
        
            
                
            
        

    
	How long can you hide from your mate?

	 

	 

	Chris is a newcomer to Green Hill. His family has settled in, even his brother, who made the mistake of trying to take the alpha position from the Green Hill pride alpha, but not Chris. He feels like he doesn’t belong, and he doesn’t know how to fix it.

	Meeting his mate might help.

	Drake is in love with love, but love doesn’t work for him. Every time he’s in a relationship, he gets dumped because of his personality—he’s too needy, he talks too much or expects too much from his boyfriend. He hasn’t given up, but when he meets his mate, he decides that something needs to change before he sends Chris running, too.

	That something is him.

	While Chris does his best to get to know the real Drake, Drake does his best to hide his personality from Chris. The push and pull is maddening for both of them and can’t continue forever, but who will win?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Chris felt out of place, but then how could he feel at home when he was surrounded by a bunch of tigers?

	Part of him felt like he wasn’t supposed to be here. He was supposed to be back home with the pack, in the place where he’d been born. He would still be there if his family hadn’t had to move.

	All because their alpha had kicked his brother out.

	Chris scowled at the wall, since he couldn’t scowl at his old alpha. Alpha Davis had always been an asshole, but Chris had never realized just how threatened the man felt by Kyle. He wasn’t even right to have felt that, because Kyle couldn’t care less about being alpha. Kyle might have postured when he’d first arrived in Green Hill because he thought it was the only way for him and the rest of their family to be safe, but he didn’t want to be in charge of a bunch of people, be they wolves or tigers. He just wanted to be disgustingly happy with his mate, and now he was.

	Chris had been looking for his brother, thinking they could spend time together. It had been a while since they’d done so, mostly because everything had been a mess after they’d arrived in town. Kyle had been an idiot and had tried to take the alpha position from the Green Hill pride alpha. He’d failed miserably.

	Well, not miserably. He’d failed but had been glad for it because he didn’t actually want to be the alpha and because he’d met his mate.

	Which was who Kyle was spending time with right now.

	Chris eyed them. They were on the couch, the TV on, but neither of them was watching. He wasn’t sure what they’d been doing, but Kyle was stretched out against Dennis’s side, his head tucked under Dennis’s chin. His eyes were closed, and Dennis was cradling him close and watching him with a sappy expression.

	It wasn’t like Kyle to fall asleep in the middle of the day, especially not in a spot where anyone could see him. For a while, he’d continued acting as if he was a strong tiger shifter who could be the alpha if he wanted to, and he was—he just didn’t want to be alpha. Now that he’d settled in, though, he’d relaxed and looked at home here.

	Chris supposed he was. Kyle’s father was the previous alpha of the pride, and while the man was gone, the place kind of was Kyle’s ancestral home. But it had more to do with the fact that Kyle found his mate here than who his father was. Either way, Kyle had settled in, and it was like he’d always been here. He belonged.

	Something Chris couldn’t say about himself.

	He moved back into the hallway, not wanting to bother Dennis and Kyle. Dennis hadn’t noticed him yet, and he didn’t want to be seen at all. Dennis would insist on waking up Kyle, and that wasn’t what Chris wanted, even though he felt alone.

	He looked right and left, but the hallway was empty. Kyle was busy, which meant Chris would have to find someone else to spend time with. He didn’t have friends here, which meant he was stuck spending time with his family. Jennifer was next on his list.

	It took a while to find her. She wasn’t in her room or in any of the communal living areas in the house. That left the yard, but Jennifer didn’t usually spend a lot of time outside during fall and winter. She disliked the cold and rain.

	But that was where Chris found her. It was the middle of November, and Jennifer was outside, willingly jumping in puddles. Chris watched her from the kitchen back door, wondering when his sister had been kidnapped by aliens and replaced by a pod person. There was no way this was the sister he’d grown up with.

	Yet it was. There weren’t many wolves in the Green Hill pride. In fact, there were only three of them—Chris, Jennifer, and their grandfather.

	Chris swallowed as he watched his sister pounce on a massive tiger. He didn’t recognize the tiger, but if he had to guess, it was Annabelle. She and Jennifer had become close friends, which made sense since Annabelle was Dennis’s sister, and Dennis was Kyle’s mate. They were like a big happy family.

	Except for Chris.

	He huffed and turned away from the back door. Kyle was busy with Dennis, and Jennifer was playing around with Annabelle. What was Chris’s grandfather up to?

	Chris had seen him in the library earlier, so that was where he headed. Sure enough, his grandfather was still there, reading a book by the fireplace. It was cozy, and Chris was tempted to shift into his wolf form and curl up by his grandfather’s feet. He didn’t want to bother him, though. If Chris did that, his grandpa would get worried, and Chris didn’t want that.

	His grandfather looked peaceful. He hadn’t had an easy life, especially after losing his only daughter. Chris remembered how much his grandfather had loved her. Their life had been a mess because she’d refused to marry the alpha, but they’d been happy until she died.

