I began to shut down my computer, packing away my things for the night. “Just had a lot going on, ya know?”

      “That’s understandable. I find myself not going on dates much anymore, either.”

      I cocked my head to the side like a confused puppy. The guy was gorgeous. I thought he must be dripping in men, women, and everything in between.

      “What’s your excuse?” I laughed. “And don’t say work. That one was mine.”

      He smiled, running his fingers through his dark, perfectly quaffed hair. “Well, if I can’t use work… I’d say it’s because I haven’t run into anyone who’s really caught my eye.” He gave me a small wink. “Until now, that is.”

      My heart sped up once more, and this time for a totally different reason. Getting caught doing something wrong was one thing, but getting hit on by the most handsome man I’d seen in months was something else. I knew he was a supervisor, and I shouldn’t be talking about that kind of stuff with him. But the way he looked at me made my defenses melt away. Those warm hazel eyes pierced right through me. Not to mention, I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the perfectly sculpted body peeking from under his overly tight shirt. He had his top two buttons undone, and the dark chest hair poking out was driving me crazy. I couldn’t catch a glimpse with the cubicle wall in the way, but the guy exuded big dick energy. I didn’t care how big it was, though. A sexy guy giving me the attention I craved was a rarity in my life. I’d take what I could get.

      “Do you want to walk out together?” James asked, lifting one eyebrow. “My shift is over too.”

      “S-Sure,” I stammered. “Just let me grab my stuff.”

      “I’ll meet you at the scanner.”

      I nodded, and he turned back toward the endless rows of cubicles, working his way to the back of the room where the supervisors sat. I couldn’t help but watch him go, his slacks so tight that I could easily tell he was wearing a jockstrap. Immediately my dick throbbed to attention at the mere thought of his muscular body standing over me as he slowly released the monster hidden in his jockstrap.

      Shaking myself out of it, I pulled my satchel in front of me, trying to hide my obvious boner. Nearly jogging, I made my way to the end of the massive cubicle farm to the scanner at the far end. I had to do a little juggling but managed to scan my badge at last, marking my time out for the day. My heart sank a little as I saw I was a full six minutes over my end time.

      Management didn’t like that. They claimed there were a lot of people milking the system for extra pay fraudulently. However, we weren’t allowed to hang up on customers either, so if we got stuck on a call, there was nothing we could do. Hanging up would get you in trouble just as much as clocking out late. Then again, clocking out early or not taking your next call, regardless of the time, would also get you in trouble. It was a conundrum thrust upon us by the higher-ups, an impossible situation that almost seemed to guarantee a certain amount of turnover. But I didn’t care. Working at this shitty insurance office was way better than getting evicted from my apartment because my hours got cut at the pizza shop. I’d figure it out eventually.

      Before I could even manage to stuff my badge back in my bag, James was right next to me. I glanced up at him, waiting for him to clock out, but he didn’t move.

      “Don’t… Don’t you have to scan out?” I asked.

      “Oh! No, I don’t,” he laughed. “I’m salary. We just get paid no matter how much or little we work.”

      “Wow,” I replied, impressed someone so normal could have something as elusive as a salary. “That sounds pretty cool.”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty great until the execs force you to work sixty-hour weeks all the time.” He flashed me a gleaming smile. “But I don’t mind. It comes with its perks, I guess.” He placed a strong hand on my shoulder, guiding me down the hall toward the doors. “But enough about work. Tell me about yourself, Aiden. What do you like to do for fun?”

      “I like to… uh… fish, I guess?” I said, feeling a bit embarrassed by my answer.

      “That’s interesting,” James replied with a nod. “And a little bit weird, if I’m being honest.”

      “Oh…”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” he quickly added, noticing my reaction. “It just seems really… I don’t know… straight, I guess. I don’t know many gay guys that fish.”

      “How do you know I’m–”

      “Oh please,” he laughed. “You haven’t been able to take your eyes off me since I caught you unplugging your ethernet cable.”

      There was that cocky big dick energy again. It turned me on, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a little streak of fear. We weren’t out of the building yet, and he was talking openly about the thing that could definitely get me fired.

      “Don’t worry,” he added with a wink and a firm hand on my back. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      I nodded, unable to form a coherent sentence with the warmth of his hand seeping through my shirt. I couldn’t help wondering what those strong hands would feel like on my bare skin, his fingers trailing down my back before he plunged a finger into my tight, willing hole.

      “So how about that drink?” he said, treating me from my fantasy. “Are you free sometime this week?”

      “Uh… yeah!” I replied, shaking my head. “I’m open pretty much every night.” I paused. “Not busy tonight either.”

      “Ah, sorry. I’ve got plans with friends tonight. But how about tomorrow? It’s a Thursday, so the bars will be packed, but I guess that could make it more fun, right?”

      “S-sure! Tomorrow would be great!”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he smiled.

      James smacked the blue handicap button next to the door, opening both sets in front of me. I gave him a small grin, feeling the heat in my cheeks but hoping he didn’t notice. Together we walked through and out into the sunshine of a late spring evening.

      “Well, my car is parked over in the supervisor lot,” he said, stopping as we reached the fork in the sidewalk. He reached into his pocket and produced a business card printed with his name and photo. “This is my personal cell phone,” he said, handing it to me. “Why don’t you text me, and we can figure out where we want to go tomorrow.”

      “S-Sure!” I stammered, taking the card from him with trembling hands.

      “I’m looking forward to it.” He paused, his eyes glancing to either side. “And Aiden, keep this just between us, okay? I’m sure you know this already, but supervisors aren’t really supposed to go on dates with their subordinates. So if I act like I don’t know you around the office, just know it’s part of our little game, alright?”

