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SEQUIN


Iwake to the familiar sway of a hammock. My brothers surround me in a cocoon of warmth. The fuzzy fur from their raccoon forms is better than any pillow, even if I am a bit squashed. I love waking up every morning snuggled up to them. It’s the only time we cuddle these days.

Someone stretches their paw across my muzzle. It must be Link because he smells terrible. I twist to avoid inhaling the raw stench of his BO, and someone else’s paw pushes into my lower back.

Maybe we’re getting too big for this.

Link twists around and grabs for the rope at the edge of the hammock with his tiny black paws. When he gets to where the hammock is nailed to the wall, he launches himself off the rope and spreads his limbs wide, like a flying squirrel. Predictably, he doesn’t fly. Instead, he lands in the pile of pillows collected under the hammock for this exact purpose. The quiet thump makes Silver stir next to me. Any hope I had of sleeping longer is dashed as each of my brothers wake up and take turns jumping onto the pillows. One by one, they expand into their human forms and go searching for their clothes.

Silver waits until all the others except me are gone before he jumps down. Like his name suggests, his hair is a shiny silver. Despite being an alpha, he’s the prettiest of us, with the biggest hazel eyes I’ve ever seen and full lips that have kissed more than his share of omegas. His naked arms and chest are toned, and he moves with the same sleek grace as our alpha mom, who’s an arctic fox shifter.

The rest of us look like plain old raccoon shifters. Brown hair, light brown skin, and large brown eyes. Because raccoon shifters always bond to a mate of a different shifter species, we have a bit of everything in us. Our omega mom claims we only inherit the best bits—that raccoon shifters are the height of evolution.

Link’s body odor would suggest otherwise.

I jump down to the pile of pillows last, like I do with everything else. I’m the runt of the litter—the five-foot-nothing shrimp next to Link’s hulking six-foot frame. I’ve been trying to keep up with my brothers’ long legs my entire life, and this morning is no different. As soon as I yank on some clothes, I dash down the hall toward the kitchen.

Shiny streamers that say “Happy Birthday!” hang from the chandelier over the dining room table. Which is a little bold, because the drywall above the chandelier is already cracked from the weight of the light fixture. Ceilings of double-wide trailers aren’t built to handle that sort of thing.

Our omega mom doesn’t care. She loves chandeliers, so we have three of them. The one in the living room is even bigger. She comes bustling into the kitchen with two plates of pancakes. She has seven earrings on each ear, dozens of bangles on her wrists, and too many necklaces to count, even though she’s still in her flannel pajamas, and her long brown hair is in a messy bun. That’s pretty standard for her. In her bedroom she has a sign that says, “Less is not more. More is more. That’s why they call it more.”

Our alpha mom comes in next with the bacon and eggs. She’s wearing coveralls with her plumbing company’s logo on the right shoulder, and her white hair is pulled up in a ponytail. “Happy magic paw day!”

Our omega mom swats her ass playfully. “It isn’t called that, and you know it.”

The two of them kiss. With tongue. It’s too much to see before breakfast. Most couples who have been bonded for twenty years aren’t like this. You’d think they’d get sick of sucking each other’s faces off after a few decades.

Link grabs a pancake from one of the plates and takes a bite. That gets our alpha mom’s attention.

“Jesus, Link. Put it on a plate and use utensils.”

Link grins at her and takes another bite.

Our omega mom rolls her eyes. “He’s just trying to get us to stop kissing. When you have kits of your own, Link, and you want to kiss your mate, we’ll see how you like it when they interrupt.”

Grandpop walks in with a stack of plates, and Aunt Emerald has the silverware. Link and mom banter back and forth as everyone helps set the table. The clinking of plates and the hum of conversation is comforting. Big families are loud, and I’ve always liked that. The noise reminds you that you’re not alone.

We all sit down before anyone realizes we don’t have any water or coffee, then the noise starts up again as several people file into the kitchen for glasses, mugs, and the coffee pot. I should be helping, but I just watch them all. This is the last birthday we’ll wake up together and have breakfast—the last birthday we’ll walk to school together. After eighteen years of spending every day next to my brothers, I can’t imagine what it will be like when they’re gone.

Our omega mom takes the hand of both people sitting next to her and closes her eyes. We all follow suit.

“Mother Goddess of Fate, we bow to you today. Bless our boys’ paws, that they may find true love, and bless Link to remember his table manners when he meets the parents of his true love, so they don’t think he’s feral. Amen.”

Laughter ripples through the room.

Aunt Emerald clinks her glass with a fork. “Happy Becoming Day! I can’t believe you’re already eighteen years old. It feels like you were newborn kits just yesterday.”

The day of a raccoon shifter’s eighteenth birthday is called our Becoming Day. That’s when we’re able to select a mate. According to Grandpop, it’s possible at sixteen, but Mom shushed him when he said that, and insisted he was wrong.

Unlike other shifters, Fate doesn’t choose our mates for us. She lets us decide. When we’ve picked the person we want to bond to, we shift into our raccoon form and place our front paws on their chest. That will create a physical reaction between us and our lover that is exactly like what fated mates experience when they meet each other for the first time: overwhelming lust, infatuation, the whole nine yards.

But there’s a catch. Our mate has to choose us, too. If the connection remains only physical, and no real love develops between us, then the lust and infatuation will fizzle out and die. So we have to choose wisely.

We can only put our paws on one person. If it doesn’t work out with them, we lose our ability to bond to anyone.

Our omega mom clears her throat. “It’s tradition for your elders to give you advice on your Becoming Day. And since I am an elder now—” She turns to Aunt Emerald and winces. “Here’s my advice: Choosing a mate is like getting a tattoo. Technically, you can do it when you’re eighteen, but you shouldn’t. Give it a few years, or you’ll have regrets.”

Our alpha mom kisses her cheek. “But I love your tramp stamp.”

Laughter roars around the table.

Grandpop clinks his glass. “I’d like to expand upon that. Choose a mate who will love your tramp stamps as much as he loves the best parts of you.”

“How do you know my tramp stamp isn’t the best part of me?” Our omega mom teases.

“Because I have seen it,” Grandpop says, deadpan.

We laugh again.

Aunt Emerald stands. Like Mom, she has an impressive collection of jewelry and long, glorious hair. But she doesn’t have a mate. Her bond never took. “Here’s my advice. If you choose the wrong guy, and it doesn’t work out, don’t worry so much. Your life isn’t over. You’ll still have us to tease you about your bad tattoos and give you the name of a good tattoo artist who can cover them up.”

Our omega mom smiles at her with a deep fondness that gives me hope. If she and Aunt Emerald are still close, maybe I can stay close with my brothers too.

“Hear, hear,” Mom says, raising her mug. “Although, I have to say, there are worse things in life than having a tattoo you don’t like. It’s okay to make mistakes, boys. There’s no way you won’t. Don’t be so afraid to mess up that you hold yourself back from going after what you want. It’s better to get a tattoo you’ll regret than to leave your skin bare forever.”

We all raise our water glasses or coffee mugs.

“To peer pressure from your mother to get a tattoo!” Link says.

Grandpop is in the middle of drinking to the toast and spits out his coffee. Which causes Aunt Emerald to spit out her coffee. I laugh until I cry, leaning against Silver as the tears stream down my cheeks.

It’s one of those moments I wish I could capture in a bottle and keep forever. All my brothers have plans to leave in the fall. Silver and Link are going to college. Tin’s moving to a farm out in the middle of nowhere to work with horses. Even Coin is going off to trade school to learn how to be an airplane mechanic.

In just a couple months, I’ll be sleeping in our hammock all by myself.

Grandpop clears his throat, and all the giggling mellows out. “I got one more thing to say. Nobody at this house cares what secondary gender you fall in love with or if you have more than one mate. My cousin Phoebe put her paws on two women at the same time, and it was fine. They’re all very happy together. I don’t want any of my grandkids thinkin’ that I’m close-minded, just because I’m old.”

