
	Sometimes the best thing in your life is the result of the worst thing that happened to you.

	 

	 

	Ned is fleeing New York—and Paris, one of his one-night stands who can’t take no for an answer. He goes back home to Gillham, hoping Paris won’t find him, but not really believing it. The last thing he expected was to meet his mate. He’s only twenty-two, and he has a stalker. What is he going to do with a mate?

	Luke didn’t think he had a mate until he met Ned. He was created in a petri dish and raised as a killer until the pack rescued him when he was seven, and he is neither human nor shifter. To add to his weirdness, he’s a virgin, and he’s not interested in sex.

	Ned keeps Luke at arm’s length, especially after Paris manages to find him and threatens his best friend, Amy. It gets harder and harder to stay away from Luke, though, and Ned is torn between the need to be with his mate and the need to keep Luke safe.

	Will Ned be able to find a compromise? Will Paris be stopped in time, or will he manage to separate Ned and Luke before they even get a chance to be together?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	Luke is very close to my heart, so this is for everyone who feels different and doesn’t know what it means. You’ll find out, one day.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Ned bounced his knee and looked around the airport. He was waiting for his suitcase to appear on the belt, and he was nervous, for more than one reason.

	His parents didn’t know he was coming home. Hell, his parents didn’t know he wasn’t going back to the expensive college in New York where he was supposed to be right now. He expected them to blow up and send him back the second they found out, even though that really wasn’t their style.

	Jarah was so calm that sometimes it looked like he didn’t care. Ned knew better, of course. He’d only been ten when his father had met Jarah, but he’d seen how much Terry had hurt both of them.

	Ned, on the other hand, hadn’t cared. He’d wanted his father to be happy—he still did, which was one of the reasons he wasn’t looking forward to telling him he’d left college—and that happiness came through Jarah, at least in part. Ned could barely remember his mother, not like Terry could, and that had made it easier for him when he accepted Jarah.

	“Excuse me?”

	Ned almost jumped up from his carry-on, which he’d been sitting on. An older lady was looking at him, a little frown on her face that told him she was worried. About what, he didn’t know, but he was ready to bet he was about to find out.

	He straightened and tried not to look as spooked as he felt. “Yes?”

	“I just wanted to ask if this was the belt where the suitcases from the New York flight would come out.”

	“Ah, yes, it is. Sorry.”

	“Thank you.”

	She hurried away, and Ned wanted to shout after her that it wasn’t her fault and that he’d been jumpy for a while.

	Having a stalker would do that to you.

	The belt finally started moving, and Ned grabbed his carry-on, rolling it closer. He hoped his suitcase would come soon, because he wanted to go home. He also hoped Amy was already waiting for him outside the airport. The sooner he was back in pack territory, the better it would be for him and his nerves.

	When he rushed outside fifteen minutes later, he looked around until he spotted Amy leaning on her black car—like her soul, she always said. She waved at him when she saw him, and he rolled his suitcases her way, grinning at her.

	She threw her arms around him when he got close enough, and he hugged her back, inhaling her scent. He was home, and he hoped he was there to stay.

	“You’re going to have to tell me what you’re doing here,” she said as she moved away.

	She opened the trunk of her car, and Ned reached for his heaviest suitcase, but she beat him to it, hauling it up as if it weighed nothing. And maybe it didn’t, not to her. She was one of the three kids who’d been saved from one of those labs back in the day, and she wasn’t quite human. She’d never tried to hide it, and Ned was proud of that. She should be proud of who and what she was, even though she hated being in the middle, not quite human and not quite a shifter.

	They climbed into the car, and Amy started the engine, but she didn’t drive away. Ned sighed. He didn’t want to tell her about Paris, even though she probably needed to know. She could kick Paris’ human ass if he managed to find out Ned had gone home. But he didn’t want to tell her.

	He was ashamed.

	“I dropped out of college,” he said instead. It wasn’t exactly true, but since he had no intention of going back to New York, it was the easiest explanation.

	She arched a brow and finally directed her attention to the road, peeling away from the parking spot. “I can’t say I was expecting that. What happened? Is that why you didn’t ask one of your fathers to come pick you up? I mean, I don’t mind, but Jarah could have had you home in seconds.”

	“They don’t know I’m back.”

	“Wow. Okay, tell me what happened. Last thing I knew, you’d talked to your fathers, and you’d decided to finally give studying a try.”

	Ned had. He’d been a bit of a partier when he’d first gotten to New York, but after the face to face conversation with his fathers over Christmas break, he’d decided to give studying a real try. Well, he had, until Paris.

	“I should have stayed here,” he said instead of explaining Paris and who he was.

	“Why? You were so excited when you were accepted to your New York college.”

	“Yeah, but I guess I never realized how much I’d miss home.”

	“You dropped out because you wanted to come home?”

	“Yeah.” It was true, in part, but he wasn’t ready to take their conversation deeper. “What about you? What have you been up to?”

