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  Chapter One


Austin
“These are casual tops and pants for the twins. Mostly unisex, of course,” Mack said as she dropped a bag of clothes in front of me. “These are more formal outfits. Think cocktail party, or maybe even a nice brunch. You know what I mean?” 
“Not really.”
She ignored me as she plopped that bag at my feet. “This is some outerwear and sleepwear for them, and a few accessories,” she said as she deposited a third. “And this,” she said, holding up another plastic sack, “is for my sister. Although why I even bother is a mystery to me.”
“What does that mean?” I said as I took it from her.
Mack rolled her eyes and blew out a deep breath. “I’m sure she’s got a closet full of designer clothes and doesn’t need mine, but these are things I think she’ll like. And I know they’ll look good on her because they look good on me,” she said with a smile.
“So, what’s the problem?” I asked as I peeked in the bag. There was a lot of yellow.
“My problem is I’ve never once seen her in any of my pieces! Not once! And I’ve been giving her clothes for years.”
I shrugged. “Maybe they don’t fit.”
Mack scoffed. “I know her measurements.”
Thankfully, her mate joined us before I had to come up with something else to say. “Hey, Austin. I’m glad I caught you,” Matthias said.
“Me too,” I muttered.
They both ignored me. “I left some notes in my room that I need. Could you take a picture and send them to me?”
I was staying in Charlotte for the next two weeks to help Bea and Will train a bunch of new recruits. Matthias had offered me his room there, so taking a couple pictures for him wouldn’t be too hard.
“Sure. Just text me where it is and what you need,” I said as I started to gather the bags of clothes. Thankfully, I packed light because this shit was gonna take up my whole trunk.
Matthias and I lugged several bags of clothes as Mack followed us with more instructions.
“I texted you her address and directions from the front gate. If you have any issues, you can call me.”
“Got it,” I said with a grunt as I shoved a big bag into a tiny space in my trunk.
“She should be home after five tonight, but if no one answers, you can bring them to my parents’ house.”
“Wait.” I turned to her. “I’m going there tonight?”
Mack smiled wide. “Preferably.”
I rolled my eyes, knowing I couldn’t say no to her. Mack and I had gotten closer since she moved here, and now she was like a sister to me. She knew damn well how much she could get away with.
“Fine.” I sighed as I closed the back of my Jeep and turned to her. “Anything else?”
Mack’s eyes narrowed as she held up a finger. “If my sister says anything negative about my clothes, I wanna know about it. Hell, if she even scrunches her nose at them, you tell me. Got it?”
I shook my head as I walked toward the driver’s side. “You have issues.”
“Of course I have issues! I’ve made her dozens of pieces over the years, and she’s never worn a single one! I don’t know why I keep trying when I know she hates my clothes.”
“She doesn’t hate your clothes, babe,” Matthias said as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Maybe they’re just not her style.”
Mack sniffed and looked away, which was my sign to leave. “Well, I’m gonna get on the road. I’ll stop by your sister’s on the way to the estate, and if she even looks crooked at them, I’ll be sure to write up a full report and submit it to you asap.”
Mack’s lips twitched as she tried to fight off a grin before she rolled her eyes. “Just go,” she said with a wave of her hand. “But drive safe!” she added as I climbed behind the wheel.
I gave them both a wave as I took off down the driveway. This was my first time visiting the Charlotte pack, and I was actually kind of excited.
Ever since my sister moved to Richmond a couple years ago, the house I’d shared with her had been lonely. Sure, I’d had a few late night visitors to keep me company, but they were always gone before breakfast. I was so sick of living alone, I’d thought of moving into the lodge with the other enforcers just to be around people again.
So, when the alpha asked if I’d like to spend some time in Charlotte training new recruits, I jumped at the chance. Anything to get me out of the lonely, quiet halls of my little pack house.
The sun was starting to set, and already, all I could think about were the bottles stashed in my bag. I took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel tight. All I had to do was drop some shit off at Mack’s sister’s house, and then I could have a drink. 
I just had to keep going for a few more hours.
