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Chapter One

 


Russell Summers stared at his reflection in
the mirror, unable to recognize the stranger there. For once, he
liked what he saw. Three months ago, he told his fiancée and
mate-to-be Keith, and within twelve weeks, Russell achieved the
impossible.

He lost twenty pounds and was finally able
to fit into the suit Keith commissioned for him. Most of their
friends and family couldn’t believe the new Russell, but he’d been
determined. Combined his resolve with hard work and finally got to
the place he wanted to be.

After getting bitten by a werewolf in his
senior year of high school along with his best friend while coming
home from the prom, Russell thought his life would change for the
better. Openly gay and chubby growing up in the foster system, he’d
been a constant target of bullies his entire life.

Turning into a wolf might mean he possessed
heightened senses and extra strength. It didn’t mean he lost weight
overnight and was magically transformed into one of those hot,
buffed werewolves in the movies or on the covers of the gay erotic
romances he loved to read.

“Why hello there, handsome,” a voice
purred.

Russell whirled, panicked when he saw Keith
standing by the doorway of his room. “It’s bad luck to see the
groom before the ceremony.”

Keith laughed. “Says who? Come here,
you.”

Compelled by some unnamed force, Russell
walked over. When mere inches separated them, Keith closed his hand
on Russell’s wrist and tugged him close. Keith pulled their lips
together in a toe-curling kiss that left Russell breathless.
Something felt a little off about that kiss, especially when Keith
pulled back reluctantly after.

Eyes wide, Russell asked, “What was that
for?”

Keith clasped the back of his head and
brought their foreheads together. “Nothing, I just wanted to see
you.”

“You aren’t dressed yet. Guests are pouring
in the chapel,” Russell reminded him.

Keith smirked. It didn’t escape Russell that
Keith wore that same smile since they were kids. Some shifters took
a long time to find their fated half. Russell was fucking lucky to
be marrying his best friend. He couldn’t ask for anything more.

They didn’t speak for the next few seconds,
which was fine with Russell. His mind took him to the past, to the
thousands of memories they created together. They survived so
much—bullies, coming to terms with being a shifter, and now
this.

“Look who’s talking,” Keith said, breaking
the silence and taking a step back to eye him up and down.

“I was going to, before you interrupted,”
Russell muttered. “Now go away.”

Laughing, Keith stole one last kiss on his
lips before darting away, shutting the door behind him. Russell
started to shake. This always happened to him whenever he was
nervous. He never liked being the center of attention. Keith stole
the show, shone in a roomful of people. By contrast, Russell liked
lingering in the shadows, watching and constantly observing
life.

He touched his lips, slightly swollen from
Keith’s kiss. That one contact lit every nerve in his body. Calming
himself down, Russell returned to the dressing table. With shaky
hands, he retrieved his coffee flask and ingredients to make his
power drink. Fellow New Haven pack members called him the
Bulletproof Pup, not because he could stop bullets, merely because
he made Bulletproof Coffee his choice of drink.

Seeing the flask and the two tablespoons of
grass-fed butter made his stomach queasy. Before the big day,
Russell tried all kinds of diets, but turning to a ketogenic diet
proved to be the most effective. Thrice a day, every day for the
last three months, he’d sworn off refined sugar and carbohydrates,
and anything else that would ruin his diet.

“One more drink and we’re done,” he
muttered, pouring the butter into the flask.

Usually, he added two tablespoons of coconut
oil, but he was afraid he’d spill the oil on his suit. Once the
butter melted and a yellow froth appeared on top of the flask,
Russell drank it in a single gulp. Initially hot, but now warm, the
coffee slid down his throat smoothly.

In the beginning, drinking the stuff hadn’t
been so bad. Russell didn’t know how to cook—sad excuse for a
werewolf. All shifters learned to cook one way or another for
practical reasons, given their food intake doubled that of a human
male’s because shifting required energy. Microwave cooking didn’t
cut it, so Russell resorted to drinking Bulletproof Coffee.

Finishing the last drop, Russell patted his
now flat stomach. His wedding day counted as a cheat day, so lucky
him. Russell’s mouth watered at the prospect of shoving real food
into his mouth. Keith and he had gone over the menu plenty of
times. While Russell was allowed a certain percentage of protein in
his diet, he missed the taste of carbs.

Oh, glorious
carbs. He could almost taste the creamy
fettuccine on his tongue.

Okay. Thinking about food at a time like
this wasn’t wise.