	That seemed to be when everything had gone to shit. The pack had tolerated them before, but after she passed away, everyone had kept as much distance from them as they could. Kyle had been angry, but Chris didn’t blame them. They’d known the alpha would do something to them, and he had.

	He’d kicked Kyle out.

	Chris suspected that if the alpha could’ve gotten away with it, he would’ve kicked him and Jennifer out, too. He’d hated that the woman he wanted hadn’t wanted him, and he’d gotten his revenge on her children after she passed away. He hadn’t been able to do anything about Jennifer and Chris because they were wolves, but he had to have known that if he kicked Kyle out, the rest of his family would follow.

	They had, and now here they were, sharing a house with a bunch of tiger shifters. They were only the tip of the iceberg. In the weeks since they’d moved there, Chris had been told about how both the alpha and the beta of the pride were bear shifters, about a fainting goat shifter and his friends, two deer shifters. There were Nix hanging around, and all of that mixed to form a pride that Chris had never suspected could exist. He still wasn’t sure he understood how everyone could be so welcoming to people who weren’t like them and who didn’t belong, but that was his upbringing. His mother and his grandfather had done their best, but their alpha had been an asshole who’d only wanted wolves in his pack, and as soon as he’d been able to get away with it, that was what he’d aimed for.

	Watching his grandfather, Chris realized he didn’t want to interrupt him. For once, he was having a bit of time on his own without having to worry about his grandkids. Could Chris really bother him? His grandfather would welcome him and put down his book, but Chris didn’t have it in himself.

	He turned and walked down the hallway. He needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what. He should probably try making friends among the pride members, but he felt like an intruder. Everyone knew everyone, and he was a newcomer.

	So the living room was out, as was the kitchen and the rest of the house. The yard and forest outside were out, too, because Jennifer was there. That only left the small town of Green Hill.

	And Chris could do with a nice coffee.

	Luckily, when they’d moved, he’d brought his car. That meant he didn’t have to wait for anyone or ask permission to leave the house. He just had to go up to his bedroom, grab the keys and his jacket, and leave the house.

	He had the codes to the gate and the alarm, which should probably help him feel like he really was a pride member, but it was still awkward. He was relieved when he left the house behind, even though, technically, it was his home.

	He’d get used to it. He’d always been a bit of a loner, mostly because people in his pack tended to stay away from him because of his family. He’d been fine with that, but it meant he didn’t know how to make friends. Should he just go up to people and start talking to them? That thought made him want to run the other way, so probably not.

	Well, he could think about it while he got coffee. Maybe he’d even be generous and bring back something for the rest of his family. Jennifer had taken a liking to Dennis’s banana donuts, so Chris could check if they still had some at the bakery before going home.

	But first, coffee.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Drake wasn’t new to blind dates. In fact, a lot of dates he’d recently been on were blind dates. His friends, family, and colleagues wanted him to be paired off as much as he did, and they never missed an opportunity to help.

	Right now, he wished Linda had missed the opportunity.

	He wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking, but the guy sitting in front of him was awful. He was dressed well and looked clean, and when he’d walked in, Drake had been impressed, but not for long. The man’s personality was awful. If Drake could get away with it, he’d run out the door without looking back.

	“Do you know how much sugar is in that coffee?” Karl asked, leaning closer to Drake.

	Drake had been puzzled when Karl had dragged his chair to his side of the table instead of sitting in front of him like anyone else would have. It was easier to get to know each other when you could look each other in the eyes, but Karl didn’t seem to think so.

	Or maybe he was trying to get to know Drake in an entirely different way that involved getting his hands on him.

	Karl squeezed Drake’s knee, and Drake jerked his leg away. He bumped into one of the legs of the table, wincing when pain shot through his knee.

	Karl didn’t seem bothered. He wasn’t touching Drake anymore, but that didn’t stop him from leaning into his personal space.

	“All that sugar is going to kill you.”

	Drake took a sip of his caramel latte, which was the only thing keeping him here at the moment. It was also the only thing keeping him from screaming at Karl to give him space. He didn’t want to alarm the people in the coffee shop, so it was better if he continued sipping and staying as far away from Karl as possible.

	“Sugar doesn’t kill anyone,” Drake muttered.

	“You can’t be serious. Do you know how many people in this country are obese?”

	“I’m not,” Drake pointed out. He might be a little fluffy and slightly overweight, but not that much.

	Karl looked him up and down. “Well, you could lose some weight. I could help you. We could have you in shape in just a few months. Imagine how much prettier you’d be.”

	Karl didn’t seem to find Drake repulsive, no matter what he was saying. He stretched out his arm again, squeezing Drake’s thigh this time.

	Drake made a sound deep in his throat that made him sound like he was dying. Maybe part of him was. His soul certainly felt like it was withering, although that possibly was to get away from Karl.

	Drake looked up as he moved away from Karl, inadvertently making eye contact with the woman sitting at the table next to them. She grimaced, and while Drake was grateful for the silent support, there was unfortunately nothing she could do for him. He was the only one who could do anything about this, but it was always hard for him to tell people to fuck off. He wanted everyone to be happy, even if it meant that he wasn’t.