Despite the clear roads and light traffic, the drive seemed to take forever. By the time I made it to the Charlotte city limits, the sky was dark, and the demons I’d locked away all day were banging on their cages.
Thankfully, the line at the pack entrance was short, and Mack said her sister didn’t live far from there. I pulled up the directions Mack gave me and followed them to a small, white, one-story house with blue shutters.
I swore I could hear the glasses of moonshine clinking together as I pulled my Jeep to a stop outside her house. With a shake of my head, I gritted my teeth and got out. I only needed to keep my shit together for a few more minutes.
With the bags of clothes loaded into my arms, I kicked my trunk closed and headed toward the house. But the closer I got, the more I noticed this buzzing along my skin. It started the moment I pulled up, but I’d been able to ignore it until now.
I was only a few feet away when I heard a scream from inside the house. I hurried to the door and dropped the bags before knocking as loud as I could. My heart was in my throat as I tried to hear what was happening on the other side, but the soundproofing muffled it. Finally, the door swung open, and the noise hit me like a ton of bricks.
“Can I help you?”
The buzzing reached an all-time high, and I looked down to find a pair of gray eyes so captivating I actually stopped breathing. This had to be Mack’s sister, Mariah. They looked similar, but this woman was so gorgeous it made my heart pound. Even with the angry lines around her mouth and the anxiety in her gaze, she was stunning.
“Can I help you?” she said again, louder this time, and I jumped.
“Oh. Uh. Yeah.” I stopped talking for a moment and shook my head before trying again. “Sorry. Your sister sent me here to give you this,” I said with a wave at the bags behind me.
Mariah frowned and glanced behind her at the screams still coming from inside the house. “My sister sent you?” she asked as she turned back around.
I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat, but just looking at her made it hard to speak. “Yeah,” I squeaked, my voice cracking like an adolescent. I coughed and tried again. “Yeah,” I said, extra deep this time. “Mack said it’s clothes?”
Her eyes softened, but the set of her jaw was still firm. “How do you know Mack?”
“She joined my pack a few months ago.”
She nodded slowly. “What pack?”
“Asheville.”
“What are you doing down here?”
“Helping your alpha train some new enforcers.”
Her eyes widened as they seemed to finally get a good look at me. Which was funny because I was a big guy and hard to miss.
“You’re an enforcer?” she asked just as a loud crash sounded from behind her.
All at once, the world seemed to start spinning again, and the noises that had been muted while I talked to Mariah came back full force. I winced as someone screamed, and she took off running.
“Abbi?” she yelled as she raced toward a small child. “What’s the matter, baby?”
The little girl had big fat tears rolling down her chubby cheeks, and each one bothered me more than the last. They compelled me to follow Mariah into her house.
“Is she okay?” I asked, my stomach in knots as I watched her sob.
Mariah laughed, and I turned wide eyes to her. “She’s fine. She just spilled her Cheerios.”
I looked down and found an empty container and a couple dozen pieces of cereal littering the floor at her feet. My brows furrowed as I wondered why she’d cry about that, just as another wail sounded from nearby.
“Benji?” Mariah yelled as she jumped to her feet. “What’s goin’ on, bubba?”
The child in the distance continued to scream while the one in front of me was still crying so hard she had the hiccups.
Mariah glanced from the baby at her feet and then toward the sound of the other one before she ran a hand through her hair. “Okay. Think,” she muttered as a loud beeping sounded from somewhere else in the house. “Damn it,” she hissed.
“Can I help?” I asked as I moved closer to her, and the buzzing on my skin got worse. It was like I couldn’t stop myself.
Mariah’s gaze was clouded with doubt as it darted around the room. Hell, all this shit was making me dizzy, and it wasn’t even my house.
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Can you stay with her for a sec?”
“Sure,” I said.
Mariah wasted no time running toward the sound of the other screaming child, leaving me alone with this one. She was still crying, and the pitiful sounds coming out of her were breaking my fucking heart. I got on my knees so I wouldn’t be so much bigger than her and shuffled forward.
