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  Chapter 1
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HARPER Deveraugh stepped off the plane in San Francisco. It had been a couple of years since she had seen her half-brother, Michael. This was her first time visiting him here in San Francisco as he had always visited her in Boston. She had been busy with college on the East Coast, and he with his business. He owned a property investment company and had done well for himself. They had kept in touch by text, phone, and video calls. Michael had called her last week asking her to come visit him, saying he had some important news that he had to tell her in person. Michael was older than her by five years but raised by her mother after their parents had married when he was 2 years old. Almost two years ago, they lost their parents in a car accident. He was all the family she had now. 
Harper adjusted her worn college backpack over her shoulder and collected her suitcase from the carousel, then headed to the airport exit. Michael had told her he would have someone there to pick her up. At the exit of the airport, she looked for a name card and walked over to the man holding it. He was quite handsome, stood a head taller than her, with a neatly trimmed short beard/mustache combination, short dark brown wavy hair, brown eyes, olive-toned skin, and had dressed in a casual, fitted suit.
Laken Howlkind looked up from his watch to see a woman walking towards him. She had blond hair cut in a layered bob, blue eyes, fair skin, and was petite. The top of her head came just to his shoulder. She wore a pair of blousy pants with a thin belt and a tank top tucked into the pants covered with a criss-cross style, cropped sweater.
When she got closer to Laken, he picked up a scent that made his wolf, Enzo, howl. It was a combination of vanilla and lavender. That is our mate. You must claim her. She belongs to us.
A human is my mate? He thought. While not unheard of, it was rare, especially for an Alpha. Enzo repeated, She’s ours. Take and mark her now!
Calm now, Laken told Enzo. You know you’re being unreasonable. We’re in an open public place and don’t even know who she is. Though he could feel the pull to her, the need to touch her, the desire to kiss her, and the want to have her in his life. Someone explained the mate bond's pull to him this way. However, he hadn't expected the feeling to be so strong.
Harper stepped up to the man and said, “I’m Harper Deveraugh. I believe you’re here to drive me to my brother’s?”
Laken, startled, thought, My mate is Michael’s sister? She looked very much like his friend Michael, despite them being only half siblings. He responded, “Yes, I’m a friend of your brother. My name is Laken Howlkind.” He reached out his hand.
Harper took Laken’s hand. She gasped and looked him in the eyes as she felt a spark between the two of them. She tried to pull her hand away. 
Laken grasped her hand harder. How did she feel it too? Laken wondered. He could see the werewolf-mate bond weave around their wrists and up their arms, but he knew she couldn’t. He knew she couldn’t see it, but ‌she could feel that something was happening between them.
Harper pulled her hand away from his, tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, and crossed her arms in front of her. Laken folded the sign with her name on it and placed it in his pocket, along with his hand. 
“Follow me,” he said. “Your brother is waiting for us at his house.” Laken led her out to his car.
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The car ride to Michael’s place was quiet. Laken and Harper were both engrossed in their thoughts.
Laken was the Alpha of the San Francisco Area werewolf pack. His pack differed from most others, and many North American tribes scorned it. While most lived on large tracts of land in remote areas, his lived among humans in one of the largest cities in the US. Many didn’t agree that living among humans was a good idea.
Laken started the San Francisco Area pack twelve years ago when he was 16 years old, beginning with mostly rogue wolves who lacked their own. He had lost his pack when his parents died, and he had become a rogue himself. Settling in San Francisco when he was younger had been a strategic decision, because it made werewolves easier to hide. As his pack had grown, he had found that it was one of the best decisions he had made. 
Now his was one of the largest packs in North America. Most of the werewolves from the pack worked at Wolffang Enterprises, the company that Laken had started and was CEO of. Wolffang Enterprises also employed many humans as well. Some called the San Francisco Area pack the Wolffang pack because of the connection between it and his business.
Because ‌his pack lived in the human world, he didn’t think that his mate being human would be an issue. How to explain to Harper that she was his mate, and he a werewolf, would be the bigger issue. The werewolf world remained hidden from humans, and werewolves rarely allowed humans into their inner circle.
There was so much stigma and negativity surrounding werewolves because of history and modern publications. Most literature wasn’t accurate about the species. Each werewolf had a wolf spirit that lived within him or her, but it didn’t wake until after they turned 16 years old. Once connected with the wolf spirit, a werewolf could shift into a wolf at will. Initially, werewolves shifted because it was new and fun, but as they aged, they shifted more out of necessity for battles or runs.