      “Right,” I nodded. “Of course.” Then, his words struck me. “Wait… it’s a d-date?!”

      “Well, yeah!” James laughed. “I’m not gonna let some cute little thing like you get away, am I?”

      I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was sit there and blush like a fool.

      “See you tomorrow then,” he said with a wave.

      As he turned away, I caught one sideways glance at the bulge in his pants. He definitely had that big dick energy for a reason. I waved back sheepishly, knowing full well he couldn’t see me. For a long moment, I stood there, clutching his card to my chest as I attempted to learn to breathe once more.

      A date. After all these months. It was like my whole life had suddenly clicked into place. Two months ago, I’d been one missed payment away from losing both my car and my apartment. But now I was almost caught up. I had a steady job that paid nearly twice as much as any other I’d ever had, and now there was a hot guy who wanted to take me on a date. And this wasn’t some run-of-the-mill asshole from a shitty app. This was a genuine man with a salary, a decent job, and the package to match. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself, but he seemed like the real deal, and I couldn’t help but be excited.

      I nearly ran to my car, tossing my bag into the passenger seat. A quick glance confirmed that I’d left all my fishing gear in the car, and without hesitation, I turned over the engine and sped out of the lot, heading for the lighthouse pier on the great lake. A big smile covered my face as I realized I was going out to fish for the first time in months, not because I was stressed and needed to blow off steam but because I was excited.

      Is this what it felt like to have everything in life go right for once? If so, I wanted more of it. And I was gonna give it a real fighting chance. So what if the work rules said we couldn’t go out? I wasn’t going to give up on a shot at love just because some stuffy executive wrote a rulebook thirty years ago.

      James was worth the risk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Parker

          

        

      

    

    
      I stumbled up to the front door, a box under one arm and a heavy duffel bag under the other. With my elbow, I pushed the handle down and pressed my shoulder against the door, expecting it to swing open. Instead, I only met resistance; the door stuck in place as I jammed my shoulder into the glass framing. Pain radiated down my arm all the way to my fingertips as I cursed under my breath.

      “You were supposed to leave the fucking door unlocked,” I muttered under my breath. “Absolutely worthless set of parents… I swear.”

      Knowing I had no other choice, I dropped all my bags to the ground, letting them fall in a pile on the front stoop. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I swiped to the family group chat and began to type.

      Me: Is there a spare key at the house? You guys didn’t unlock the front door…

      Mom: Sorry about that! There should be a key under the mat!

      Dad: There’s no key under the mat. I put it in the potted plant on the front stoop after the delivery guy found it by accident.

      I glanced around, searching for any sign of a potted plant. There were none to be seen.

      Me: There’s no plant on the porch.

      Mom: Maybe the house cleaner threw it away

      Dad: Why would she do that?

      Mom: I don’t know. It’s not my job to keep the house staff in line, Todd.

      I rolled my eyes so hard I thought I might have pulled something. Instead of listening to my parents argue for the seven thousandth time, I decided I’d just break into the house. I’d done it plenty of times as a kid, sneaking back in after a night of unsupervised fun. Not that they would have noticed. They were always too busy with parties, social gatherings, and fucking other people behind each other’s backs to notice what I was up to.

      Leaving my stuff piled on the front porch, I worked my way through the immaculate landscaping around to the back of the house. My room was on the upper floor, but there was an old metal trellis leaning up against the house below it. The trellis was covered in wisteria in full bloom, the dangling purple flowers swaying in the early summer breeze. It was absolutely covered in honeybees of all sorts, but they never stung me. Above I could see my window was just barely cracked open like always. If I’d ever told my parents it didn’t shut all the way, they would’ve had a contractor out there in a flash to have it fixed. But I didn’t want to give up my secret freedom, especially when it meant so many wonderful summer nights with cute boys that I knew I’d never see again. Besides, being in the arms of a stranger was much more preferable to being at home listening to my parents ignore my existence.

      I placed my foot on the trellis, testing my weight before going too far. It seemed to hold just fine, and I began to climb. Memories flooded into my mind as I made my way up to the window. Those days during my summer breaks from college were some of the best I ever had. Now I was back at the house I swore I’d never live in again. All because he decided I wasn’t good enough anymore. Not that he didn’t make sure to cash in on those birthday gifts and the vacation to the Bahamas before he fucked off. The bastard.

      My parents were rich, and the house overlooking Lake Michigan proved it. Unfortunately, that meant every asshole for three states wanted to date me to try to get their grubby fingers into the family bank accounts. But the joke was on them because I didn’t have access to those accounts. Instead, I had my own small portfolio of investments my father had given me on my eighteenth birthday. The dividends were enough to live off of modestly. As long as I didn’t go too crazy, I’d probably never need a real job. The last thing I wanted was to be part of their high-class world anyway. Tailored suits and a job as a corporate executive sounded like a death sentence.

      Unknown to most humans, big companies were run by paranormals. They never owned the companies outright but made sure they were on the board of directors and calling the shots. That way, when things inevitably went sour, they could bow out and let the humans take the fall. It was just another way they expressed their superiority over them.

      Unfortunately, that’s the way most of the paranormal world thought. Their abilities, heritage, and powers gave them the idea that they were better than regular people, but I disagreed. However, that didn’t stop my parents and the pack from forbidding me to date humans. Although, judging by how well the string of parent-approved boyfriends had gone, I was fairly certain they didn’t know what the fuck they were talking about. And, for all their meddling and forced socializing, I’d yet to feel the mate bond with anyone.

      Still, I hadn’t been quite brave enough to defy them outwardly yet. Instead, I just went along with it. Dating someone for a while was always easier than putting up with my parent’s constant hounding. At least I got laid in the process.