“Hey, little baby,” I said, working to make my voice softer. “Did your mommy call you Abbi?”
The little girl turned to me, a mess of brown curls almost completely obscuring her face. I laughed and carefully reached forward to move the hair away. Piercing gray eyes stared up at me, and I paused for a minute.
She looked so much like her mom, it was like she was copied and pasted into existence. But the red rimming her pretty eyes and her trembling lower lip were still making my stomach churn.
I looked around, hoping to find something that would help her feel better. “Hey, Abbi, you want me to pick up your Cheerios? Would that make you happy?”
She just stared at me as the tears continued to roll down her flushed cheeks. I found the empty container and started collecting bits of cereal as fast as I could. “Don’t worry. I’m gonna get them all for you, okay?”
“Hey,” Mariah called as she walked back into the room. I looked up to see her carrying another small child at arm’s length. “This one just blew out. Can you sit with her another minute?”
I looked up with a frown. “What does that mean?”
Mariah laughed. “You really don’t wanna know.”
I waved her away as I went back to my task. “We’re good.”
“Okay, thanks.” Mariah turned to leave, but only took one step before she looked back and said, “I just left you alone with my child, and I don’t even know your name.”
I laughed as I continued to pick up Cheerios. “It’s Austin.”
“I’m Mariah.”
I looked up. “I know.”
Her eyes held mine for the longest moment of my life before the child in her arms started screaming again. Mariah shook her head and started walking away. “I’ll be back as soon as possible!”
“Take your time,” I muttered as I got down to check under the couch for stray pieces of cereal. 
When I finally had them all compiled, I handed them back to Abbi, and like magic, the tears dried up. She gave a little sniff and started eating like she’d never been crying to begin with. 
I sat there and stared, watching for any signs there was something wrong with her. Was it usually this easy to get them to stop crying?
Abbi finally ripped her eyes off the television and pointed to the floor next to me. “Uhh.”
I looked at where she pointed and then back at her. “Um, What?”
“Uhh!” she said louder, like I was an idiot for not understanding.
“Do you want me to sit there?”
Her face cleared, and she smiled. “Ya!
I hurried to do as she asked, and once I was seated, she waddled over and plopped down on my lap. She leaned back against my chest with a sigh, and I had to bite my lip to hold in my laugh.
“Have you had a hard day, Abbi?” I asked.
“Ya.”
This time I didn’t stop the laugh, and she turned to glare at me when I jostled her on my lap. 
“Sorry,” I said as she turned back around to watch whatever animated show was on the TV.
“Okay, sorry, I’m back,” Mariah said as she blew into the room like a hurricane. “Thanks so much for–” She froze in place, the words dying on her lips as she stared.
I held up my hands. “She did it,” I said with a wave to the baby on my knee. “She told me to sit and then crawled up here herself. I swear I didn’t do it.”
Mariah giggled as she set the little boy in her arms down. “I’m sure she did.”
“I didn’t even know she could talk, let alone give orders.”
Mariah laughed again, and my heart thundered against my ribs because I did that. “Oh, yes, she’s very bossy. Poor Benji here is constantly being told what to do.”
I looked at the little boy who was staring at me, his eyes the same shade as the rest of his family’s. “Sisters are tough, man, but they’re the best.”
“You have a twin sister?” Mariah asked, and I turned to her again.
Her gray gaze was locked onto mine, and everything else faded away. I tried clearing my throat, but it wasn’t helping. “Yeah. Aubrey. She’s my best friend, even though she drives me crazy.”
Mariah’s face fell as she turned away. “Must be nice.”
I wanted to ask what that meant, but the beeping sound from earlier started again and her head snapped up. “Shit,” she muttered. “I need to get that.” She hurried out of the room but was back in seconds. “Okay, my loves, here’s some puffs, and some Cheerios, and some water, and Encanto is on the TV. Are you two going to behave while Mama’s in her meeting?”
Benji nodded at the same time Abbi yelled, “No!”
Mariah sighed as she turned to me. “Sorry for taking so much of your time. I really appreciate your help.”
