
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Can you fake a relationship... with your mate?

	 

	 

	Andy is the only one of his brothers who hasn’t met his mate yet, and he doesn’t expect it to happen anytime soon. What would be the odds? So he’s stunned when he meets Claude and realizes he just did.

	Claude had no idea what he was getting into when he agreed to go to a birthday party. He didn’t expect his boss and father figure to tell him that he, his family, and his son-in-law’s family are all shifters.

	Claude has a hard time believing shifters are a thing outside romance novels, so Andy decides to wait to tell him about their bond. Then Claude asks him to be his fake boyfriend at a work event, and Andy can’t say no. He hopes the experience will pull them together, but Claude has erected a hard shell around his heart, and he’s not about to break it down.

	Claude is done with relationships, so why does he want to give in to Andy? Why is he tempted to put his heart in jeopardy once again when he swore he’d never allow another man to make him vulnerable and hurt him?

	Will Andy be the one to break down Claude’s walls and convince him to trust his heart, or will he fail and find himself rejected by his mate?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Everything was changing.

	Andy had known this would happen. One by one, his brothers had found their mates, and now they were happy and living their best life. Even Jack, who’d bitched and had tried to run away from Blair, had eventually given in.

	And then, there was Andy.

	He hadn’t met his mate yet. He kept telling himself that he was young and had plenty of time, but when he saw his younger brother Laurie happy with his mate and their daughter, he couldn’t help but wonder. Was he really too young to meet his mate? Laurie had turned twenty recently, but Andy was going on twenty-four, and he was still single. It had been easy to deal with when he and Jack were in the same situation, but they weren’t anymore. The only brother who hadn’t met his mate yet was Andy, and he wasn’t sure how to deal with that.

	He looked around the living room. It was Blair’s birthday, and they were having a party at the home he and Jack shared. Blair had bought Jack his dream house, and while Jack had been pissed initially, he’d gotten over it. Jack needed his independence, even though he and Blair were together, and it was good to see he finally understood that having Blair buy him things didn’t mean he wasn’t independent. Blair had a lot of money and loved buying gifts, especially for his mate. It was one of the ways he showed Jack he cared.

	“I know that look,” a voice said.

	Andy plastered a smile on his face and turned to his mother. “What look?”

	She squinted. “That look. You’re trying hard to show everyone you’re happy, but I know.”

	She had plenty of experience reading Andy’s expressions. Sometimes he wished that wasn’t true. Wasn’t he allowed to pout in a corner for an hour or so? Everyone would understand, and beyond his mother, no one had bothered him. He should have known better than to think she’d allow it. She wanted Andy to be as happy as his brothers, but he wasn’t sure it was in the cards for him, at least not at the moment.

	“What’s going on?” his mother asked.

	Andy looked back at the spot where Jack and Blair were sitting. They were close together, with Jack’s head leaning against Blair’s shoulder. They were talking, and Jack suddenly laughed, loud and happy.

	Andy couldn’t remember seeing his brother that happy and at peace. No matter how much Jack resisted, it was good that he’d given in. Blair was his world, his mate, and they were so in love that it almost hurt to look at them.

	But that was an Andy problem, not a Jack problem or something their mother should have to get involved in.

	“Ah. I see.” Andy’s mother’s voice was softer now. “Your time will come, too.”

	“I know.” Although Andy wasn’t too sure about that.

	It was a miracle that all his brothers had met their mates. What would be the odds that he would, too? And even if, in the end, he did meet his mate, he doubted it would happen anytime soon. Jack and Blair had been together for a few months, but it would be too soon for Andy to meet his mate, right? With his luck, he’d meet the guy when he was eighty and couldn’t walk without a cane. He supposed they could be happy for a few years, but he wanted more.

	He wanted what his brothers had. He wanted someone to look at him the way Blair looked at Jack now. He wanted to celebrate birthdays and Christmases and Thanksgivings. He wanted an entire life with his mate, and he had no idea whether or not he’d get that.