Aunt Emerald and Mom roll their eyes because he’s said this many, many times before. He’s been saying it for as long as I can remember. I know they find it a little annoying, but I like hearing it over and over again. It’s nice.

I don’t think a lot of people have grandparents like him.

“Thanks, Grandpop,” I say.

He smiles at me. “You’re very welcome.”

“You boys better eat quickly. The bus will be here soon,” Mom tells us.

I stick a fork in one of the pancakes and bring it to my plate. Link has already finished wolfing down a second pancake and is on to his third. Tin is cutting through two pancakes at a time, Coin is reaching across the table for a second helping, and Silver is politely chewing his last bite.

I’m the only one who hasn’t taken any food yet. I’m always behind.

Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever catch up.
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SEQUIN


Ten minutes later, Silver brings my backpack to the table. “We should head out. The bus will be here soon.”

Grandpop and Aunt Emerald are still there, chatting with Mom about when our other family members are scheduled to arrive. I wave to them as I put on my backpack and follow Silver into the living room. It’s my favorite room in our house. Every square inch of wall space is covered in gold and silver picture frames. There are school photos of all five of us for every year, dozens of vacation pictures, and snapshots of us as little raccoon kits.

At the center of the room is the biggest chandelier in the house. Real crystals hang from a wide golden base, leaving the whole room twinkling with light. When I was a kid, I used to lie on the floor and stare at the way the light reflected off the gold and silver picture frames for hours. There’s nothing better than getting lost in the happy haze all raccoon shifters get when we find something shiny.

Silver opens the front door, and we step out into the bright morning.

“It’s already hotter than hell out here,” Link complains. He, Coin, and Tin are waiting for us out by the bushes that Mom’s been trying to keep alive for three years. They still look a little shriveled, despite her efforts. On the other side of the bush is an old car raised up on cinder blocks.

I glance below said cinder blocks as casually as possible. Peeking out from underneath the rusted frame of the car is a familiar tattooed, muscular arm. That arm is very large because it belongs to Slade, who is rumored to be half grizzly bear shifter and half mountain lion shifter. I don’t know if that’s actually true. It’s just a rumor. There are lots of rumors about Slade. Some people say he went to jail in the middle of our junior year. He was gone for months, and when he returned, he had tattoos and much bigger arms.

I don’t think that’s any reason to assume he was in jail. He probably went to stay with a family member or something. People are far too quick to judge.

Slade rolls out from underneath the car and sits up. He’s wearing a pair of ratty jeans and a black T-shirt. He nods to me, the way cool people do instead of saying hello. I nod back, but I think I do it wrong, because he smiles. It’s not a friendly, wide smile; it’s a subtle, close-lipped smile that hints he’s trying not to laugh.

“Hey, Slade,” Link says loudly, drawing Slade’s attention away from me.

Slade’s gaze flicks to Link. “Hey.”

Link rests his hand on the front bumper of the old car. “Another beat-up car has found its way to your driveway. Imagine that.”

Silver rolls his eyes. “Leave him alone, Link.”

“What? Isn’t it interesting that all these cars show up in Slade’s driveway?” Link asks.

“It’s none of our business. Let’s go.” Silver starts walking down the crumbly sidewalk.

I’ve overheard our moms talking about the cars Slade fixes. They’re worried the cars are stolen, but I don’t think Slade would get involved with something like that.

Sometimes my moms are also too quick to judge.

“Slade’s probably just helping a friend with car trouble,” I say.

Link lets out a breathy laugh. “Sure, Quin.”

That’s what they call me. Quin is short for Sequin. A lot of raccoon shifters shorten their names like that. Our parents name us after shiny things, which other people think is a little weird, so it’s easier to go by part of our name. Tin’s real name is Tinsel and Link’s real name is Cufflink.

Coin follows Link and Silver down the sidewalk, chiming in about how Link is being a dick, and Tin trails behind, walking slowly enough that I could catch up if I wanted to. But I don’t.

I step a little closer to Slade instead. He wipes his oily hands with a dirty rag and tosses it on the ground next to one of the cinderblocks.

“I’m sorry about that,” I say.

He lets out a gust of breath that’s almost a laugh. “It’s all good.” He leans against the car, but even hunched over like that, he’s taller than Link. He must be six foot three or four. He’s bigger than Link too, with a muscular chest to match his arms. I know he’s the same age as me, but he looks at least twenty-five.

I don’t usually like feeling small. But I like it when I’m standing next to Slade. It’s different with him. Instead of feeling silly and short, I feel overwhelmed by his size.

“It’s my birthday,” I say, even though he probably doesn’t care. We’re not really friends. I like to wait for him to leave his house before walking toward the bus stop each morning in the hope that we’ll get to walk together, and sometimes I bake something for his foster mom because he often answers the door when I drop it off, but he’s never shown any interest in me.

“How old are you?” Slade asks.

“Eighteen. I’m legal now.” I do this goofy little grin for some reason, and then I want to die of embarrassment. What is wrong with me?

“Legal to vote?” he teases.

“No. Legal to… you know.” Oh my God. I should stop talking now.

“Is that something you want me to know?” His eyes twinkle with amusement. Is he flirting with me? That can’t be right. He’s probably making fun of me. I can’t tell the difference.

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.

Link clears his throat loudly from further down the block. Why does he have to be like this in front of Slade? I don’t normally mind his antics, but this is too much.

“Sorry,” I say. “My brothers are annoying sometimes.”

Slade looks over at Link and the others. “You should go catch up.”

“But don’t you need to get to the bus too?” I ask. Internally, I cringe. I probably sound whiny and desperate.

“I will. Happy birthday, Quin.” He turns away from me. I guess I just can’t take a hint.

Someone tugs on my arm. I turn to see Silver standing beside me, his hand on my elbow. “The bus will be here any second.”

I know he’s right, but I don’t think preventing me from being late is the only reason he came back for me. He isn’t loud and obnoxious like Link, but Silver still tries to take care of me. Sometimes that’s nice, like when I’m sick or I genuinely need help, but sometimes it feels patronizing.

“Fine,” I say. I shoot one last look at Slade before I walk away. His piercing brown eyes are fixed on me again, and for a moment, I swear they drag down my body. I swallow hard, not sure how I should react.

He looks away, muttering something to himself. I can’t hear what.

Silver takes long strides with legs much taller than mine. I have to run to catch up to him.

“Lucas said Slade is mixed up with the cartel,” Silver whispers.

“How would he know?”

Silver slows, taking a deep breath. “The cartel is scary, Quin. You know they’ve been coming after raccoon shifters for a while.”

Raccoon shifters aren’t exactly celebrated in these parts. Most shifters only bond to another shifter of the same species. We’re the opposite. Our paws don’t work on other raccoon shifters.

People aren’t thrilled when their kids show up with a raccoon shifter mate in tow. Especially because we only have raccoon shifter children. Most shifters want their grandkids to shift into the same animal they do. That’s why people don’t like to give us jobs, and historically, it’s been safer for us to stay in trailer parks rather than move into other parts of town.

It’s also the reason we’re more vulnerable to the cartel. They like to get us under their thumb, because once they have control, it’s more difficult for us to escape.

Don’t get me wrong. I love being a raccoon shifter. Even when the kids in elementary school called us mongrels or weeds, I’ve never wanted to be anything but what I am. But Silver is right. We have to be more careful. That’s just the way things are.

“What if he isn’t mixed up with the cartel?” I ask. “Lucas could be wrong.”

Silver sighs. “Or he could be right.”

We reach the entrance to our trailer park, where Link, Coin, and Tin are already boarding a yellow bus. Silver waits for me to go first. He’s done that ever since the bus accidentally left me behind in second grade because I was so small, the driver didn’t see me.