I could hear the goodbye in her words loud and clear. With a glance at the door and what I knew awaited me if I left, I turned back to her. “I can sit with them for a little while if you need me to.”
Mariah’s eyes widened as she glanced from her kids to me to the beeping still sounding from the back of the house. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah. I mean, you don’t have a mate that’s gonna come home and try to kick my ass, right?”
She scoffed. “No. No mate.”
My heart raced with that information, but I just shrugged. “Okay then. I don’t mind.”
She took a slow step backward as her teeth dug into her bottom lip. “You’re really sure? I might be a while.”
I swallowed past the discomfort and reminded myself the moonshine would still be there when I left. “It’s fine. I’ve been meaning to catch up on some Disney anyway.”
Mariah straightened up and raised one dark brow. “Really?”
“No, not really. But maybe I’ll discover a new favorite.”
She smiled wide and shook her head. “I’m going to be right down the hall with the door open so I can see you guys if you need anything, okay?”
Benji wandered closer with his bowl of snacks, and I waved her away. “We’re good. No rush.”
I could wait another hour for a drink, right?






  
  Chapter Two


Mariah
“So the inspectors should be done by the end of the week and then permits won’t be a problem, right?” 
The two men on the other end of the video call nodded. 
“No problems here,” Jim said.
“Everything looks good on my end,” Ed chimed in next.
I sat back and let out a deep breath as I glanced toward the door I’d left cracked open. Austin was still sitting with my twins, and now Benji was trying to crawl up his back. I stifled a smile and turned back to the men.
“If everything’s good, let’s wrap this up. I’m still having issues with childcare, so I’ll be working from home the next few days.”
The men turned to each other for only a brief second, but it spoke volumes. Project managers weren’t supposed to have problems with their nannies. Project managers weren’t supposed to have a life outside the project.
It wasn’t my fault the twins’ nanny decided to move out of state. It wasn’t my fault that finding someone available to watch them in this pack was almost impossible. They didn’t care about the excuses, they just cared about the bottom line.
I cleared my throat and sat up straight again. “If either of you need me, you know where to find me. I should be back on Monday.” Before they could answer, I said, “Have a good day, gentlemen,” and closed my laptop.
My back hit the chair with a thud, and I squeezed my eyes closed. For one moment, I just tried to breathe under all the stress. Under all the scrutiny and lofty expectations. I just tried to be thankful for what I did have and not dwell on what I didn’t.
After I graduated top of my class from Cornell, all eyes were on me. Architecture firms from all over the country sent me invites, and the sky was the limit. But then I found out I was pregnant, and my plans changed.
I chose a smaller company in Charlotte so I could be close to family again, but even there I was expected to do great things. The pressure didn’t go away when I became a mother, it just got worse. Now I was expected to excel at another role. Now I was expected to somehow be both parents to these kids, and a career woman, and keep a smile on my face.
I took one last deep breath, but before I could open my eyes, a loud scream came from the living room, and I jumped to my feet. In seconds, I was at the other end of the house, my chest heaving as I tried to figure out what was going on. 
Benji was sitting on Austin’s shoulders, his face bright red, but not from crying. My little boy screeched again, just as loud as he banged on poor Austin’s head with his snack cup.
“Ow!” the giant enforcer hollered as my son cackled with delight.
My heart finally slowed as I realized everyone was okay, and the stranger I’d left my kids with hadn’t hurt them. Or kidnapped them. Or sold them on the black market.
I let out a deep breath and shook my head.
Not one of your finer moments, Mariah.
But he was an enforcer, so it wasn’t as bad, right? I mean, if our alpha trusted him, I should be able to as well.
That still didn’t change the fact that I didn’t even know the man’s last name.
I blew out a deep breath and tried to let it go. It may have been a mistake–one of many I’d made as a single parent–but it seemed like everyone was okay.
“Are y’all ready to eat some dinner?” I asked as I picked my way through the mess they’d made of the living room.
“No!” Abbi shouted, which was abnormal for her. My little girl was always happy to eat.