      And because I’d suffered through all those breakups for them, I figured they could lend me the house for the summer. I’d been put through the wringer by that fae asshole they’d set me up with. The least they could do was let me use their practically abandoned house while I got my life back in order.

      A summer without men… it sounded heavenly. The last thing I needed was another idiot eating up all my time and trying to get into my wallet.

      At the top of the trellis, I found the window still cracked as I remembered and pulled it open. With an ungraceful flop, I landed on the dark blue carpet of my bedroom, my eyes gazing up at the ceiling still covered in glow-in-the-dark plastic stars. My parents hated them, but I still found them charming, even if they were from a dollar store.

      I blew out a sigh, my lips vibrating cheerfully. “Home sweet home, I guess.”

      Ignoring the dirt and dust I was tracking through the pristine house, I went down to the front door and found the spare key hanging on a ring right beside it. Tearing it off the wall, I stomped outside and threw it under the welcome mat. I wasn’t getting locked out again.

      I gathered up my bags and took them up to my room, dumping them in a haphazard pile near the door. Before I even had a chance to unpack or anything, I began to strip. I was hot and irritated from climbing the trellis, and I needed a swim. Kicking off my clothes, I left them lying in the middle of the room and wandered through the house totally nude. It didn’t bother me, I hated wearing clothes anyway, and I couldn’t swim with trunks on.

      Grabbing a towel from the downstairs bathroom, I headed out the back sliding door and left it wide open behind me. There was a large wooden deck with a long set of stairs. They led to the few hundred feet of private beach attached to the house. A cold breeze kicked up from the water, and I shivered slightly, listening to the soothing sound of waves crashing against the sand. The water was calling me.

      Swimming gave me life. The water was where I went to relax, to think, to breathe, and to just exist without the weight of the world pressing down on me.  I'd been running down to the shore since I was a child. During the school year, I regularly took second place at swim meets, right behind the merman that was a year ahead of me. My parents thought it was odd that a werewolf would take to water like that, but I didn't care. Lake Michigan made my soul sing as if I belonged to it. Living away from it for so long had been like losing a friend. Even though the house was full of unwanted expectations, the lake was a welcome and much-needed sight.

      Taking a deep breath, I headed down the stairs, a smile plastered on my face.

      Halfway down, I started to giggle, my dick making a repetitive slapping noise against my thighs as I rushed down the stairs. It was childish, but I didn’t care. Growing up in that house had always been so serious, my parents sucking the fun out of everything, and I’d sworn never to go back to being boring like they were. Running naked down the stairs in broad daylight was just part of keeping it fresh.

      At the bottom, I jogged through the hot sand until I reached the edge of the lake. Waves crashed into the shore, cold water lapping up over my feet. Crystalline ripples caught the sunlight, giving the lake an almost fantastical quality, like it was too pretty to be real. Today it was calm, the waves small enough that there was no real threat of danger. My skin prickled as I thought of the thunderstorms forecasted later in the week. It might be pretty now, but when the storms came in, the lake would swallow you up and never let go. That realization came with a profound sense of respect.

      But that didn’t matter right now. Today the skies were clear, the sun was warm, and the cool wind caressed my naked body in just the right way.

      Taking a few steps back, I dug my toes into the sand and took off toward the lake. Cold water washed over my body, the shock making me cry out in surprise. It came up to my waist before shallowing out as I hit the first sandbar. A couple more yards and I was in water up to my neck, my feet bouncing off the bottom as I pushed myself up and over the waves. Taking a deep breath, I dove down to the sand and opened my eyes.

      Everything was peaceful and quiet. Beams of sunlight shone through the blue water, rippling along the striations in the sand. A couple of bits of seaweed floated here and there, rocking gently in the waves. In the distance could make out a school of shimmering minnows. The world below the water belonged only to me at that moment.

      Floating back to the top, I stretched out on my back, letting the waves carry me toward the shore. The bright sunlight warmed my skin, and all my worries melted away. Before long, I found myself over the sandbar once more,  my butt bumping against the bottom. I felt the wolf inside me squirming, aching to get out and run through the waves. There was something magical about the feeling of sand between my pads and running through the surf.

      Without a second thought, I turned over and began to shift. Only a handful of seconds passed by as fur sprouted from my pores, my body rearranged, and I felt my paws sink into the sand. A moment later, I was standing up to my chest in water, shaking out my fur from nose to tail. Shifting always made me itchy, but a quick flop into the cold water washed the sensation away.

      The wolf side of me took over the moment I resurfaced. I hopped through the water like an idiot, splashing and snapping at the waves. Turning on my heel, I dove into the deeper water between the sandbar and the shore, paddling my way through and making as much noise as possible. Back on the shore, I shook out again and, after the biggest stretch, took off down the beach at an incredible pace.

      Sand and water flew up from my paws as I ran through the waves. I was heading due north along the shore through several sections of private beach. Up on the dunes were the mansions belonging to the owners of said beaches. None of them were home, of course. That was the weird thing about people who owned giant houses on the lake. They were never there. Most of them just sat empty,   a real estate investment rarely enjoyed by anyone.

      However, just beyond a long line of homes was a public beach where all the locals liked to gather on hot days. The moment the sun came out and the snow was gone in spring, they were at the beach with their colorful blankets and umbrellas. It was still early in the season, but in the distance, I could make out a few of them. I knew getting too close would probably get the local rangers called. People were fine with random dogs showing up. But giant black wolves? Not so much.