	Amy shot him a glance that told him she knew exactly what he was doing, but she answered anyway. “I haven’t dropped out of college.”

	“Ouch. You chose the college closest to home.”

	“That’s because I didn’t want to leave. Gillham is my home. I would never leave if I could.”

	“You’re going to have to sooner or later.”

	“I know.”

	Amy was studying to be a genetic engineer or something like that, and while she’d managed to start her studies in Casper, they both knew she’d have to find another college to continue. She was studying pre-med, but she’d have to transfer soon. Ned had hoped she might choose New York, but since he was never going back, it was kind of a moot point now.

	“Everything’s good, though?” Ned asked.

	“Everything’s good.”

	“Boyfriend? Girlfriend?”

	She glared at him. “None of your business.”

	“You’re my best friend. Of course it’s my business.”

	“I’ll tell you when you tell me why you’re really here. And if you don’t want to tell me, then I want to know about your boyfriend.”

	Considering Paris had been Ned’s last boyfriend—if he could call him that—he wasn’t about to tell Amy anything. “No boyfriends, or girlfriends for that matter. I was serious when I told my dads that I’d start studying.”

	“Yet here you are, dropping out of college.”

	“Can we not talk about it?”

	“For now.”

	The threat was obvious. She was letting it go, but she’d try to get answers from him sooner rather than later. He wished he didn’t have to give them to her, but he knew she’d be easier to talk to than his fathers.

	He sighed and pressed his forehead against the window. He hated disappointing his dads. Like Amy had said, he’d promised to be serious about studying, yet he’d left. He had his reasons, and he thought they were pretty good ones, but that didn’t mean his fathers would share that opinion. He knew they’d welcome him home and that they’d understand once he told them why he’d left New York, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be disappointed.

	“It’ll be all right,” Amy said. “They love you.”

	“I know, and when did you start reading my mind?”

	She wiggled her eyebrows. “Maybe it’s another quirk of mine coming out.”

	Ned snickered. “You came out a while ago, Amy.”

	“And you’re not funny.”

	The familiar Wyoming landscape helped soothe Ned. He’d left New York in a hurry, scared of what Paris might do. He’d packed only a suitcase and his carry-on, and he hadn’t actually stopped to fill out the paperwork he’d need to drop out. He’d just... left. He was never going back there, not even to pack his stuff. He could ask Amy to go for him, or maybe Terry, his older brother. He didn’t want to risk Paris seeing him, just in case.

	He let the car’s movements lull him into a light sleep. He hadn’t had the opportunity to do much of that lately. He usually spent his nights worried that Paris might find a way to break into his dorm room, and since his dormmate was never there, sleeping with his girlfriend instead, Paris would have caught him alone and vulnerable.

	Ugh. He was a coward, and he’d taken the coward’s way out, running back home and to his fathers instead of facing Paris like he should have. He’d heard enough horror stories to know that confronting a stalker was never a good idea, though, even when the guy hadn’t done anything to hurt him.

	So there he was, back home in Gillham, hoping his fathers would understand and that Paris wouldn’t find him. For once, he was looking forward to spending time at home and in pack territory, which was weird, since he’d been in such a hurry to leave when he’d graduated high-school.

	But he hadn’t had a stalker back then.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“Hey, Luke, are you coming with us?”

	Luke looked away from his locker. “Where?”

	Kennedy grinned. “The pub. Maybe you can pick someone up. You probably need it.”

	Luke knew what Kennedy meant when he talked about picking up someone, but he had no interest in that. “I’m going home.”

	Kennedy pouted. “Aww, why?”

	Luke turned back to his locker. “Because I have no interest in picking up someone.”

	He’d expected Kennedy to insist that he needed to get laid—a lot of people thought that about him, but he honestly didn’t understand why he should—but instead, Kennedy said, “Okay, then no pick-ups. We can have a beer and talk. How about that?”

	Luke hesitated. He didn’t particularly want to go. He’d rather go home and snuggle with his cats, but Hugo always told him he needed more friends. He didn’t know what was wrong with having only one friend, but Hugo said he didn’t count, because they were brothers. The one time Luke had pointed out they weren’t—not really—because he’d been adopted, Hugo had slapped the back of his head and told him to stop being an idiot and that of course they were brothers.

	Which meant Luke was supposed to have friends.

	He was friendly with a lot of people, or he acknowledged them, anyway. He knew that wasn’t what Hugo had in mind, of course, but he wasn’t sure he could bring himself to be so close to anyone who wasn’t his family. Hugo and their parents, Theresa and Kevin, were safe. They wouldn’t hurt Luke, and even though Luke could never do enough to thank them for the life they’d given him, he was doing his best to be helpful. That usually meant spending a lot of time at work. He wanted to become a detective, to keep Gillham safe, and that would be possible only by working hard.

	Working hard didn’t include going to the pub with his colleagues. “I shouldn’t.”

	Kennedy’s lower lip slid out even more. “Why not? Do you have to go back to your girlfriend? Is that why you don’t want to pick up anyone?”