Sometimes it feels like Silver doesn’t see me either. He only sees who I was—a tiny kid, too weak to fend for myself.

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with being nice to Slade,” I say, then climb the steps into the bus before he can respond.

If all of them are old enough to move away from home, I’m old enough to flirt with whoever I want.

It’s my Becoming Day too.
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SLADE


Iwatch Quin walk away with his brothers. That boy is like sunshine with his cute little dimples that pop every time he smiles and the adorable way he shuffles back and forth when he’s nervous. He’s my exact brand of kryptonite—sweet, a little flirty, and so fucking wholesome his brothers guard his innocence like a pack of protective dogs. He even brings over bread while it’s still warm. There’s nothing in the world better than warm bread.

I need to remember that I’m only here for one more week. I can’t start something with the boy next door right before I leave.

Instead of taking the bus where Quin will inevitably try to sit by me again, I go back inside to grab the keys to Georgina’s old Buick. She’s in the kitchen in her pink fluffy robe, humming to a song on the radio while her eggs crackle on the grill. She smiles and waves at me as I walk in.

“Good morning, Sunshine,” she says.

I give her a kiss on the cheek. “Mornin’, Mom.”

That’s what she likes me to call her, even though I have two moms already. Not good moms, but they’re still mine. A few years in the foster care system doesn’t change that.

“Do you want some?” she asks.

“Nah. I ate breakfast a few hours ago. The car out front is fixed. It just needs a new set of tires, and it’s good to go.”

In addition to the checks Georgina gets from the government to feed and clothe me, she also needs me to fix her nephew’s cars to make ends meet. She pretends to not know they’re stolen, and I pretend with her.

Bills are bills. I live here, so I help pay them. It was the same with my real moms before they went to jail.

She winces. “Dalton didn’t say nothin’ about bringing tires around.”

In other words, he expects us to provide new ones.

“I’ll talk to Gary at the junkyard and see if he’s come across any tires that could do the trick,” I offer.

Gary won’t give me the tires for free, of course. I’ll have to do something for him. But that’s all right. After this week, I’ll be a hundred miles away from this place. No more fixing Dalton’s stolen cars or making shady deals with Gary. I have a real job at a legitimate repair shop in San Antonio. The owner is even letting me rent a room above the garage until I get on my feet. Once I do, I can apply to be my brother Jake’s legal guardian.

I just hope I can get him out of the group home before the cartel sinks their greedy talons into him.

“Well, thank you for taking care of that. Sit yourself down, and I’ll get you some ice-cold sweet tea. It’s hot as blazes out there.”

“I should get going to school,” I remind her.

She waves my concern away. “Nonsense. You should drink something before you go.”

I slump down onto a wooden chair at the dining room table. When Georgina wants to pour me some sweet tea, nothing short of an apocalypse will stop her. She rushes over to the fridge, her long acrylic nails clicking against the door as she opens it.

“I saw you talkin’ to Quin,” she says in a sing-song voice.

I roll my eyes. “It’s nothing. He was just saying hi.”

“It didn’t look like it was nothing to me. He’s a nice boy. That whole family is nice.”

Quin is a nice boy. That’s the problem. There’s nothing I like more than a guy who smells like fresh laundry and always says please. I love getting sucked into their orbit of curfews and homemade cookies.

But I don’t belong there. Their families always know that. Even if I wasn’t about to leave, Quin’s brothers would never let me be with him.

“I’m leaving in a week, remember?” I say.

She pours a tall glass of sweet tea from a pitcher in the fridge and walks it over to me. “I don’t see why you’re in such a rush. You could stay here for the rest of the summer. Save up some money.”

We both know I wouldn’t save any money staying here. There are no jobs this far away from San Antonio. If I stay, I’ll get roped into fixing more cars for Dalton, and Georgina is the one who profits from that, not me. She’s been good to me, so I’d stay a little longer to help her out if I could, but Jake needs me more than she does.

He’s about to turn fifteen. The cartel started coming for me at that age, and I didn’t have a drug habit to feed. He’ll be an easy mark for them.

I gulp down the sweet tea and stand up, handing the glass back to Georgina. “I’m sorry. That job I told you about needs me next week. Can I take the Buick to school? I’ll swing by the junkyard on my way home.”

She sighs. “Sure. But technically, you’re in foster care until the end of the month. Don’t forget that if the social worker calls.”

She’s mentioned this several times. I remind myself that I shouldn’t be annoyed. She’s just trying to pay the rent.

“I won’t forget,” I promise.

Compared to the group home where Jake’s living, this trailer is a palace. I should be grateful. Taking in a fucked up teenage boy from the foster care system is more than what most people are willing to do.

I head for the door without another word.
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SEQUIN


Over the next few days, relatives from all around the country stop by to give us advice for our Becoming Day. We haven’t seen most of them since last year, so it turns into a family reunion of sorts where everyone camps out in sleeping bags on our living room floor or in Uncle Dagger’s RV. The bathroom situation is a nightmare, but it’s nice to hear Aunt Crystal talk about placing her paws on her mate for the first time, and the magic that overtook them both. I love Uncle Dagger’s big belly laugh, and the way his daughters all sleep in the same sleeping bag in their raccoon forms like my brothers and me. They’re a litter of six, and a few years younger than us.

It isn’t until the day after our graduation that everyone starts to pack up and leave. Mom and I spend the morning in the kitchen baking thick loaves of French bread and big sugar cookies to send with them. She puts on some Dolly Parton after the cookies come out of the oven, and we sit under the chandelier in the dining room, icing each cookie with orange and lemon frosting.

“I remember when your Uncle Dagger left home. He was seventeen, wasn’t he?” she asks Aunt Emerald, who’s icing cookies with us. Uncle Dagger is two years older than Mom and Aunt Emerald. They were in the same litter along with Aunt Crystal.

“Yes. Crystal was so upset. She wouldn’t take her raccoon form for a week,” Aunt Emerald says.

“Why isn’t Uncle Dagger in a litter?” I ask.

Aunt Emerald and Mom look at each other meaningfully.

“I suppose you’re old enough to know the truth,” Mom says. “Uncle Dagger was conceived before Grandpop bonded to your Grandpa. It was quite the scandal back in the day.”

I’m confused. “So he has a different alpha dad?”

“No. Your Grandpop just hadn’t put his paws on your grandpa yet. When they… you know,” Aunt Emerald lowers her voice, even though she hasn’t said anything inappropriate.

“When they had sex,” Mom says.

She and Aunt Emerald laugh.

“It’s rare for a raccoon shifter to have multiples unless they’re bonded,” Mom explains. “So your Uncle Dagger is a single. Poor guy. He was always jealous of us growing up. The bond a litter shares is special.”

Link ambles into the room wearing nothing but a pair of jeans riding low on his hips. Mom slides the bowl of frosting away from him, just as he reaches for it. “Hands off. You can have a sugar cookie when we’re done with them.”

“But I like the frosting by itself,” Link says.

She holds fast to the bowl. “Yes, I’m very aware of that. If you’re good, I’ll let you lick the bowl when I’m done.”

“You’ll let me lick the bowl? What am I? Five?” Link asks.

“Sometimes you act like it. Go put on a shirt. Uncle Dagger’s about to leave with Coin. You don’t want your brother to remember you like that, do you?”

My stomach sinks. “Coin is leaving with Uncle Dagger?”

Mom presses her lips together. “I thought he told you. I’m sorry. He’s going to help Uncle Dagger fix some things at his furniture shop. They arranged it all yesterday.”

Then it’s started. My brothers are officially leaving.

“Coach wants me on campus by next week,” Link says. “Practice starts at seven in the morning. During the summer.” He scoffs like he hasn’t had early morning football practice every summer for the last four years.

I guess I should have realized he’d leave for college early.

“Silver was thinking he might come with me. Maybe get a job or something.” Link shrugs his shoulders.

Then it will only be Tin and me this summer. I set my knife down and stand up.