Werewolves were stronger than humans in all ways - physically, emotionally, mentally, and even romantically. Werewolves rarely married except to their mates. Many werewolves would wait years until they found their mate, indulging in short-term relationships to ease the burden of loneliness. Lycans believed that the Moon Goddess sent one person to be their lifelong companion, a mate that would fit each person and his/her wolf. A werewolf would smell and connect with his or her mate, as he had done with Harper. However, usually it was another werewolf, and they recognized the connection together. Once they had found each other, they would be instantly as well as madly attracted to each other. Usually, love would quickly follow, though not always. If a pair of mated werewolves didn’t fall in love and wanted to break their bond, they could reject each other, but this would cause intense pain.
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Harper had never believed in love at first sight. She still didn’t. Lust at first touch  — now that was something she might believe in. But she never considered herself to be something like that. She was just too level-headed. Maybe it was because she had never really been in love. She always focused too much on her studies. How else could she explain that feeling, though, when she and Laken touched hands? 
She had felt an immediate physical pull, but it was more than that. It felt like she had wanted to be with him for the rest of her life. Why would that be? Harper had only just met Laken. She shouldn’t feel such an immediate connection to him. Instead, she wanted to find out all she could about him, touch him, kiss him. She glanced over at him and bit her lip. Wait, what was she thinking? 
The car pulled into Michael’s driveway, and this snapped both Harper and Laken out of their thoughts. As the car stopped, Michael opened the front door and stepped out of the house. Laken got out of the car first and opened the door for Harper.
Michael was standing at the door, and Harper immediately ran up and hugged him. He hugged her back, laughing. 
“It’s so good to see you! Thank you so much for coming,” he exclaimed.
Harper said, “Let me go get my luggage.” She turned back to the car, just in time to see Laken set her luggage down next to her.
“Oh, thank you. I was just coming to get that,” she told Laken.
Laken smiled and stated, “You’re welcome. It was no trouble.”
Harper looked away as his smile made her feel warm inside. She went to take the handle of her suitcase, and her hand brushed his. Again, that spark went from his skin to hers. She pulled her hand back quickly and glanced his way to see him looking at her. Did he feel it too? 
“Let’s go inside. Dinner will be ready for us soon. Did you want to freshen up, Harper?” Michael looked at Harper with the question. “I'll share some news with both of you after dinner.”
Harper said quickly, “Yes, I’d like to clean up, and then I’ll be down. Can you show me to my room?”
Michael replied, “Laken, can you take her luggage to the guest room for me? You know where it is.”
Laken looked at Michael questioningly, but said, “Of course. Harper?” He beckoned her to follow him. He wondered what Michael was up to, asking him to show Harper to the guest room as if he were the chauffeur or something.
Laken picked up Harper’s luggage, then led Harper into the house and up the stairs. He stopped at the door of a bedroom. Setting the suitcase inside the doorway, he gave a slight bow with a half smile.
Harper said, “Thank you. I’ll see you at dinner soon.” She entered the room and shut the door. Inside, she leaned on it and took a deep breath. Why did he affect her like this? She had been in a few relationships, two fairly serious. None had reached the point of becoming intimate, though. One smile, even a simple touch, from Laken and all thoughts flew out the window. What would happen if he actually kissed her? She wondered.
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Laken joined Michael downstairs in the dining room. He immediately went over to the bar and poured himself a whiskey on the rocks. Michael looked at him and asked, “Are you okay?”
“Fine. Why do you ask?” asked Laken in return.
Michael eyed the glass in Laken’s hand as a reply and lifted an eyebrow. “Well, you rarely drink before dinner.”
“Did you see me drink any yet? All I did was pour it,” Laken said as he swirled the liquor in the glass. He had to get a grip on himself. Even Michael was noticing his control slipping.
Laughter from Michael followed him as he sat at the table.
Harper entered, asking, “What’s so funny?”
Laken scowled as Michael continued laughing. “Nothing. Come and sit. Let’s eat. Would you like a drink?”
“I’ll have a glass of white wine, if you have some,” Harper replied.
“Of course,” Michael told Harper. “Laken, can you go get the bottle from the wine fridge and pour her a glass? I’ll serve dinner now.”
Laken got up and poured a glass of wine for Harper. He set it down on the table in front of her, then took his seat across the table from her. Michael took his seat at the head of the table.