      I  skidded to a halt, not wanting to be spotted. For a moment, I watched the humans run about, chasing their young out of the water or reading their books while getting a tan. They were such curious creatures. Obviously, I’d met plenty of them in my time, but my parents were grossly old-fashioned. They’d kept me out of the human world as much as possible, labeling them unintelligent and below our kind. Most of my life had been spent with the pack or at other paranormal-only events. It’s surprising how easy it was to exist outside of the real world when your parents had more money than anyone should.

      There was some curiosity there, though. Sure, I’d had my run-ins with them during college. I’d even had a few one-night stands with guys that I never learned the name of. It was exhilarating to feel like I was doing something I shouldn’t, but at the end of the night, they left, and I still didn’t know anything about their lives or who they were. Even if one of them had stayed, I wouldn’t know what to talk to them about.

      A sudden gasp to my right caught my attention, my ears swiveling toward the noise. I glanced up at an older man and woman standing atop one of the shorter dunes. The woman pointed in my direction,  the other hand over her mouth as a look of shock spread over her features.

      “Oh my god… Gary… that’s a wolf,” she said, her voice shaking.

      “Come on, Diane,” he sighed. “It’s probably just a big German Shepherd or something. There’s no wolves this far south. Especially black ones.”

      “I’m telling you, that’s a wolf!”

      “Alright,” he sighed again. “Whatever you say.”

      She was shaking in her flip-flops. He, on the other hand, was completely nonplussed.

      I turned toward the pair of them, cocking my head to the side like a confused puppy.

      “Aww,” the man said. “He’s kinda cute.” He held out his hand. “Here, boy! Come here!”

      “Gary!” she snapped, slapping his shoulder. “Don’t call that monster over here.”

      Oof. Monster. That was a bit harsh. Typical human behavior from what I’d been told, though. I hoped not all of them were like that. However, I was a bit annoyed, so it was time to mess with them.

      Sitting down in the sand, I tipped my head back, took a deep breath, and let out a long mournful howl.  The moment the sound left my lips, I watched as both of their faces flushed white in an instant. They both took a step back, pure terror taking over their features.

      Cutting off the howl, I scampered off down the beach, cackling like a hyena. They might not have been nice, but at least they were fun to fuck with.
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      “Thanks for dinner,” I smiled as James and I walked through the parking lot.

      We’d chosen a quaint little place on the beach where we could eat outside and watch the sunset. Or, well, James had chosen it. One look at the menu and I knew I could never afford such a place. But, to my surprise, he paid for dinner. He was the perfect gentleman.

      “No problem,” he replied, reaching out and taking my hand. “It’s one of my favorite places.”

      I could barely hear what he said. Instead, I was reeling from how casually he took my hand and how much it made my body tingle. Butterflies filled my stomach, and heat flushed in my cheeks. I knew I was being a little silly, but it had been a long time since someone made such a sweet and innocent gesture to me. I’d been too busy to date for a while, and before that, it was just meaningless hookups. But this… this felt different. Like he meant it. I stared down at our intertwined fingers, wondering how it would feel to do this every day.

      Woah. Slow down, Aiden.

      I wasn’t even done with the first date and already fantasizing about spending my life with him. James was a good guy, all sweetness and smiles, but I barely knew him. And yet, even so, I couldn’t help wondering what our next date would be like and the one after. I almost wanted to ask him out for breakfast. And if getting out of bed before sunrise to go on a date didn’t say ‘I like you,’ nothing would.

      “Do y-you come h-here a lot?’ I stuttered, trying to regain my composure.

      “Couple times a month.” He squeezed my hand, glancing back out over the dark water as the streetlights reflected in the waves. “I think it’s nice to treat yourself sometimes, right? You can’t indulge all the time, but when the company is good, why turn it down? Treat yo self as they say.”

      “I agree,” I nodded, bumping my shoulder against his. “Nothing wrong with having the good stuff now and then.”

      “Speaking of which,” he said, reaching up and grabbing the bottom of my chin between his fingers. “I’ve wanted to do this all night.”

      Before I could even process what was happening, I felt his lips pressed against mine. Warmth spread through my body and pooled in my groin, my cock jumping to attention in an instant. I leaned into him, letting him wrap his arms around me and pull me tight against his chest. There was a brief moment where I panicked about the boner pressing against his bulge and tried to turn away, but he stopped me.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered against my lips. A hand snaked down my back and below the waistline of my jeans until he had my entire cheek cupped in his hand. “I’ve got condoms in the car. Nobody would see us.”

      For a moment, I thought about it. There was something kind of wild about giving in to that urge, and I couldn’t deny I wasn’t curious about what he was packing. However, before I could answer, I felt his other hand unzip us both, our cocks spilling out into the night air. He pumped his shaft and mine together as I moaned into his ear.

      A car door behind us slammed, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. Pulling away from him, I quickly stuffed myself back into my jeans and buttoned them up, terrified we were about to get caught. Or worse, that the cops had already been called and they were coming to arrest us.

      “Relax,” James cooed, reaching out for me once more with his half-hard dick still hanging out. “Nobody is going to see us.”

      “I… I d-don’t think I want t-to do this,” I stammered, taking another step back.

      “Don’t worry,” he replied, placing a hand on the back of my neck and pressing himself against me once more. “Just let yourself enjoy it.”

      Another door slammed, this time followed by voices. My heart rate was nearly double what it should be, and it wasn’t because of James. The last thing I wanted after finally getting a good job was to lose it because I became a registered sex offender for fucking in a public parking lot. That was not worth all the work I’d put in to make my life better.

      “No… I don’t think I’m ready for this… yet.” I was officially freaked out, my boner deflating in a matter of seconds. “I just… need more time.”

      There was a flash of something on James’ face, but it was gone before I could figure out what it was. He smiled, stuffing his cock back in his pants and placing his hand on my shoulder.