“Sequin, it’s okay. I was thinking we could go camping this summer,” Mom starts, but I escape the dining room and run past a few of our cousins down the hall to our bedroom. Luckily, it’s empty. I don’t want anyone to see the tears burning in the corner of my eyes.

Why are they so eager to leave? Don’t they like living with our moms? We have the best parents anyone could ask for. I sit on the hammock and rest my head in my hands. What will I do when this hammock is no longer ours, but just mine? What will dinner be like with only me and our moms? An emptiness spreads through my chest. I’m not ready for everyone to leave. I thought I would have more time.

The door opens. Silver steps inside, his long shiny hair swishing across his shoulders. Normally, he has it pulled back in a pony tail. But like Link, he’s shirtless and only wearing a pair of jeans. They usually take off their shirts when they smoke weed behind the shed in the backyard. Link claims their shirts soak up the smell.

I think Mom can smell it either way.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey.”

He sits down next to me in the hammock. He’s heavier than I am, so the hammock bows, forcing me to lean against him.

“I guess Link told you about my plans?” Silver says. His voice is gentle, like I’m a wild animal about to bolt or something.

“Yep. And Coin’s.”

Silver turns and wraps his big arms around me.

“I’m fine,” I lie. “You don’t need to do this.”

He doesn’t say anything in return. He just hugs me. Which makes it all worse, because it’s exactly what I need. Silver always knows what to do when I’m sad.

“I thought you were leaving at the end of the summer,” I say. A single tear slides down my cheek. I wipe it away quickly.

“Lucas found his fated mate.”

I pull away from him, not sure if I heard that right. Lucas is Silver’s best friend. They’ve been as thick as thieves for as long as I can remember, even after Lucas presented as an omega.

I always thought Silver would put his paws on him when they were ready to settle down.

“Is he sure?” I ask. “Don’t wolf shifters usually not recognize their fated mate until their mid-twenties?”

Silver nods.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. I just need to get away.” He gives me this sad smile that makes me wish I could take his pain away. It’s my turn to wrap my arms around him. He relaxes against me. For a few moments, we just sit there and find comfort in each other’s warmth.

“You could come with me, you know,” he says.

“I promised Mom I’d help her with the bakery.”

She runs a bakery out of our home during the summer. We sell cookies and bread at the local farmer’s market. Our plan was to expand the business into a few local grocery stores.

“There are bakeries in Houston. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you wanted to come. Coin is leaving with Uncle Dagger, and Tin’s starting his job early too. The horse trainer he’s apprenticing with asked him if he could. He said summer is the busiest time of year.”

My heart aches as I realize that’s the real reason Silver came in here. Someone had to tell me that Tin is leaving too. How did this happen? We were supposed to have one last summer together.

I hold Silver tighter. “Why does everyone have to go?”

“We’re excited to start the next part of our lives.”

“Why?” I ask again.

“Aren’t you, Quin? We’re eighteen. We should be excited about what comes next.”

I release him and get out of the hammock. I know I’m supposed to be excited about the rest of my life. Everyone is always telling me that. The counselors at school, our moms, and now Silver. I’m supposed to have some big, exciting plan that’s better than our perfect childhood. But I don’t.

“What if my life is already good just the way it is?” I say. “Why do I have to wish that things were different? What if I don’t want things to change?”

“Things are always going to change, Quin. That’s the one thing that stays constant. If you’re not excited about what’s coming next, then maybe you need to figure out something to work towards. Something to look forward to.”

I turn away from him. He doesn’t understand. I’ve never wanted a fast-paced, fancy career. I’ve never wanted to move to the city.

“What’s wrong with where we are?” I ask.

“Nothing.” He stands and walks toward me. “But it’s just the starting point.”

He holds out his arms, but I don’t need another patronizing hug. I also don’t need him to tell me how to live. Just because I’m not like him, doesn’t mean that what I want with my life is wrong. I like living with our moms. I like our trailer and our neighborhood.

I escape out of our bedroom and through our living room full of family members packing up to leave. There’s nowhere in this house I can go without being forced to face the reality of the future.

So I leave. Not somewhere exciting, like college. Just outside.

Far enough away that I don’t have to deal with how empty our house will be.
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SLADE


At the edge of the trailer park a huge tree looms over the houses. Maybe there was a time when it was alive and pretty, but now it’s a dead husk of its former self with an old rope hanging from one of the branches. Georgina says there used to be a tire swing, but someone took the tire. That probably was for the best. I don’t think the rotting branch could hold a tire now, much less the weight of a child.

Dalton is visiting, and we’ve never gotten along. He thinks she’s his personal ATM, car repair shop, and bartender. I think he’s full of shit. It’s better if I stay out of it.

I sit down on the ground and rest my back against the trunk of the tree. The land around here is nothing but rolling hills of prairie grass and wildflowers as far as the eye can see. It’s still hot, even this late at night, and a sheen of sweat coats my face and arms. I wonder if it’s any cooler in Austin. I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.

Tonight is my last night at Georgina’s house.

In the distance, a small figure walks toward me. It’s late enough at night that I can’t see who it is from this distance. As the figure gets closer, I recognize Quin’s face. He’s hunched over, hugging his chest. His body shakes, like he’s sobbing.

What’s going on? Is he crying?

I wave to him, but he doesn’t notice. He keeps walking until he almost runs into me.

He stops, his body straightening. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” He wipes a hand across his face. His cheeks are pink and a little puffy.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Yeah. Sorry.” He drags his hand across his face again and sniffles. He is definitely not okay.

I know I’m not the guy who gets to wipe away his tears and tell him everything will be fine, but I hate the idea of this sweet, sunshine boy hurting.

“Want to play a game?” I ask.

He hunches over again and looks away from me. “You don’t need to do that.”

“Do what? Play a game with a cute guy? Yeah, I know.”

He meets my gaze. “Cute?” His voice is fragile, like he thinks I’m teasing him.

“Yeah, cute. Would you like it better if I called you hot? Or sexy?”

His cheeks flush a bright shade of pink. “Oh, I wouldn’t… I mean… I don’t know. I’m not… that.”

I let out a breathy laugh. “That’s not true.”

He hugs his chest, clearly uncomfortable. I’m fucking this up.

“You’ve lived here your whole life, right?” I say.

He nods.

“Well, everyone around here is either a raccoon shifter themselves, so they wouldn’t be interested in you, or not allowed to date raccoon shifters. Otherwise, you’d have your pick of alphas to choose from. When you leave home you will, I promise.”

He considers me for a long moment. “Is that what your foster mom said? That you aren’t allowed to date raccoon shifters?”

I can’t help but laugh. “No. She likes you. It must be all that bread you bring over. It’s hard to dislike someone who gives you warm bread.”

He smiles. “Yeah, that’s true.”

I pat the patch of ground next to me. It’s hard and prickly, but he ventures over and sits down gingerly.

“You said you wanted to play a game?”

“I’m afraid that was just a shameless ploy to get you to talk to me,” I admit.

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. After all, you’re legal now,” I tease.

His face turns an adorable shade of pink.

We just sit there for a while, the light dimming all around us. Then Quin takes in a deep breath and squares his shoulders. “What about truth or dare?”

“What about it?” I ask.

“Would you play it? With me, that is. I mean, it’s okay if you don’t want to. I was just thinking that since we were here, and you mentioned a game. But you said you didn’t actually mean it, so I’m sorry⁠—”

“Yes,” I say, interrupting whatever endless ramble he got caught up in.

He hugs his knees to his chest. “Okay. Thanks.”

His quiet “thanks” makes me feel guilty. I’ve definitely avoided him the last few years. His brothers made it clear that they didn’t approve, and I didn’t want to cause any trouble. Maybe I hurt his feelings in the process. That was never my intention.

“I’ll go first,” he offers. “If you like.”

“Okay. Truth or dare.”