	His obsession with pleasing people was going to be the death of him.

	“I’m fine,” he muttered.

	He could feel Karl’s gaze on him as intensely as if Karl were touching him, which made him want to scream.

	“You really are,” Karl said with a smirk. “How about you show me how fine you are in a more private setting? Are you done with your coffee?”

	Drake had been taking a sip, and it went down the wrong way. He coughed, relieved that he wasn’t spraying caramel latte everywhere. That might have been the best way to get rid of Karl, though. Maybe Drake could try drowning in his latte a second time if it meant kicking Karl to the curb.

	“We just met fifteen minutes ago,” he pointed out.

	Karl gave him a toothy smile. “So? People have sex when they barely know each other, and we’ve been talking for fifteen minutes.”

	“What did Linda tell you I was looking for?” There was no way she would’ve wanted Drake to meet with Karl if Karl had behaved like this. She hadn’t said much about Karl, but she’d made it sound like he was a nice person, which was the opposite of the guy sitting next to Drake.

	“She just mentioned a colleague. I asked to see a picture, and when I said you were hot, I decided we should go on a date.”

	“You decided?”

	“I mean, Linda is nice, but she was talking about love and relationships. We both know that’s not why we’re here.”

	Karl had the balls to wink. Drake stared at him, unable to comprehend what was happening. He wasn’t even sure what was happening. He just knew he wanted to get as far away from Karl as he could, as quickly as possible. “Actually, it is why I’m here,” he said. “I’m looking for a relationship, not a one-night stand.” Or a one-afternoon stand. There was no way he was sleeping with Karl, though. He’d rather set himself on fire.

	Karl blinked. “Who would want a relationship with you?”

	Drake did not want to know what that meant. He didn’t care. Karl’s opinion didn’t matter, and it never would, because Karl was an asshole.

	Drake clutched his latte, knowing he’d reached the end of his patience—and he had a lot of it. He got to his feet, ignoring the startled way Karl looked at him. “I have to go.”

	“Already? But we’ve just started talking, and we haven’t even gotten to the best part of the date yet.”

	“Like I said, I’m not looking for whatever you are looking for. I want to get to know someone, fall in love, and have a relationship that will last the rest of my life. It’s clear we’re not looking for the same thing, so it’s probably for the best if we end the date before it can get any more serious.” There was no way in hell anything would ever be serious between Drake and Karl, but even though Drake was dumping Karl, he didn’t want to be rude to him.

	Maybe he should be, because Karl caught his wrist and pulled as if he wanted Drake to sit again.

	“If you really want a relationship, we can discuss it,” he tried. “There will be boundaries, though.”

	Drake was tempted to stay, because he was curious about what boundaries Karl was talking about. Karl was still holding his wrist, though, and the sensation of their skin touching made Drake want to rush home and shower. Karl’s hand was perfectly warm and dry, but it still felt slimy.

	“No, thank you.”

	Karl frowned as if he didn’t understand why Drake was saying no. “I’m offering you what you want. Why are you saying no?”

	Drake should tell Karl it was because he was a creepy asshole, but he didn’t have it in him. He looked around the coffee shop, desperate to find a way out of the situation without making it messier. He didn’t know anyone here, which meant that if he wanted to get away from Karl, he’d have to act as if he did. Hopefully, whoever he latched onto would go along with it and not demand that Drake ask him what the fuck was happening and who he was.

	The coffee shop door opened, catching Drake’s attention. A tall man came in, and for a moment, the world stopped. He was on the thin side, lanky, with fluffy brown hair and curious eyes. He looked around the coffee shop as if he’d never been in one, and for a second, Drake couldn’t breathe.

	Then Karl squeezed his wrist again, and Drake snatched his hand away. “I’m sorry. I need to go.”

	“What are you talking about? Sit down, Drake. We’re still on our date, and I’m not done with you.”

	Karl clearly thought Drake was going to go along with this, but Drake wouldn’t stick around even if someone offered him a million dollars. “I’ll see you soon,” he promised Karl, even though he had no intention of seeing him ever again if he could avoid it.

	He rushed toward the man who’d walked in, and as soon as he was close enough, he grabbed the man’s arm and squeezed. The man looked down at him, so Drake quickly explained, “Just go along with it, please. Free me from this awful blind date.” He sucked in a breath and almost stumbled back.

	What were the odds of him latching onto his mate?

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Chris had no idea what was happening, but that was par for the course recently. He had no idea what was happening most of the time.

	But it was the first time someone latched onto him like an octopus. Maybe the guy was an octopus shifter. Chris had no way to know, and he didn’t think he wanted to find out.

	The man who’d latched onto him had wrapped both arms around Chris’s arm, almost spilling his coffee on Chris’s jacket. Chris was glad the guy had realized what he was doing before making a mess and that he’d been careful, but that still didn’t explain what was happening.

	He shook his arm, but the man continued staring up at him with wide eyes.

	Chris understood why seconds later.

	The air was heavy with the scent of coffee and people, but under all of that—or maybe above it because
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