As I approached Austin and my children that were still hanging off him, I found the reason she wasn’t hungry. I bent down and picked up an empty puffs container, but before I could say anything, Austin was talking.
“Hey, listen, you can’t blame me for that,” he said, raising his hands in the air. “They kept banging their snack cups on things and crying at the kitchen doorway. I don’t speak baby, but it was obvious they wanted more snacks. I wasn’t gonna let them starve.”
I glanced at the chubby bellies on both my babies and then back at him. “I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t have starved without the rest of those puffs.”
Austin shook his head. “I dunno, man. They were pretty ravenous. I tried one, and I don’t get it, but they were goin’ crazy over them. Hell, I had to basically stop little man from snorting the dust at the bottom.”
A laugh burst out of me, and the sound was so unfamiliar I almost didn’t recognize it. “Are you insinuating my son’s got a problem?”
Austin held up his hands again. “Listen, the first step is admitting it.”
I laughed again, the sound still creaky from disuse. 
“And listen, I started watching the movie halfway in, so you’re gonna need to explain to me why we don’t talk about Bruno, ’cause I don’t get it.”
Another giggle fell effortlessly from my lips. “I’ll get you up to speed.”
“Appreciate it,” he said as he wrapped a hand around Abbi’s waist and turned to the TV again. The movement was so casual, so easy. Like he’d held my baby a thousand times before.
I stood there watching them for a moment, wondering if this was what it would be like for them to have a father in their lives. Someone to hold them and watch Disney. Someone to help when I needed an extra hand. Someone to laugh with me over their silly antics.
But then I shook my head and let that fantasy dissipate. Austin wasn’t their father. He died in a drunk driving accident before I got to tell him I was pregnant. He went to the grave not even knowing he was going to be a father.
I cleared my throat again. “Well, we’ve probably kept you long enough. I’m sure you’ve got somewhere to be.”
Austin’s face fell for a moment, almost like his mask slipped, and beneath it was nothing but torture and pain. I blinked and it was gone, like I’d imagined it. 
He finally turned to me, and I did my best to find a crack in his exterior, but he’d put himself back together so neatly there was nothing to see. “I don’t have to be anywhere, and I heard someone mention dinner.”
I bit my lip to stifle another giggle, but it was hard. He was just so charming. With his dark beard, bright smile, and honey-colored eyes… how the hell was anyone supposed to resist that?
“Are you inviting yourself to dinner?”
Austin shrugged and shot me a grin that made my knees weak. “I distinctly remember you asking if we were ready to eat.”
This time I couldn’t stop my laugh. “Okay, okay, but it’s late, so we’re talkin’ mac n cheese and chicken nuggets.”
He raised a dark brow, and the butterflies battered my insides. “You have honey mustard?”
“Of course.”
He nodded and turned back to the TV. “Sold.”
I stood there watching them for a moment, trying to remind my heart that this wasn’t what it looked like when Austin turned back around and frowned. “Do you need help?”
I shook my head and walked over to kiss Abbi and Benji on their foreheads. “No, not at all. If you wouldn’t mind occupying them while I cook, that would be perfect.”
Austin gave me that heart-stopping grin again, and my breath caught in my lungs. “Take your time. When the movie’s over, I’m restarting it. I need to figure out this Bruno shi- stuff.”
I laughed and finally started breathing again as I backed out of the room. As soon as there was some distance between us, I rubbed my arms. They’d been buzzing with this pins and needles feeling since Austin got here. It was more subtle when we weren’t in the same room, but as soon as we were, my whole body erupted in tingles.
With a shake of my head, I preheated the toaster oven and put a pot of water on the stove to boil. I usually liked feeding my kids a more balanced meal, but that meeting ran later than it should have, and they needed to go to bed soon. 
I listened carefully to the three of them in the other room, but it wasn’t necessary. All I could hear were shrieks and giggles, and I knew they were having the time of their lives. I wondered how Austin was so good with them. Did he have kids too? 
That didn’t seem to fit. The way he talked about them screamed inexperience. It was more like he was just a natural. Which only made my heart race faster.