He hides his face between his knees. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him talk to someone besides his brothers, unless you count teachers. That’s not uncommon for raccoon shifter litters. From what I understand, the schools have to keep them in the same classes whenever possible. It’s a state mandate enforced by the raccoon shifter counsel. Quin hasn’t ever needed to make other friends.

“Truth,” he finally says.

“Why were you crying tonight?” I ask.

He turns his head, resting his cheek against his knee. “My brothers are moving away.”

“All of them?”

His eyes become glassy. “Yes.”

“That has to be hard,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

He buries his face between his knees again. I give him time to compose himself. After a few moments, he leans back and wipes away his tears. “Sorry. I don’t usually cry like this.”

“It’s okay.”

He turns to me. “Truth or dare.”

I shouldn’t have agreed to this game. So many things could go wrong. Quin and I aren’t junior high kids anymore. We can’t get away with doing stupid shit just to prove that we’re cool.

“Truth,” I say. Nothing too terrible can come from that.

“Do you really think I’m sexy?” God, the way he looks at me. He’s hanging on my every word like there isn’t anything more important than what I think of him.

“Of course I do.”

I expect him to blush or smile, but he narrows his eyes and says, “Why?”

“Why do I think you’re sexy?” I ask.

“Yeah. I’m not the sexy one. That’s Silver. Or Link, if you’re into jocks. Lots of omegas are, apparently. Even Coin has this goth, hipster thing going for him. But me…” he shrugs.

Quin can’t see himself. At least not without comparing himself to his brothers. He sits there, poised for my answer, but I don’t know how to tell him how special he is without revealing how much I like him.

I guess that cat’s already out of the bag anyway.

“You smell like warm bread and vanilla,” I say.

He scrunches up his nose. “That isn’t sexy.”

“Are you trying to tell me that if an alpha walked up to you smelling like cookies and bread, you wouldn’t want to kiss him?”

Quin gives me this cute, bashful smile. “Oh. Um, I don’t know.”

“That’s what I thought.”

His shoulders tense and his smile fades. He looks me straight in the eye. “Does that mean you want to kiss me?”

Fucking hell. There’s no way to answer that question without getting myself into trouble.

“I want a lot of things, Quin. It doesn’t mean I can have them.”

He glances down at my lips. “You could have me. If you wanted.”

He doesn’t understand. I’m half grizzly bear shifter, and we don’t do casual flings. Our souls yearn for a deep romantic connection as early as sixteen or seventeen. It started last year for me. The desire to find a man who I can love is overwhelming sometimes.

Once we’ve given our hearts to someone, that’s it. We’ll love them forever. Which is why I have to remember Quin isn’t a grizzly. Most guys our age aren’t ready for that kind of commitment.

“I do want you, but I can’t get involved with you.” I almost tell him I’m leaving tomorrow, but given that his brothers are too, I don’t want to pour salt on the wound.

“Because you’re in the cartel,” he says.

“What?”

He bites his lip. “Sorry. Silver said you were.”

I can’t blame him. If I had a brother like Quin, I’d say whatever was necessary to keep him away from me, too.

“I’m not in the cartel, but I’m no good for you, Quin.”

He narrows his eyes. “Why?”

“It’s complicated. But trust me, I’m no good for anyone right now.”

Even another grizzly wouldn’t want me. I’m only half grizzly, which is a hard sell for most omegas. And then there’s my moms. Family matters to grizzlies. They care where you come from—who your people are. No grizzly parents would ever let a guy like me bond to their omega son.

It’s better if I keep to myself. Jake’s half grizzly, too. If I can get an apartment for us and provide a stable life for him, he might be able to attract a mate in high school. Then one of us won’t have to end up alone.

“What if I don’t mind complicated?” Quin asks.

“You don’t get it. My younger brother is stuck in foster care. I need to make enough money to get my own place so the state will let me be his legal guardian.”

Quin’s lips twist into a smug smile. “Then I was right about you.”

“What do you mean?”

“My brothers are always saying bad things about you. That you’re in the cartel or you fix stolen cars. But I know you’re a good guy. I can tell.” He looks into my eyes like I’m something special—like I’m someone he wants. Alarm bells go off in my head because I know he’s wrong about me. I’ve fixed dozens of stolen cars, just like his brother said, not to mention the things I’ve done for Gary. I don’t deserve Quin’s admiration.

But I inhale deep, and he smells of warm bread and vanilla. He smiles up at me, his dimples popping, and I can almost see the possibility of something between us. I’d come back to the trailer park on the weekend to spend time with him. His brothers would be gone, so no one would stop us. He’d be excited to see me and jump into my arms. We’d date for a year or so before I asked him to be mine. We’d raise Jake together and have kids of our own—kids who would be adorable raccoon shifters, like him.

The fantasy only exists in my head for a second before all the reasons it would never work stack like dominoes. I’d have nowhere to stay on the weekend. I doubt Quin’s moms would let me stay with them, and Georgina’s room will undoubtedly go to another kid in the foster care system. Quin’s brothers might be clueless while we’re dating, but they’d never let me bond to him. And I highly doubt Quin wants to raise a fifteen-year-old kid when he’s only eighteen himself.

“You deserve someone better than me,” I say.

With that, I stand up and walk away. My heart screams at me to turn back. I don’t know if I’ll ever meet a guy I like more than Quin. He’s like happiness, safety, and home wrapped up in a person. I wish I could be with him.

But he was wrong about me. I’m not good.

At least this way, he never has to learn the truth.
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SEQUIN


Iwatch the clock on the dresser. 12:03. I’m near the top of the raccoon pile tonight, poised for my escape. All my brothers are sleeping soundly, probably dreaming of their exciting futures far away from here.

Little do they know that I have an exciting future too. Not far away, but right here in the trailer park. I just have to do a little sneaking around to get it started. Slade said he thought I was sexy. He’s only holding back because he thinks he isn’t good enough for me. He’s wrong, and he deserves to be with someone who sees his worth. Once I put my paws on his chest, all his insecurities will melt away, and we can be together. Mom won’t mind if we stay in my room for a little while until we can get a trailer of our own. We can even clear out the craft room for Slade’s little brother.

Everything will be perfect.

At one o’clock I climb up the rope and jump into the pile of pillows on the floor. I glance back, checking to see if I woke any of my brothers, but none of them stir. I have to shift into my human form to open the door. Once I close it again, I shrink back into a raccoon and scurry into the kitchen. The doggie door Mom installed to let us come and go in our raccoon forms when we were little kids is still there.

I jump through it and out into the night.

Nighttime in rural Texas has its own sound. It isn’t just the song of the cicadas, it’s the rustle of prairie grass billowing in the wind and the hum of every AC unit in the trailer park running at full blast to fight off the sweltering heat. Silver once said that most people thought of a certain smell or person when they thought of home, but for him, home was a sound. He said when he heard his brothers breathing softly in their sleep, he knew he was where he belonged.

I agreed with him back then. But now I realize that home isn’t stagnant. It can change.

To me, home is about the people you’re with. My people are about to leave. That means I need to find new ones.

I climb over the chain-link fence that separates Georgina’s yard from ours. I don’t know where Slade’s room is, or how I’m going to get inside once I figure it out. But at least all the windows in the house are dark. I run across the yard littered with car parts and up the deck to the sliding glass door. I weigh the option of turning back into my human form to open it, but then I’d be buck naked in Slade’s back yard. Instead, I grip the glass with my paws and pull back with all my might.

The door budges just a bit. That means it isn’t locked.

I put my paws into the tiny opening and spread them wide until there’s enough space to fit my body through. Sometimes being small has its advantages. Once I’m inside, there’s no real way of shutting the door without a lot of effort, so I leave it open.