      “It’s okay, I promise,” he said. “But next time, tell me before we get halfway into it, huh?”

      I nodded. “Right. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s all right, baby,” he smiled, placing a kiss on my forehead. “Are you sure, though? You seemed pretty into it. We could go back to your place.”

      I laughed, giving him a small kiss. “I’ve gotta save something for date number two, right?”

      He smiled back at me with a small chuckle. “Right.”
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      I nearly floated out of bed in the morning, still reeling from the night before. I’d slept less than four hours, having spent most of the night replaying our date over and over in my head. Everything about it had been perfect; good food, good company, and a kiss that would knock anyone’s socks off. Not to mention he’d been a perfect gentleman when I said I wanted to take things slow. From my experience, that kind of understanding was rare. What more could I possibly ask for?

      Then again, maybe I was getting ahead of myself. Still, I couldn’t force down the excitement burbling in my chest. For the first time in months, I was excited to go to work. I practically sang all morning as I got ready and left my apartment a full half hour early. Traffic was better, too, my early departure keeping me just ahead of the morning rush hour. The skies were dark with the threat of storms, but nothing could dampen my mood.

      I arrived at work with plenty of time to spare. However, since I wasn’t allowed to be at my desk early and I didn’t want to look suspicious, I took myself downstairs to the cafeteria and bought myself a real breakfast. It was the first time in years I’d eaten something other than cheap cereal to start my day. I could see why people ate bacon every morning. It was an experience worth repeating.

      Time ticked away slowly as I thought of seeing James again. Obviously, at work, I couldn’t let people know that we were seeing each other, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t say hi. Just seeing him would be enough.

      Eventually, it was time to head back to my desk and start the day. Dropping off my tray, I headed upstairs, ready to start the day. I swiped my badge as I stepped on the floor, the never-ending rows of cubicles not filling me with dread for the first time. At the far end, I could see James’ desk, but as I neared my own, I realized his was empty. It looked like the other managers were gone as well. Usually, there was always one on the floor, no matter what, but I shrugged it off. They probably had a meeting or something.

      However, as I made my way to my desk, I watched as a small woman in a tight pencil skirt hustled toward me. She intercepted me before I could even put my bag down.

      “Aiden Jackson?” she said, her words short and pointed like daggers.

      “That’s me,” I replied, sliding my bag off my shoulder.

      “I’m Wendy from HR. Would you please accompany me to my office?”

      “Uh… y-yeah,” I stammered, my fight or flight response kicking in immediately. I felt like a kid being called to the principal’s office on the first day of school. “Is something wrong?”

      “Follow me, please,” she said with a fake smile, ignoring my question completely.

      “Okay. Uh… just let me put my bag down.”

      “Oh, there’s no need for that. Bring it with you.”

      Alarms were going off in my head as I followed behind Wendy from HR, terrified of what was about to take place. We passed through the cubicle farm and turned to the left, going down a long hallway toward the executive offices. Another left brought us to the HR suite, where they sequestered themselves away from everyone else. Leading me into her office, she gestured to a single chair stationed in front of her desk.

      “Please take a seat.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “Can I ask what all of this is about?” I said, gingerly sitting in the hard chair. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Wendy closed the heavy door behind me and stepped behind her desk overflowing with paperwork. She sighed as she took a seat in her fluffy office chair that had a hot pink faux fur cover slipped over it. She looked as if she’d upholstered her chair with a muppet.

      “I’ve brought you in here to talk about some concerns that have been raised,” she said slowly, steepling her fingers on her desk. “I just have a few questions to ask you first.”

      “Okay….”

      “Firstly, you were put through basic training with the others before you went on the floor. Correct?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you miss any days during your training period?”

      “No. I made sure I was here every day.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “So you were here during the training sessions surrounding our employee handbook.” She reached across her desk and flipped open a file. “Ah, yes. I have your signature here accepting the terms of the employment contract and handbook.”

      “I don’t underst–”

      “So you’re aware that work avoidance activities are strictly prohibited? Such as unplugging your computer to hang up on a customer?”

      “I–”

      “And you must also be aware that interoffice relationships, while not forbidden between people in different departments, are not allowed in the same department or between leadership and service workers, yes?”

      My heart sank. Had I been caught?

      “Will you tell me what’s going on, please?” I asked, my voice more desperate than I wanted it to sound. “What is this all about?”

      She sighed. “One of your managers approached us this morning to bring some problematic behavior to our attention. It seems that you’ve been avoiding work and, what’s worse, have been pursuing him in a romantic fashion.”

      “Why would James do that?”

      I snapped my lips shut the moment his name left them. She hadn’t said his name, and my slip-up had been an obvious admission of guilt. I just didn’t understand why he’d turned me in.

      “Ah, so you’re aware of the situation.”

      “No, I’m not,” I replied. “James was the one hitting on me. He took me out to dinner last night. He even paid for it. He told me… to keep it a secret…”

      “So you knew what you were doing was wrong.”

      “He started it!”

      Wendy sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Unless you have evidence to prove that, I’m afraid you’re at fault. We’ve already seen the texts to corroborate James’ story. Not to mention he’s been with the company for nearly ten years without any sort of incident. You, on the other hand, came to us with no previous experience and no background in this kind of work.” She paused, giving me a once-over. “You come from a blue-collar background, and I’m afraid that kind of attitude just isn’t going to work in a professional environment. It’s not acceptable to date or harass coworkers when they make it clear they’re uncomfortable.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, knowing full well I’d done no such thing to anyone. She held up a hand to cut me off.