	“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

	Kennedy looked at Luke up and down, making Luke uncomfortable. “A boyfriend, then?”

	Luke shook his head. “I’m not with anyone.”

	Kennedy grinned and slapped Luke’s back. “Too young for it, huh?”

	That wasn’t the reason, but he knew that if he said no, Kennedy would want to know more, so he shrugged.

	In truth, he envied the close relationship his parents shared, the one he could see between all the mated couples he knew. He wanted that for himself, even though he knew it wasn’t possible. He didn’t have a mate. He wasn’t a shifter, not a real one anyway. He wasn’t a human, either. Maybe he could find someone to love him, but how could it be possible? Who could accept someone like him? Someone who’d been born to be a killer. To hurt people.

	No matter how many years passed, Luke knew he’d never be able to let go of that past fully. It was in his blood, in his flesh, and that would never change.

	“Luke? Are you coming?”

	Luke shook his head. He didn’t understand why Kennedy wasn’t afraid of him, but then maybe he didn’t know what Luke was. Not a lot of people did, not outside the pack.

	“Aww, why not? Come on. It’s just a beer.”

	“Another time. I have to go home.”

	Kennedy slapped Luke’s back again—and what was up with that? “Okay. See you tomorrow, then.”

	Luke nodded and watched Kennedy walk away. He joined a small group of other officers who were talking on the other side of the locker room, hooking his arm around a woman’s shoulders. She looked up at him and smiled, and it was obvious even to Luke that she liked him.

	No one had ever looked at him that way. It was partly his fault, of course, but he knew he was doing the right thing by keeping people away. And when it got too lonely, well, he went back to pack territory, to his parents and Hugo, or to the shelter. He liked animals, and they never rejected someone because of what they were.

	He turned away from the group and finished changing into his everyday clothes. He didn’t like walking around in his uniform because it put a spotlight on him, made him seem more interesting than he really was.

	He left the station and walked home, feeling tired. The only thing he wanted to do was eat something and go to bed, so he wasn’t surprised when he got home and realized he wasn’t going to be able to do that.

	Hugo was waiting for him. He was sitting on the floor, his back against the door, earbuds in his ears, his eyes closed.

	Luke paused to look at him, wondering if something had happened. He didn’t think so—someone would have called him, and it wasn’t weird for Hugo to spend the night at Luke’s apartment.

	Luke gently touched Hugo’s thigh with his boot. Hugo’s eyes flew open, and he grinned at Luke, hauling himself up and tugging the earbuds from his ears. “Hey, bro.”

	Luke rolled his eyes and stepped forward to open the door. He wasn’t surprised when people thought he was the oldest. He wasn’t, although they were only one year apart. Hugo always looked like a barely grown-up kid, though.

	He opened the door, and they walked inside. Luke’s cats, Expecto and Patronum, meowed their welcome. They were already perched on the kitchen counter, waiting for him to feed them.

	“These buggers are always hungry,” Hugo complained as he opened the fridge.

	Luke rolled his eyes and petted both Siamese cats before heading toward his bedroom. He changed, feeling more relaxed once he was in his pajama pants and an old T-shirt, and went back to Hugo. Hugo was on the couch, eating leftover pizza while trying to keep Patronum away from it and watching TV.

	Luke smiled and went to feed the cats before slumping next to his brother and taking a slice from the pizza box on the coffee table. “What are you doing here?”

	Hugo arched a brow. “What, I can’t visit my brother?”

	“Of course you can.”

	Hugo cocked his head. “Wait, don’t tell me. I know what you’re thinking.”

	“You do?”

	“Yep.” He threw the pizza crust back into the box and turned sideways, folding one of his legs under him. “Okay, here it is. You think that while you’re my brother, I can’t possibly be interested in spending time with you.”

	“I’m not interesting.”

	Hugo rolled his eyes. “You don’t have to be. You’re my brother. I love you. I want to watch stupid TV shows with you. You don’t even have to talk.”

	Luke wasn’t sure he understood Hugo, but he nodded anyway. Hugo didn’t look convinced, but he turned back to the TV, snatching another slice of pizza from the box.

	They watched the show for a while, both chewing on their pizza. Luke liked the quiet, but he knew Hugo couldn’t stand it.

	“One of the other officers asked me to go grab a beer with him tonight,” he finally said. It was the most interesting thing that had happened to him in several days, at least if he didn’t consider the professional stuff.

	“Yeah? Why didn’t you go?”

	Luke shrugged. “You would have still been outside the door if I had.”

	“I would have called eventually. Besides, you didn’t know I was here, so I can’t be your excuse.”

	“I didn’t feel like going.”

	Hugo sighed. “Okay, I’m not going to fret over you like Mom does, but I still want to say something.”

	“I’ve never been able to stop you when you want to say something.”

	“Right. Okay, so here it is. People would like you if you let them. I know you don’t believe that, and that no matter how many times I tell you you’re not, you still think you’re a freak. That’s not true
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