My vision in the dark is decent as a raccoon. I’m able to find my way through the kitchen to the hallway of doors. One of them is already open. The room inside has a linoleum floor, so that’s probably the bathroom. I walk along the floorboards, listening for movement. When I get to the first door, I sniff underneath it, hoping to pick up Slade’s scent. My nose is much more sensitive in this form. But all I can smell is Georgina’s perfume.

I move to the next closed door. Slade’s musky scent rushes at me before I even start sniffing. I push my paws against his door, hoping that it isn’t properly latched. Unfortunately, it doesn’t move at all.

Damn it. Either I have to shift to open it, or I have to figure out how to do it with my paws. I decide that the latter option isn’t practical. It will require jumping and probably wake Slade up. If he knew what I was planning, he’d try to stop me. I quickly shift into my human form. It’s absolutely terrifying standing in that hallway, naked and vulnerable. But I only have to stay that way for a moment. I twist the knob and open the door just a crack. Then I shift back as quickly as possible.

My heart races as I stand there on all four paws, about to enter Slade’s bedroom. What if he’s not asleep? He could be messing around on his phone or lying awake in bed. What would he say if he saw me creeping into his room in my raccoon form?

I can’t focus on that. I have to be brave and go after a future that excites me. That’s what Silver said. If I chicken out now, I’ll have to watch all my brothers leave, knowing I have nothing to look forward to.

I push the door open with my front paws. The room is as dark as the rest of the house, which implies that Slade isn’t on his phone. I’d be able to see the glow of it. There’s a twin bed in the corner of the room. Slade’s huge form rests on it, his arm hanging over the side, and his feet extending past the edge. It’s surreal to watch him sleep like this. If everything goes according to plan, I’ll be able to sleep next to him soon. It will be totally different than sharing a hammock with my brothers, but I think I’m ready for that.

I like the idea of curling into Slade’s big body at night.

As I get closer, I see that he’s shirtless under his sheet. The bottom of his legs are bare too, so maybe he’s more than shirtless. The idea of that makes me a little nervous. I’ve never done anything besides chastely kiss a boy before, and that was on the elementary school playground when I was seven years old. Mom said it would all come naturally to me when the time came. She told me not to worry about it. But I worry Slade will be disappointed with my inexperience.

I just have to do my best. If I try hard to make it good for him, I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it. At least I hope so.

I scamper up the top of the bed and perch on his bedpost. From here I can see the slow rise and fall of his chest. He twitches in his sleep. I almost lose my footing because his movement is so sudden. What will I do if he wakes up? Maybe mountain lion shifters have a great sense of smell, like wolf shifters. I need to hurry up before anything can go wrong.

Slowly, I crawl along the edge of the bed. I stand on my hind legs, which is always a precarious position as a raccoon and outstretch my paws.

This is it. Slade is about to be mine. Then he can stop thinking he isn’t good enough, and we can just be happy together. I gently press my paws on the warm skin of his chest. It’s all a bit awkward. When I pictured doing this as a kid, I thought my paws would be centered—one paw for each pec. But both my paws are on the right side of his chest. For a moment, I’m not sure I did it right. Then a powerful surge rushes through me. It’s like a rush of wind, but instead of blowing at my skin, it lights me up inside with a warmth that makes me feel like my body is glowing. I remove my paws from Slade’s chest to look at them in wonder.

Slade lurches awake. I try to get my balance, but I’m on my hind legs, and I go toppling over, landing with a thud on the ground. Instinct takes over, and I rush under the bed to hide.

“Hello?” Slade says. “Is anyone there?” His voice sounds groggy and confused.

Should I answer him? I’d have to shift into my human form to do that, which would mean being naked under Slade’s bed. I know we’re going to see each other naked eventually, but I hadn’t planned on baring it all for him tonight.

Slade’s foot drops in front of me, mere inches from my snout. “Georgina?”

If he goes to get Georgina, then they both might return to his room to look for whatever woke him up. There are plenty of pests in this part of Texas. They might even mistake me for a regular raccoon and get Georgina’s glock. Her nephew likes to hunt the wild raccoons living around here. He used to hang the pelts in her backyard when we were kids. It was absolutely terrifying.

Before I can think better of it, I shift into my human form. The space under the bed becomes far too small, and I feel horribly exposed, even though Slade can’t see me yet.

“It’s me,” I say softly.

“Quin?” Slade’s other foot drops down. “Where are you?”

“Don’t look, but I’m underneath your bed.”

His knees lower to the ground. He must have missed the “don’t look” part.

“I’m naked! Don’t look!” I say a little too loudly. The last thing I need is for Georgina to come into his room because she overheard us talking.

“You’re naked? Underneath my bed?” Slade asks.

“Yes. I was in my raccoon form, but then you woke up, and I can’t talk in my raccoon form, so I shifted back. But I don’t have my clothes.”

He laughs. “What?” His knees lift and I watch his feet walk across the room. A white piece of fabric sails at my head. It takes me a second to realize it’s a shirt. A really big shirt.

“Put that on,” he says.

That’s easier said than done while hiding under a small twin bed. Getting it over my head isn’t too bad, but extending my arms out into the shirt holes requires me to twist and bend in uncomfortable ways. I finally pull the fabric over my body.

“Are you okay under there?” he asks.

I wriggle out from underneath his bed slowly. I’m lying on the floor, holding the hem of his shirt to my knees, when the light flips on. I shield my eyes, not ready for the blinding light.

His muscular body is naked except for the sheet he has clutched around his waist. His entire chest and right leg are exposed. I’ve always been a bit overwhelmed by him, but at this angle, I see the hard lines of his muscle in a different way. He isn’t just big, he’s beautiful. Chiseled, even. Like a god sculpted him from marble. I’ve always liked his tattoos. I thought they made him look older, and like a bad boy, if I’m honest. But when I actually look at the images themselves, they’re a layered work of art. His right arm has the outline of flowers carefully shaded with just black. His left arm is covered with symbols I don’t know the meaning of, but I recognize them. The grizzly shifters in our area wear jewelry with beads that have those symbols.

He stays completely still as I stare at him. I glance up at his face to see shock etched in his features.

“Quin, I…” he trails off, and shakes his head. “You’re…” he tries again, but the words still don’t come. He steps closer to me and crouches down, hovering over me. The light frames his head like some kind of angel.

I should tell him what I’ve done. If I explained how raccoon shifter bonding works, he wouldn’t need to be confused. But he doesn’t seem happy—he seems distressed. Have I made a mistake?

“I thought you liked me,” I say.

“I do. But like I said, I’m no good for you.”

That’s when I understand. Even the primal pull of a fated mate isn’t enough to convince Slade to touch me. Not because he doesn’t want me. He must. But because he thinks he doesn’t deserve me, and that insecurity is bigger than love–bigger than anything in his heart.

That won’t do. Not if we’re going to live happily ever after. I sit up, bringing our bodies closer. He stares back into my eyes with this tortured expression, like wanting me is the worst thing in the world.

“Don’t you think I should get to decide what’s good for me?” I place my hand on his chest where my paw was only moments earlier. He takes in a sharp breath the moment I touch him. That breath comes out ragged as I trail my fingers down his torso, stopping once I reach the place where he’s clutching the sheet around his body.

“I’ll want you more than once,” he warns me. “I like you too much.”

I smile up at him. “Good.”

He drops the sheet and his body surrounds me. His huge arms wrap around my shoulders, and his face descends. His mouth claims mine with a ferocity that’s far more than a kiss. I melt into him, my lips opening as he shoves his tongue in my mouth. It’s like surrendering to lightning. My whole body is on fire as he molds our mouths together, our teeth clacking from the force of his strength.

The rightness of the kiss is undeniable. Our connection is like a form of home. Not a sound or a scent, but a sensation of belonging so deep, I’ve never felt anything like it before. This is bigger than the connection I have with my brothers. It’s more demanding, too. I feel like I’ll die if Slade doesn’t fill me up and make me whole.