When the toaster beeped, I jumped and rolled my eyes. I didn’t have time to stand here daydreaming about some hunky enforcer who probably had tons of women to choose from. He was only here because he felt bad for me. He was only here to help because it was clear I needed it. There was nothing more beyond that.
I busied myself with cooking from then on, hoping I could convince my heart to stop jumping in my chest every time I heard Austin’s deep laugh from the other room. But it wasn’t working.
I’d never felt this kind of instant attraction to someone before. From the moment his amber eyes met mine, I felt like I could trust him. I felt… safe. Even with my entire body tingling, it felt natural to be around him.
I was done cooking before I’d calmed my fluttering heart, but I was out of time. The twins needed to eat, despite the blush I could still feel on my face. Hopefully Austin would chalk it up to the heat of the kitchen and not realize it was all because of him.
When I had two bibs, two milk cups, and two plates ready to go, I took a deep breath and headed back to the living room. This time, Abbi was on his shoulders, her little fists full of his dark hair as she tugged his head from side to side.
“Abbi!” I gasped as I hurried over to them. “That is not nice,” I said as I tried to disentangle her little fingers.
“It’s okay,” Austin said, despite the wince he tried to hide. “I have tons of hair. I didn’t need those strands,” he said as he rubbed the top of his head.
I pulled Abbi away and propped her on my hip. “No. Abbi, you know it’s not nice to pull hair. Can you say sorry to Austin?” I tried to ignore the way my heart jumped when I said his name, but I was positive he noticed it too.
My daughter nodded and then reached for him. Austin met my gaze with a question and I said, “Go ahead.”
Austin plucked Abbi off my hip and pulled her to his chest. My heart swelled as she reached up and wrapped her chubby little arms around his neck. He turned to me, his eyes wide. “This is probably the cutest thing that’s ever happened to me,” he whispered.
My chest ached as I watched them, wishing it was real. Wishing it was more than just fleeting. Maybe my little girl needed a man in her life. Maybe she wanted a dad.
Abbi started squirming to get down in the next second, and the spell was broken. Austin set her on her feet and she waddled toward the kitchen. “Eat!” she hollered over her shoulder.
Austin’s eyes met mine, and I stopped breathing again for a moment. Every part of me yearned to move closer to him, but I held my ground. Finally, I looked away and tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. “Ready for dinner?”
Austin cleared his throat. “Um. Yeah. Sure.”
I hurried ahead of him, picking up Benji, who was still happily playing with his snack cup and a couple leftover pieces of cereal. “It’s dinnertime, my love,” I said over the sound of his fussing. “Do you want some macaroni?”
He shook his head, so I tried again.
“Do you want nuggets?”
He shook his head again, and I knew I needed to pull out the big guns.
“You want some milk?” He turned to me and smiled, and I knew I’d hit the jackpot. “I thought so,” I said as I plopped him in his highchair. Once he was strapped in, I slid on the tray and gave him his cup. “Drink up, little man.”
When I turned to get Abbi, I found her already in her chair, Austin standing in front of it with the straps in his hands. I bit my lip and waited as I watched him try to figure them out. When it was clear the poor man was lost, I stepped in.
I tried to concentrate, but being this close to him was doing crazy things to my insides. He smelled so good. Like clean man with a hint of something citrus. It made my heart pound and my hands shake as I stood there.
“Sorry,” Austin said as he backed up, his deep voice just a rumble. “I don’t know how to do this,” he admitted.
I shook my head and tried to keep my thoughts focused. “That’s okay. I had a lot of trouble at first too,” I said before I stepped in and explained how the straps worked. He watched me like he actually cared to know how to do it, and it just made me like him more.
When I was done, he was still so close I found it hard to breathe again. Austin remained where he was and took a deep breath before finally stepping back. “Sorry,” he muttered.
I swallowed past my dry throat and said, “It’s fine,” but my words were too high-pitched, and I knew I sounded like an idiot. With a shake of my head, I tried again, “Food is on the stove. I didn’t know how much to give you, so I thought you could serve yourself.”
Austin stared at me for
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