Dinner proceeded with the conversation revolving around Harper and Michael catching up. Laken listened while they talked about their lives. He knew the two of them were close, but he enjoyed hearing more about the woman who was his mate.
They laughed over the story of Michael and Harper getting grounded for pranking their mother. Michael had been the one to come up with the idea, but both of them had been involved. They had taken their mom’s clothes when she was in the shower and left her with just a towel, but also locked the bedroom door so she couldn’t get her clothes. Their mom hadn't thought it as funny as they had, so they had gotten grounded for two days.
Harper shared how some ‌of her parents’ neighbors in Boston were doing. She kept in touch with them even after moving and had dinner once a month at their home. She told Michael that Mr. and Mrs. Locklyn were both doing well, though, of course, getting older. Harper would have dinner with them again the following week when she returned to Boston. Michael asked her to give them his regards.
Michael asked Harper about her schooling and thesis. She explained she was starting the background research for her thesis and had three classes for the semester. One of her classes was a continuation of her minor in French. She explained to Laken that knowing French was helpful for her reading many of the manuscripts that she needed for her thesis.
Laken envied Michael and Harper’s sibling bond. As an only child, he had never had such. His mate also amazed him, as he learned she was a woman who cared for others and shared a special connection with her brother and friends.
As dinner ended, Michael asked Laken and Harper to join him in the living room. The three moved to the other room and took seats around the coffee table. Harper sat with Michael on the couch, and Laken sat in an accent chair.
“I brought both of you here to talk to you about something,” Michael began. “You two are the most important people in my life. Laken, Harper is the only family that I've left. And Harper, Laken is my closest friend.”
Michael paused, “I won’t sugarcoat this, as there is no easy way to say it. Two months ago, doctors diagnosed me with inoperable stage 4 brain cancer. They have given me six months to live, at most.”
Harper gasped and put her hand to her mouth, and Michael put his arm on her shoulder. Laken went to stand up, but Michael put his hand out, indicating that he should sit back down.
Michael explained, "Fortunately, I'm not experiencing any effects right now, but the doctor said the cancer is aggressive, spreading fast, and my condition will deteriorate quickly."
"I don't understand. You look and seem fine. What is the basis for your prognosis?" Harper asked, her lips quivering.
“Glioblastoma is characterized by its quick growth and its ability to destroy healthy cells,” Michael elaborated.
By this time, tears were streaming down Harper's face. “Please, Harper, I’ve accepted my diagnosis. Now, I need to put my affairs in order. That’s why the two of you are here.”
Looking at his best friend, Michael continued, “Laken, I can’t leave Harper in the world alone. I want you to marry and take care of her for me. You’re the only person I can trust my sister with. I'm leaving all my money to her since I know you don’t need it. I would also like you to buy out my business, as I trust you to run it as I would and take care of the employees.”
Harper’s mouth fell open in disbelief. “Michael, you can’t expect me to marry a total stranger!”
Laken interrupted, “Yes, Michael, I will. To both.”
Both Michael and Harper turned to look at Laken incredulously.
Harper exclaimed, “What? Why would you do this?”
“I don’t have a wife, and Michael is my best friend. This is the least I can do for him.” Laken replied.
“Great!” Michael said. “It’s all set, and a relief for me to know that you’ll be there for Harper. Why don’t we all meet tomorrow to complete everything?”
“What about what I want?” exclaimed Harper. “You just expect me to give up my life in Boston and marry your best friend? I understand you want to take care of me, but I'm an adult.”
“Please do it for me, Harper,” pleaded Michael. “I need to know that I've taken care of you and kept you safe before I die.”
Harper questioned, “What about school and my research? I’m only 2 weeks into the semester; it just started. You can’t expect me to drop everything and move to San Francisco.”
“You can switch to a university here to continue your thesis and schooling,” Laken cut in.
Pointing at him, Harper’s tone became harsh, “I don’t need your input. I don’t even know you. Today was the first day I met you. You can’t expect me to marry you based on knowing you for, what, four hours?”
“I can support you financially and am considered to be quite the catch. Your brother can vouch for both,” Laken interrupted her tirade. “I would hope that you realize I’m not doing this on a whim, either. I'm doing it for Michael and you.”
Harper looked from Laken to Michael. It was two to one. She wouldn’t get support from either of them. Still reeling from the news of Michael’s diagnosis, she was unprepared to fight over this. She would agree to it for now and figure out a way out of it later.
Harper hung her head and said, “Fine, I’ll do it. For you, Michael.”
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