Feeling much better, Russell looked at his
suit hanging on the rack. Dispensing with his shirt and boxers,
Russell tried on his trousers first. Holy hell, but the button
closed. With no one watching, Russell did a little fist pump. Gone
were the days he had to drive out of town to find clothes that
catered to his body size.

“Today’s the real start of our lives, baby,”
he muttered to the empty room.

Talking to himself.
Right. Keith wanted him
to get rid of that hobby, but he babbled whenever he was nervous.
Thinking the trousers were a fluke, Russell tried the white shirt
next, shocked when it buttoned closed too. He wanted to run out of
the room, hunt down Keith and show his mate the results of his
intensive diet.

Several knocks on the door nearly
interrupted his train of thought.

“Hey, Russell, sorry for interrupting,”
remarked Dan, a mutual friend of theirs and fellow pack member. At
the sight of him, Dan’s eyes widened, and then he licked his lips.
“Damn man, you look fucking amazing. When did you start going to
the gym? For that matter, why aren’t you going to my gym?”

Feeling self-conscious, Russell quickly
buttoned up his shirt. “Is something wrong?”

“Nope. Everyone’s waiting for you. Let me
help you with your suit.”

Since Dan took the suit jacket off the rack,
Russell awkwardly let the other man help him. Dan’s was Keith’s
friend first. If Russell had to be honest, he could count all the
people who cared about him using one hand. A finger even, and that
was Keith. Both his parents died a year apart during his last year
in college.

Russell didn’t make friends easily. Most
people who met him for the first time shied away quickly, as if
sensing Russell wasn’t like everyone else.

Dan though, never treated him like a
freak.

“There, look at you, so spiffy and all.” Dan
fixed the lapels of the jacket and fussed around with his
bowtie.

Russell gave him a suspicious squint. “Keith
sent you, didn’t he?”

Dan raised both his hands in mock defeat.
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. Keith thought you’d be nervous. So
I’m here to help you relax.”

“You aren’t helping,” Russell grumbled.

Dan raised an eyebrow.

“I’m better off alone, I mean,” Russell
faltered, unsure why he was so tongue-tied.

None of Keith’s friends ever paid him much
attention. Fine with Russell, who never liked being the center of
attention anyway. He endured the group dates and the parties simply
because he cared about Keith, content to be Keith’s shadow. Dan
peered at him a little closely now, as if he could sense something
was wrong. Russell swallowed, and decided to take a step back.

“I’m fine,” Russell said firmly.

“You don’t look fine, you’re sweating.
Here.” Dan magically conjured out a square piece of sky-blue cloth
from the pocket of his trousers.

Who still carried handkerchiefs in this day
and age? A bead of sweat slipped down his forehead. This was all
Dan’s fault. Instead of making Russell feel better, he made it
worse. Russell grabbed the handkerchief, or tried to anyway. Dan
beat him to it and began wiping the sweat off his brow.

“There, good as new.”

Russell sniffed, catching a curious scent
from Dan. Like most werewolves, his senses, especially his nose,
were highly sensitive. He picked up pine from Dan, as well as some
faint smell of cologne, mint, and menthol. Did Dan smoke? Wait,
what did he care?

“Do I smell good?” Dan asked, tone curious,
looking amused.

Russell pulled away, embarrassed. Easy on
the eyes and with a charismatic personality, a werewolf like Dan
wouldn’t have any trouble reeling in a mate. From the offhand
comments Keith made, Dan wasn’t interested in settling down. Moving
from one willing body to the next didn’t sound all that appealing
to Russell.

Well, he couldn’t handle it—meeting some
random stranger in the bar, engaging in meaningless banter then
sex—he didn’t know how others did it.

“Your smell … it’s comforting,” Russell
answered, surprising the hell out of Dan and himself.

Dan paused. The laugh lines around the other
man’s face disappeared and the curve on Dan’s lips turned upside
down. Without his signature grin, Dan looked like a different
person entirely. That intense gaze rattled Russell.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” Russell swiped Dan’s handkerchief
across his forehead. Sweat dripped down his back. Shit. Why did the
room feel suddenly so hot anyway? Besides, what was up with Dan’s
expression? Dan looked like he was ready to deal him bad news.
Wait, was Dan going to tell him what others said before? That
Russell was lucky to have Keith—that Keith settled for having an
odd screwball like him?

“How did you know?” Dan asked.

“Know what?” With Dan still standing so
close, Russell had a hard time thinking straight. His wolf seemed
riled up too, unnerved by Dan’s presence.

“That Keith was meant to be your fated
half?” Dan nodded to Russell’s neck, still bare of any mate marks.
“Why do you need to seal
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