	“He’s not going to abandon you just because he met his mate,” Andy’s mother said.

	She’d been able to tell that Andy was moping over several things. Sometimes, how well she could read him and his brothers was scary, although he supposed it came with the territory. She had seven boys and had to learn how to read them before they did something they shouldn’t.

	“I know that, too,” Andy told her.

	And he really did. Jack had moved out of their shared apartment, and while it felt weird, it was natural. Jack was starting a new chapter of his life with Blair, a chapter where Andy didn’t belong. That didn’t mean they weren’t brothers anymore or that they weren’t close. Out of all of Andy’s brothers, Jack was always the one he’d been the closest to. That wouldn’t change just because Jack had found his mate.

	But it wasn’t easy to get used to all the changes. Andy felt like everything was moving too quickly, and he was scrambling to keep up. The problem was that Andy was the only one who couldn’t keep up. All of his brothers were moving on with their lives, meeting their mates, and having children, but Andy was stuck. He lived in his old apartment, still had the same job, and hadn’t met anyone. He wanted a relationship, but he was terrified that he’d meet his mate as soon as he found someone and things became serious with them. It would either be that or when he was eighty, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to take that risk.

	But on the other hand, could he stay single until he met his mate when he couldn’t be a hundred percent sure that he’d eventually meet him? No matter how much he wished otherwise, there was no way for him to know. He might never meet his mate, and then what would he do? Was he supposed to be alone for the rest of his life?

	His mother grabbed his hand and squeezed. “You’re thinking too hard about this.”

	“How am I supposed to not think about it? Look around. You all have your mates, and you’re all happy. Then there’s me, the outsider.”

	His mother’s expression turned fierce. “You are not an outsider. You’re my son, and you’re part of this family. I won’t let you talk about yourself that way, and I don’t care that you haven’t met your mate. These are your people, and that’s never going to change.”

	She was right. Whatever happened, Andy would never be alone because he’d always have his brothers. Things might be changing, but they weren’t changing to the point that his brothers would stop caring about him.

	Especially Jack. No matter what happened between Jack and Blair, Jack and Andy were still brothers and best friends. He’d made sure Andy knew that, but he hadn’t needed to, because Andy did.

	Besides, he wanted Jack to be happy. Blair made that happen, so what could Andy say about it? What could he say about any of this?

	He smiled at his mother, and this time, it was more natural. “I know. I’m a bit down, but it’ll pass.”

	His mother stared for a moment. “You can come to any of us if you need to talk. I realize that watching all of your brothers meet their mate while you’re still on your own can’t be easy, but who’s to say you’re not about to turn a corner and meet him? It could happen at any moment.”

	“Or it might never happen.”

	“Don’t say that. You have to keep hoping. After all, who would’ve thought that both Laurie and Jack would meet their mate and be happy with them? Remember how against it Laurie was?”

	Andy chuckled. Laurie had been telling anyone who listened that he didn’t want a mate since he was thirteen or fourteen. Then he’d met Alexis, and he’d fallen in love.

	“You’ll be happy, too,” Andy’s mother continued. She pulled him closer and wrapped her arms around him. “You’ll see. I have faith in your future and your mate.” She pushed him away. “Now, why don’t you help me in the kitchen?”

	Andy laughed. “I thought Blair had forbidden you to help?”

	“He’s busy with your brother, and by the time he realizes what I’m doing, it’ll be too late.”

	It wasn’t like Andy had anything better to do, so he nodded and followed his mother to the kitchen. “Are we expecting more people?” he asked when he saw the massive amount of food spread out on the counters.

	“Blair’s parents are coming. I’m not sure about his sister, but he and Jack did a good thing, buying all this food. Knowing you and your brothers, there won’t be a crumb left by the end of the evening.”

	She was probably right, and Andy got started by snatching a baby carrot and popping it into his mouth. His mother glared, but there was no heat behind it.