I kiss him back, running my fingers over the smooth planes and hard edges of his torso. The sensation of his body hair along my fingertips is almost as good as the heat of his mouth, as it travels across my jaw and to my ear. The skin there is wildly sensitive. Especially when he bites my earlobe.

“Oh,” I whisper, not able to hold all the emotion in.

I’m suddenly airborne. Slade lifts me onto the bed by my armpits and then rests his big body on top of mine. His weight is glorious. Not comforting, like cuddling with my brothers, but intense and overpowering. I can barely breathe. But I don’t want him to get up. I like the way he smashes my body into the mattress.

He kisses me again. The kissing paired with his weight is an onslaught of sensation. There’s nothing in the world except for Slade and his body. He begins to rock against me, creating a delicious friction against my cock that makes me whimper. Only the thin fabric of his shirt separates my sensitive erection from his body. I feel a stiff, hot shape blaze against my own cock. That must be his.

The ache between my legs blooms into a feral need.

Slade lowers his mouth to my neck and sucks at the skin. The pressure of his lips and teeth creates a wild pleasure that’s almost too much to bear. Then the fabric is pulled up, and we’re skin against skin. The heat of his cock sears against mine. He grips us together, and my whole world fractures. I cry out as an orgasm tears through me. His mouth covers mine immediately. In the back of my mind, I realize he’s trying to cover the noise. His foster mother is in the other room. I shouldn’t be screaming.

But I didn’t know orgasms could be like that. My body shivers, the pleasure still overtaking me as I come all over his fist. I cling to him with a desperation that’s foreign to me, my fingers clawing at his back like a wild animal. For a moment I feel horribly vulnerable because he isn’t coming yet. Maybe this is better for me than it is for him. What if something went wrong, and our connection is only one way? Then his hand releases my cock and slides between my legs.

There’s so much slick. My cheeks burn with embarrassment as his fingers run through it. The scent of my arousal is so powerful, I worry he’ll be put off by it.

He closes his eyes and lets out a ragged breath. “Oh, Quin. I want you so badly.”

“Then have me,” I say. I can’t believe how bold and brave I sound, even though I’m terrified he’ll say we can’t or we shouldn’t or some other phrase that would mean this has to end. I’ve given him everything I have—splayed my heart and soul in front of him like an offering. What if he walks away?

He circles his fingers around that secret place I’ve only touched a few times. Masturbating with my dick in the shower is always easier. When Slade touches me there, I become nothing but want. I need him deeper.

He presses a fingertip into me. It feels so good. I buck my hips, desperate for more. The rest of his finger slides in, and oh God. I arch my chest as my whole body goes taut. I’m coming again on his finger. I thrash back and forth because I know I’m not supposed to scream, and the energy of the pleasure has to escape somewhere. I grasp for his body again, clawing at his arms.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he whispers in my ear.

His finger withdraws. I open my mouth to protest, but then he slides it back in. There must be more this time, because the penetration is thicker and more satisfying. I squeeze around him, reveling in the feeling of fullness.

Slade grabs my hand and guides it to something hot and smooth. I look down and see his cock for the first time. It’s much bigger than mine—much thicker too. The skin of the head is a dark pink. I squeeze it tight, like I squeezed his fingers.

He takes a deep breath through his nose. “Be careful, baby. Or this will be over before it’s started.”

“Then you’ll… have me?” I ask, not sure what I should call it. Fucking? Making love?

He presses a kiss to my forehead. “I want you. But I don’t have a condom.”

My moms have been talking to me about protection since before it was probably appropriate. But Slade is my future mate. I can feel it in my bones. It’s not like this is a one-night-stand or anything.

“This is my first time. I won’t give you anything,” I say.

He rests his forehead against mine. “This is your first time? Oh, Quin. I should have done it differently. I’m sorry⁠—”

“I’m not sorry. I want you. Please.”

My heart hammers as I wait for his response. Maybe I’m being selfish. Pregnancy is a risk, too. I know that. But we’re experiencing the same attraction fated mates do when they meet each other. They fuck, don’t they?

It’s hard to think about anything but fucking while his fingers are inside me.

“I have to move to Austin,” Slade says. “I have a job there. I was going to tell you earlier tonight, but you mentioned that your brothers were moving too, and it didn’t seem the right time.”

He withdraws his fingers, leaving me empty. It feels like the world is falling from underneath me. I put my paws on Slade. He was my chance at a future that I could be excited about. But even he’s leaving.

Maybe I have to leave too. Is that what the universe is saying?

“Are there bakeries in Austin?” I ask.

He seems confused. “What do you mean?”

Of course that would be confusing to him. It would be crazy for me to go with him. He doesn’t know that he’s my only chance at a bond now.

“Never mind,” I say. This was all such a stupid mistake. The only time Slade has ever shown any interest in me was when he felt sorry for me and now when I forced him into desiring me by putting my paws on him.

“There are probably a lot of bakeries in Austin. It’s a big city. I’ll be working for this auto repair shop. The owner said I could stay in a room above the shop until I get an apartment of my own. I don’t know if he’d let me have overnight guests. But if you were ever willing to visit…” He swallows hard. “I can’t tell you how badly I want you, but I have nothing to give you in return. I’m nothing, Quin. And you’re… you’re perfect.”

The world starts reshaping. Weekends in Austin with Slade. Weekdays at home with Mom, baking. We could take the bread to the big city. Eventually, Slade would get his own apartment. I could get a job at a bakery.

He said I was perfect. He must really want me if he said that.

“Could we just try?” I ask. “Please.”

He searches my face, the same tortured look from before returning to his features. But he moves his body lower, and I feel pressure against my entrance. “Are you sure?”

I bob my head up and down. “Yes.”

It hurts a little as he slides inside me. The pressure and the discomfort aren’t all bad, though. They’re overwhelming in the same way Slade’s big body always is. I like how overwhelming he is. He locks eyes with me as he pushes inside. I’ve never felt so close to someone. He never looks away. Not even when I tell him to stop because it’s too much at once, or when I ask him to keep going because I’m finally ready. He stays with me the whole time, until there’s so much of him inside me, I know I can’t take any more or I’ll break.

We stay there in perfect stillness for a long time. And then he rocks his hips ever so slightly. The enormous pressure shifts into pleasure. I let out a pent-up breath.

“Will you go slow?” I ask.

“Yes.”

He’s so gentle. The tiny rocks slowly turn into careful thrusts. His cock makes the inside of my body sing. It’s still a little uncomfortable in the beginning, but then he pushes against a spot that makes my body tingle.

“Right there,” I gasp.

He thrusts in earnest now, hitting that spot again. I clutch at his shoulders, moving my hips in tandem. Our bodies crash together over and over again. The pleasure slowly escalates. I’m already so overwhelmed by his size and the heat in his eyes, I don’t know if I can survive the high of it. If I squeeze around him, it will be too much. But he moves faster. The bed creaks underneath us, and neither of us care. He drives me closer and closer, until I can’t stop it coming—until I go careening over that cliff and every muscle in my body seizes up.

I scream into his mouth. He moans into mine. He shakes against me, losing control at the same time. I hold him close, needing to feel his trembling, as my orgasm goes on and on. He peppers me with kisses across my face. I finally relax onto his mattress as the intensity subsides, but for him it isn’t over. That’s when I notice he’s pulled out of me. Not all the way, just enough for the large knot at the base of his cock to come out. I can see it between our bodies.

My heart aches at the loss. I want his knot. But intellectually, I know I couldn’t have taken it. At least not yet. He would have hurt me if he’d tried.

I circle my fingers around the knot. He throws his head back at the added pressure. I can’t quite get my hand around it completely, but I squeeze it as best I can, watching his face twist with pleasure. I milk his knot with my hand for several minutes until it starts to shrink. Not completely, but enough that he lies down beside me, burying his nose in my neck.

A sense of wholeness washes over me. This is what I need. Not just the sex, but the closeness.