      “Furthermore, avoiding work because a customer is being difficult is unacceptable. Both are grounds for immediate termination.” She reached over, pulling a sheet of paper out of my file. “I suggest that you go back into… what was it?” She glanced down. “Construction? Maybe this kind of behavior will suit you better in that world.” Flipping the file closed, she unclipped the letter attached to the front and handed it to me. “Here is your termination letter. Security will escort you out of the building.”

      My blood ran cold as she pushed herself up from the desk and walked to the door. The moment it opened, a security guard in a three-piece suit stared down at me, his hands crossed in front of him. It took a moment for the feeling in my legs to come back.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I asked, practically begging as I got to my feet. “I need this job. I’ll lose my apartment without it.”

      “I guess you should have thought of that,” Wendy replied, casually dismissing me with a wave of her hand.

      I wanted to scream, to call her every name in the book the way she just wrote me off. Instead, all I felt were hot tears streaming down my cheeks. Everything I’d worked for was falling apart right in front of my eyes. And the worst part? I didn’t understand why. My date with James had gone so well. He’d been understanding and kind and assured me over and over I had nothing to worry about. So why had he gone to HR the very next morning? What did I do?

      My feet carried me without thought as I made my way back through the building, the security guard hot on my heels. I didn’t stop at my desk. There was nothing there to collect since personal items were forbidden anyway. Everyone turned to stare as I went by, their whispers falling on deaf ears. At one point, I glanced up, seeing James at the far end of the room. Instead of a smile or a wave, he just turned away from me, back to the other managers who were huddled around him.

      The guard escorted me to the main entrance like a criminal. Once I was outside the doors, he locked them behind me, standing there to make sure I left the premises. I didn’t notice the thunder or the rain falling down on me as I walked to my car. Water seeped through my clothing, soaking me to the bone before I flopped down in the driver’s seat and slammed the door closed. A moment later, my phone buzzed, and I glanced down at the text displayed on the screen.

      

      James: I guess you shouldn’t have turned me down.

      

      I nearly threw my phone out the window, the tears still streaming down my cheeks and mixing with the rain. In my rearview mirror, I could see the guard watching me. I had a feeling that the cops would be called if I didn’t leave soon.

      Turning the engine over, I pulled out of the parking lot, heading for the main road that would take me to the lake out of habit. The lighthouse pier was where I went when things were hard or when I needed to think. And today, I needed it more than anything.
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      I wasn’t sure why I decided to walk along the beach in a thunderstorm. Honestly, it seemed kind of stupid. But the chances of getting hit by lightning with a bunch of metal buildings around seemed negligible, so I figured I’d take my chances. Besides, there was something soothing about walking in a warm summer rain. I’d been cooped up in the house for the past two days ignoring the world, and I needed some fresh air. The pier was the best place to get some. Besides, with the storm, the waves would be huge, and all the tourists would be huddled up at home. It was the perfect way to get to the beach all to myself and enjoy the show.

      However, I wasn’t expecting the wind to be so vigorous. The rain was nearly sideways at times as it whipped across the water. It wasn’t constant, but enough to make me start to question my choices. Thankfully there were a few places I could find a little bit of shelter and still watch the water. A large pavilion had been built on the beach for the tourists that was full of picnic tables and vending machines. Grabbing myself a soda from one of them, I took a seat on top of one of the tables and turned my sights to the lake.

      I was all alone in the pavilion, the wind whistling through the open spaces. Lighting flashed over the lake, the streaking jagged bolts striking the water several miles out. The rain continued, although it lessened somewhat. However, the waves continued to build, their roar filling the air as they crashed against the shore.

      From my spot, I had a good view of the bright red lighthouse at the end of the pier. The light made slow revolutions as the waves crashed against the concrete and stones, water flying high in the air. While the water on the other side of the pier was still turbulent, it was blocked from the majority of the wrath of the storm, stopping the waves from traveling upriver to the smaller inland lake. The channel also served as a way for barges to get into the smaller lake, bringing their goods from Wisconsin and Illinois. Although, come to think of it, I wasn’t sure how much that still happened. But once in a while, when I came down to the beach, I’d see a barge in the distance, a hazy shadow against the horizon.

      The wind picked up again, and I closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of fresh rain and thunder. My wolf senses told me the storm was going to continue through the night, although the lightning would probably pass by fairly quickly. I caught the scent of a rotting fish or two somewhere along the beach, the stench of beach trash cans that contained remnants of ice cream cones and fried food long rotting in the sun, and something else I didn’t quite recognize. Opening my eyes, I perked up, lifting my nose back to the wind.

      The scent, whatever it was, had been battered by the wind, and it took me a minute to find it again. However, once I did, I locked onto it, taking in a deep lungful. It was tangy and sweet, almost like oranges. But there was something else to it, a soft spiciness that made my heart flutter. I lifted my hand to my chest, not entirely sure why it caused that reaction. Before I could stop myself, I was on my feet, trying to locate the scent again. I wanted to… no, I needed to find the source. Something deep inside me, an instinct I didn’t recognize, was driving me toward it.

      I walked to the edge of the pavilion, raindrops catching my shoes and bare legs. Glancing up and down the beach, I searched for a… well, a pile of oranges, I guess. That sounded stupid, but I didn’t know what else it could be. I couldn’t recall ever feeling such a deep-seated excitement about a spicy orange before, but that was where I was at the moment. A small chuckle escaped my lips as I wondered what my reaction would be the next time I passed a candle shop in the mall. I might just wolf out and go insane right there. The wolf inside me never reacted to things like this. The closest thing I could liken it to was lust. Sure, I’d seen the odd porn or two where a  guy fucked a watermelon or something, but it never did anything for me. However, I couldn’t deny I was sporting a halfy as I lifted my nose to the air once more, searching for the scent.