	Whatever happened or didn’t happen, Andy wasn’t unhappy. How could he be when he had such a big family who loved him and filled his life with laughter and anything else he might want?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I still don’t understand why I had to come along,” Claude grumbled from the back seat of Edgar’s car.

	Edgar and his wife, Mathilde, were in the front, with Edgar driving. They’d been silent, but Claude’s gaze caught Edgar’s in the rearview mirror.

	“Why shouldn’t you come home?” Edgar asked.

	“Because I’m not family. I’m not part of any of this.” Or at least, he shouldn’t be.

	Edgar snorted. “I see you more often than I see my children.”

	“That’s because I work for you.”

	“Exactly. You’re like a son to me, which means you’re Blair’s brother. It’s his birthday, and he wanted us to be there.”

	“Lisa isn’t here.”

	“Because she had something to do with her in-laws. Come on, Claude. Do you have to bitch all the way to Blair’s house?”

	Claude was tempted to say yes, but instead, he pressed his lips together.

	Sometimes, it was hard to remember that Edgar was his boss. He’d given Claude a chance when he’d been looking for a personal assistant, even though Claude hadn’t had any previous experience. Claude still didn’t know how he’d gotten so lucky, but he had, and now he had a good job, a nice apartment, and he was living his best life.

	The only sore spot was his mother, but Claude was used to dealing with her. She disliked the relationship he and Edgar had built, but Claude wasn’t about to listen to her on that. Edgar was a surrogate father to him, and he couldn’t give that up.

	Dammit. He supposed he kind of was Blair’s brother.

	“Besides, don’t you want to get to know Blair’s new family?” Mathilde asked.

	“I’m just not sure what they’ll think of me being there.”

	“Blair and Jack invited you. That means they want you there.”

	Claude supposed that was right, but he still had no idea what he was doing here. It wasn’t his place. No matter how close he was to Edgar, he wasn’t part of the family. He already had his own family and had more than enough problems with his mother. He didn’t need six surrogate brothers.

	Because that was how many brothers Jack had. Jack and Blair were living together now, and Claude wouldn’t be surprised if soon, they’d announce they were getting married. The thought of having so many brothers and so many people living in the same house blew his mind. It had always been him, his mother, and later, his sister. What was it like to grow up with six brothers? Claude couldn’t even begin to wrap his mind around the mess and the noise, and he wondered how long he’d have to deal with it before he could escape the party.

	Of course, even if he did manage to escape, he wouldn’t be going anywhere, since he’d come with Edgar.

	“There it is,” Mathilde said.

	Claude peered through the windshield to look at the house in front of them. It was cheery, even in the growing darkness. All the lights in the house seemed to be on, and Claude could see people through the window.

	It was a lot of people.

	Most of them were men. He supposed that made sense between the seven brothers and Blair.

	Edgar parked in front of the house. He and Mathilde looked at each other, having the kind of silent conversation married people had. They’d been together a long time, and that love was still as strong as Claude imagined it had been when they’d first met. Mathilde nodded quickly, then climbed out of the car. As she did so, the front door opened, and Blair came out. He beamed at his mother and opened his arms, meeting her halfway down the porch steps. She hugged him, and Claude watched them, wondering why he’d never had that kind of relationship with his mother.

	But the why didn’t matter.

	He opened his door and slid out of the car. The air was cold, which felt good after spending an hour in the car. He stretched, then moved toward the house to say hello to Blair. Blair met him before he could reach him, and Claude watched as Mathilde quickly climbed the porch steps and disappeared into the house.

	“Happy birthday,” he told Blair.

	Blair’s smile was gentle, but there was a slight hedge of worry to it. Claude didn’t work with Blair, but he saw him often enough around the office to be able to read his expression by now.

	“Thank you,” Blair said. “I’m glad to see you. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

	“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

	Edgar snorted. “Weren’t you the one who was whining in the car just minutes ago?” he asked as he gave his son a one-arm sideway hug.

	“You heard that wrong,” Claude said.

	Edgar laughed. “I doubt I’d be able to confuse your voice with anyone else’s, but fine. We’ll act as if you’re thrilled to be here.”

	“I am happy to be here.” And that wasn’t a lie. He loved Edgar’s family, and he enjoyed spending time with them. He just couldn’t help that he felt out of place when he did. No matter how much he loved Edgar, he wasn’t one of them.

	Edgar and Blair looked at each other, and now, Claude was sure something was wrong.

	“Before you go in, we have something to tell you,” Blair said.

	“What is it?” Claude couldn’t imagine what the two wanted to talk to him about. If it was work, Edgar would have said something at the office. The fact that Blair was here, too, didn’t bode well. “Are you about to tell me I’m fired?”

	Blair gaped while Edgar reached out and lightly slapped the back of Claude’s head. “How can you say something that stupid?”

	Claude glared at him. “What? It’s a legitimate question. Both you and Blair are looking at me as if you expect me to blow up.”

	“We do, but not because we’re firing you,” Blair said. “I suppose we just have to come out and tell you. Wasting time isn’t going to help.”

	“I hate it when people are cryptic. Just come out with whatever it is.” The sooner they did, the sooner Claude could start dealing with it.

	“It’s something about our family and Jack’s,” Blair explained. “Something you need to know before you go in. My father and I should have told you long ago, but we didn’t want to freak you out.”

	Claude still didn’t understand what was happening.

	“We’re shifters,” Edgar blurted out.

	Claude blinked at him. “I’m sorry?”

	Edgar waved. “Shifters. You know, people who can turn into animals.”

	Claude burst out laughing. “I didn’t know you could be so funny. Really, though. What’s going on? You don’t have to lie to me to make me feel better.” He wasn’t entirely convinced that they weren’t trying to fire him.

	“I’m not lying,” Edgar said. His expression was serious. “I’ve wanted to tell you this for a long time, but I didn’t know how. I didn’t want to lose you. I’m telling you now because Jack has a young niece. She doesn’t understand that sometimes she shouldn’t shift. We didn’t want her to do that in front of you and freak you out, so Blair and I decided to tell you all of this before we went into the house.”

	Claude shook his head. “This can’t be right. You expect me to believe that the two of you and Jack’s entire family are werewolves?”

	“Not wolves,” Blair said.

	He grabbed Claude’s hand and pulled him toward the house. Claude followed because what else could he do?

	They stepped into the house, and Blair closed the door. Then he turned to look at Claude. They were in the entrance, and Claude could hear the sound of people talking and laughing. It was intimidating, but not as much as the way Edgar and Blair stared at him.

	Claude’s eyes widened when Blair took off his sweater. “What are you doing?”

	“Showing you that we’re not lying.”

	“And you have to be naked to do that?”

	Blair grinned. “It’s easier. I can keep my jeans on if you’re more comfortable.”

	“Please.” Claude had no idea what was happening, but none of this felt right.

	Blair handed his sweater to his father, then turned his attention back to Claude. He held his gaze, and for a second, nothing happened. Claude opened his mouth to tell Blair he could put his sweater back on because no matter how hot he was, he’d never be anything more than a brother, but before he could, Blair’s body started to shrink.

	Claude watched with wide eyes and a gaping mouth as Blair turned into a bird. He wasn’t sure what kind of bird it was, but it was a bird of prey.

	And that bird of prey was Blair.

	Claude stumbled back.

	What the actual fuck?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Andy opened his wings and ran after Melissa. She squawked and stood her ground instead of running away like he’d expected. She tried to mirror his position, opening her wings wide and staring at him.

	Andy was impressed. She’d grown up fast in the past year, headed toward being a toddler rather than a baby, and it was incredible to watch. Watching Laurie with her was amazing, and while Andy wouldn’t have believed it before, he had to admit that Laurie was doing a great job as
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