      And that’s when I saw him. There was a man, one I hadn’t seen before, standing out at the end of the pier. He’d been out of sight from my seated position, but at the edge of the pavilion, I could make him out, the spray of the waves crashing around him.

      All at once the scent and my misplaced lust were forgotten. What was that idiot doing out there?! The pier was dangerous in normal weather and much more when the waves were high. But this was a full-blown storm with massive walls of water crashing against the stones and concrete. One rogue wave, and he’d be in the lake. If he went off the wrong side, the waves would bash him against the rocks until he resembled a package of ground beef. It happened to tourists all the time, especially people who were unfamiliar with Lake Michigan. They thought since it was fresh water, it was always safe. But that was not the case by a long shot.

      “Hey!” I cried, cupping my hands around my mouth to magnify the sound. The wind howled, and he didn’t move. “Dude! Get back to shore!”

      Nothing. There was no way he heard me. The pier was easily over a hundred yards long, and he was at the very end next to the lighthouse. Between the wind, waves, and rain, he probably couldn’t even hear himself think. Another wave crashed against the pier, a shower of water raining over him, and yet he didn’t budge. Something was wrong.

      “Nope,” I said to myself as I stepped out of the pavilion and headed across the beach. “I don’t care if he’s stupid or suicidal. This is not okay.”

      I wasn’t going to stand by and just watch someone get killed for no good reason. A part of me was scared to step on the pier as water continued to wash over it regularly. But I pushed it aside. Not only was I a werewolf with supernatural powers, but I was also a damn good swimmer. Still, even with all that in my pocket, I felt a streak of fear each time the rumble of a crashing wave vibrated through the pier.

      Keeping to the center, I traveled along the thin concrete path. On either side was a harsh decline,  put there to stop the waves from creating more surf inside the channel. They were not, however, put there to make anyone feel safe or secure. There was no railing, nothing to hold onto, and slick wet concrete as far as the eye could see. One false move and I was going in the drink. How this guy had even gotten out there, to begin with, was beyond me.

      Thanking the gods for my deeply treaded shoes, I jogged down the pier, stopping each time a wave threatened to make sure I was stable enough to resist its pull. With each passing moment, the lightning got closer, the bolts striking the water only a mile or two off now. Any closer, and they might hit the lighthouse, which would probably get the guy too. I didn’t want to be anywhere near him when that happened. Fried Wolf was not how I wanted to go, and I had a feeling if I survived, I’d smell like burnt hair for the rest of my life.

      Even with the wind and the rain, I knew this guy had to be human. For a moment, the thought had crossed my mind that he might be a merman because there were a couple in the area. But I  knew that smell all too well after my swimming days in high school, and that wasn’t what I was picking up. And he definitely wasn't a wolf, either. That would have been all too noticeable since we tended to smell like wet dogs whenever we, well, got wet. No, this guy was human. That was plain enough to pick up. However, the closer I got to him, the more I noticed the spicy orange smell on the wind. I wasn’t sure if that meant he was wearing some weird cologne or what, but I figured I could ask once we were both safely on the beach once more. You know, after I saved his stupid ass from an early demise.

      “Hey!” I called out, approaching the wide concrete platform the lighthouse was perched on. “What are you doing out here?!”

      There was no response.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I muttered, heading toward him.

      I cursed under my breath as a wave hit the platform, a deluge of water raining down and soaking me to the bone. My shoes squelched as I continued forward. I made a promise to myself to punch the idiot as soon as we were back on land.

      Reaching out, I placed a hand on his shoulder, my fingers brushing against his neck. In an instant, my entire world stopped as electricity filled my body. My skin erupted into gooseflesh, and my heart rate doubled. Heat flushed in my cheeks as the scent of oranges swept over me once more. Even with the cold water and the rain pouring down, my cock reacted as well. At that moment, only one word filled my mind.

      Mate.

      A streak of lightning and a crack of thunder brought me back to my senses as the man in front of me slowly turned. Even though his face was drenched in lake water, I could tell from his red eyes that he’d been crying. Even so, he was easily the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. He was lithe but muscular, blond, and had the most gorgeous blue-green eyes I’d ever seen. They were the exact color of the lake on sunny days, the same ones I spent swimming until I could barely walk back to the house.

      I understood in that instant that he was meant for me and nobody else. Fate had chosen him long ago, and finally, after all this time, I’d found him. He was perfect in every way imaginable, and even without speaking, I felt the bond between us. But there was just one problem.

      He was human.

      My parents would never accept him, and neither would our pack. Even though nobody in my family was in pack leadership, Alpha blood still ran through my veins. As such, it came with the unspoken requirement that I find a mate and procreate to keep that line going. My mother and father had given in when I came out as gay, although it took them a few years to fully accept it. However, they saw that as an opportunity to extend pack connections to other paranormal communities. My Alpha blood made me a pawn in their game, and if they weren’t going to get pups, they wanted something else out of the deal.

      They’d never accept a human mate. Ever. He had nothing to offer people like me. Maybe if he was fabulously wealthy or well-connected, he might be of some use. But judging by the fact that he was standing on a pier in the middle of a storm crying his eyes out in a button-up that had been out of fashion for nearly ten years, I assumed that was not the case.

      But I didn’t care about any of that. Not right now. He was my mate, and he was hurting. My first instinct was to protect him, to hold him, and to make sure he knew he was cared for. It was easy to tell from the way he looked at me that he needed it desperately.

      “Come on,” I shouted over the storm, grabbing his arm. “We need to get back to shore!”

      He just stared at me, trapped in whatever trance he’d worked himself into. I took his hand, trying to pull him toward the pier where the water crashed and washed over the concrete. Lightning flashed again, the crack of thunder so close behind that I thought it had struck the lighthouse. I ducked down instinctively, but he didn’t budge.

      “Let’s go! It’s too dangerous out here!”

      Something tall and dark over his shoulder caught my attention. I felt my heart skip a beat as my worst fear rose up behind him. A rogue wave, the ones the Great Lakes were so well known for. They’d sunk hundreds of ships over the past couple of centuries, the wreckages of which could be found scattered across the sandy bottom, preserved in the cold water for eternity. This one was close to shore and, therefore, much smaller, but it was still easily six feet higher than the platform we were currently standing on.

      Without a second thought, I rushed to my mate, throwing my arms around him and lifting him off his feet. The wave was going to take us whether we liked it or not, but I didn’t want to get swept against the rocks. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I ran to the edge of the platform, timing my jump perfectly with the rush of water that swept over the concrete and crashed into the lighthouse.

      In a flash, the world was nothing but cold and darkness. I tumbled through the surf, flipped over and over until the man was pulled from my grasp. Even with my eyes open, I could barely see anything among the bubbles and debris kicked up by the waves. A moment later, my head burst through the surface, a deep gasp filling my lungs with precious air. I turned in a circle, but there was no sign of him anywhere.

      Without a second thought, I dove back below to waves to search for him. I couldn’t… no… I would not lose my mate.
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      I remembered being on the pier in the storm, a strange man with golden eyes and then darkness. The next thing I knew, I was crawling through wet sand, pulling myself out of the waves and up the beach. My clothes were ragged, I was nearly frozen to the bone, and my mouth was filled with the taste of lake water. Everything about my current situation was unpleasant. But, by some miracle, I was alive.

      And I wasn’t exactly sure if I was happy about it.

      A hand reached down, grabbing the waist of my jeans and hauling me further up the beach so that I was out of the water completely. I whipped around, shooting a glare up at him.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I cried, scrambling away from him. All of my senses were still on high alert from nearly drowning. “Don’t touch me!”

      The man crouched down next to him, immediately getting far too close with one hand resting on my shoulder. He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes trailing up and down my body hungrily.

      “Are you all right?” he asked softly, leaning closer. “You were passed out there for a moment. Hopefully, you didn’t drink half the lake.”

      He was so close to me. I could feel the heat radiating off his body, the soft squeeze of his fingers against my skin. And what surprised me more than anything was that I wasn’t repulsed by this complete stranger who insisted on touching me. Not only that, but I felt this odd urge to lean forward and kiss him like his lips belonged against mine. My body reacted of its own accord, my wet jeans getting tighter as my dick thickened.

      He was gorgeous. I would give him that much. Even soaked to the bone and covered in sand, he was a vision of perfection. Reaching a hand up, he combed his fingers through his dark hair, pushing it out of his face. His scruff-covered jaw looked as if it could cut glass. The way his clothes clung to his body, I could tell he was built. He was a bit more on the lithe side, but that only turned me on more. However, what I noticed more than anything was his forest-green eyes staring back at me. They weren’t the gold as I remembered, but if I squinted, I swore I could see a few flecks of gold scattered in his irises.

      I didn’t know if it was the shock of nearly drowning or how fucked my life was at that moment, but I realized I had nothing left to lose. So instead of resisting him, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his. To my surprise, he didn’t push me away.

      My body was on fire in an instant, electricity setting all my nerves abuzz at once. I parted my lips, allowing him inside, his tongue rolling around mine. There was something so intoxicating about his taste and the way he smelled. I’d never felt anything like it before. Deep in my brain, I heard a voice of reason tell me to stop, but I pushed it away. I’d spent the past year listening to logic as I tried to make my life more tolerable. And the moment I finally got somewhere, everything came crashing down around me. So, for the moment, at least, to hell with logic.

      I worked my hands under his shirt as he kissed me, feeling the hard-toned muscles all over his body. This guy must have worked out like all the time, and I was eager to get a better look. However, before I could get much further, he put his arms around me and scooped me up, heading across the beach toward the abandoned pavilion. Thunder still rumbled overhead, although the majority of the lighting had moved past us. I didn’t even check to see if the parking lot was empty or if we were alone.

      At that moment, I didn’t fucking care. All I wanted was dick from this total stranger who had treated me better in the past ten minutes than any man had in my entire life. Or at least that’s how I reasoned it out to myself. Maybe I just wanted to feel loved, even for a moment, before I went back to my disaster of a life. It was pathetic. Either way, I didn’t have the energy to stop myself now.

      He placed me gently on a picnic table under the shelter as the rain continued to pour around us. I wrapped my legs around his waist and kept my lips locked on his. Already I was undoing his belt, pulling the buckle free, and unzipping his pants. He moaned against my lips as my fingers touched flesh. His thick cock pulsed against my skin as I realized he wasn’t wearing underwear. But that wasn’t what I noticed the most.

      His dick was huge.

      I was already rock hard when I finally released the beast from his pants. Pumping him with my fist, I felt him reach down to my own jeans, pulling them open in one smooth motion. As soon as my cock was free, I pressed them together, stroking them both at the same time. The stranger ground his hips against me; each thrust oozing more precum between the two of us. I moaned into his mouth as I kissed him, his fingers gripping me hard enough to leave bruises.

      The friction between us was glorious, and the heat of the moment was building so fast that I’d completely forgotten my life had been in danger only a few minutes before. Already the cold of the lake and rain was gone, replaced by an intense heat that bloomed between us. I didn’t know why he turned me on so much, but it didn’t matter. The tingling sensation was
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