“I’ll visit you in Austin,” I say, as I feel myself drifting to sleep.

“Yes. In Austin,” he mumbles.

That’s something to look forward to.
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When I wake, Quin is nestled in my arms. Perfect Quin, who I made promises to. I should feel guilty for that. My brother has to be my main focus over the next few months. But I told Quin about him.

Maybe there’s enough space in my life for both of them.

I should wake Quin up. The sun is shining through my window. Georgina could walk in at any moment and see us together in my bed. But would that be the worst thing? I’m afraid of other people finding out because I know Quin’s brothers won’t approve, but Georgina would never tell them.

A few minutes more with Quin won’t hurt.

His warm body feels right in my arms. It makes me a little nervous, because I already like him far too much. Enough that my grizzly heart might already be lost.

Quin stirs. His eyes flutter open, taking in my room and me next to him in bed. He smiles, and I get to see his cute dimples. I press a gentle kiss to each one.

“Good morning, baby.”

He grins up at me, so full of sunshine, he seems to glow. I forgot how stunning he is in the daylight. My stomach twists in discomfort.

I know damn well that guys like Quin don’t end up with guys like me.

“Thank you for last night,” he says. He kisses the tip of my nose. “It was the best night of my life.”

It’s impossible to not get sucked into whatever this is between us. I know it’s doomed. I know I don’t deserve him. But he’s so happy in my bed, and that happiness seeps into my bones through some magical form of osmosis.

“It was the best night of my life too,” I admit.

He beams with joy. Because of me.

That doesn’t seem real.

“I think I’m going to call you my sunbeam,” I say. “Because you’re all sunshine.”

He covers his mouth with his hand. “That’s the cutest pet name I’ve ever heard. I knew my brothers were wrong about you.”

That brings reality back. I haven’t told Quin about the stolen cars. I don’t think I should. That would make him an accessory to the crime. I haven’t told him about Jake’s drug problems, either. There’s so much we haven’t talked about.

My bedroom door opens. “Good morning, sleepyhead—” Georgina’s mouth drops open. Quin is under the sheet and nestled into my arms, but the back of his head is clearly visible from the door.

He turns his head to look at her. “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

Georgina finally recovers, a wide smile spreading across her face. “I’ll give you two a little privacy. I just wanted to remind Slade that his bus leaves in an hour. We’ll need to head out in about thirty minutes to get to the station on time.”

Fucking hell. I packed everything, but I was planning on showering before we left. I want to make a good impression with my new boss.

Georgina closes the door behind her. Poor Quin’s cheeks are bright pink with embarrassment.

“I’m sorry. I have to go.” I sound like a creep. Quin deserves a slow morning with coffee and cuddles, and here I am, quick to leave.

“Okay.” He tries to smile, but his happiness from before is gone.

“You mentioned you could visit?” I say hopefully.

He smiles at that. “I have a little money saved up. I could take the bus to Austin this weekend.”

I have no idea if my boss will be okay with me inviting a boyfriend over. It will probably be a mistake to ask. I’m supposed to be proving myself, not requesting favors. But Quin is worth it.

“That would be great. Could I get your number?” I ask.

“Yeah, of course.”

This is crazy. I don’t even have his number, and I’m planning my life around him. I don’t care, though. I need to see him again. Something primal and needy pulses through my body, demanding more of him. I’ve never felt anything like it.

I grab my phone from the nightstand and hand it to him. I love the way he bites his bottom lip as he focuses on the screen. He finishes inputting his phone number and hands it back to me. “Here.”

I brush my lips against his, needing one last kiss before we have to say goodbye. “Thank you.”

He stares into my eyes with a vulnerability that reminds me a lot of last night when he was crying about his brothers leaving.

“You won’t forget to text, right?” he asks.

I shake my head.

He glances around the room. “I don’t exactly have clothes. I was a raccoon last night when…” He trails off and his cheeks flush pink.

Most shifters only take their animal form a few times a year. We think of our animal forms as private and sacred—something we’d only show to our mates or our immediate family. But raccoon shifters are different. I heard they sleep in their animal forms every night. That must be why Quin was wandering the neighborhood as a raccoon.

“Stay away from Georgina’s house while you’re shifted, okay? Her nephew is a piece of work. He likes to shoot at any animal he finds around her house.”

He swallows hard. “Okay. But if I don’t shift, I won’t be able to go home without wearing your clothes, and my brothers…”

If his brothers found out what we did last night, they won’t be happy. Last night, Dalton drank a whole bottle of whiskey. There’s no way he’ll be up before noon.

I reach back and pull my window open. “Go now. I’ll keep an eye on you.”

Too late, I realize I’ve asked him to shift in front of me. That would be a wildly intimate request if he was a grizzly shifter. He pauses, and for a moment, I worry I’ve gone too far. Then his body begins to shrink. His skin sprouts soft brown fur, and his hands transform into little black paws. A long, bushy tail extends from his back and cute, triangular ears pop up on either side of his head. He looks at me with soft eyes framed by patches of black fur, and God. I’ve never thought of raccoons as beautiful. Cute, sure, but Quin is more than that. He curls his tail around his body shyly, like he’s afraid of my reaction.

“You are lovely, Quin,” I say. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was my fated mate. That’s how much I feel drawn to him, even as a raccoon. He can’t be, though. Fated mates among grizzlies are rare, and I would have noticed before now.

He nuzzles my hand. Maybe he doesn’t know that it’s inappropriate for most shifters to seek touch from anyone but their mates. I stroke his furry head anyway. I can’t help it. He’s so soft, and the way he leans into my touch feels too good. I run my fingers down his back, and he arches into me, like a cat.

“Do you like that?” I ask.

A low vibration comes from his chest. I think that’s a purr. I had no idea raccoons purred. He gives my hand a lick, then he jumps off my lap and scampers toward the window. With one graceful leap, he lands on the ground below and sprints toward his house. His tail juts out behind him as he runs, and his legs bound off the ground like a dog or deer. In only a few seconds, he makes it to the back door of his house and disappears inside.

As I watch him run off, I hear my phone buzz. I glance at the nightstand. It’s a text from Jake.

Good luck with the move today.

I’m surprised he remembered. He’s been out of it recently. I message him back.

Thanks. I’ll see you Monday.

Now that I’m living in Austin, I can visit Jake every week, instead of once every few months when Georgina scrounges together enough money to pay for the bus fare. It’s hard to leave Quin behind, but it’s necessary.

I text Quin next.

Hey, this is Slade. Thank you for last night.

Maybe I really can have them both. It seems like an impossible thing to wish for.

Either way, I know my heart is Quin’s forever. I just hope I can be enough to claim his, too.
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Ipush through the doggie door flap as quietly as possible. But the moment I’m inside, I notice two unfortunate things: one is the light. It’s on, which means someone else is up. The second thing I notice is the folding chair set up next to the sink. My omega mom is sitting on it, her leg bouncing up and down with impatience.

“Good morning,” she says, unsurprised to see me.

Oh my God. What am I supposed to do? I’m never the one who gets in trouble. Mom is too busy scolding Link to notice when I mess up.

“If you had bothered to tell Silver or Link about your plans to sneak out, they would’ve told you that I put alarm sensors on that doggie door years ago. Where did you have to be for the last eight hours?”

I stare back at her silently. She knows I can’t answer her in my raccoon form. She sighs and tosses me an old nightgown that was folded on her lap. “Sorry. I thought it was one of Dagger’s girls who got out.”

What will my brothers say if they come into the kitchen and see me wearing a nightgown? Mom glares at me, so I burrow into the nightgown anyway and begin to shift. I’d rather get teased by Link than make her mad. She turns away to give me privacy, which is good. Shifting into clothes is more of an art than a science. I miss the head hole entirely, and end up exposing my ass in the process. But eventually, I’m as decent as one can be while sitting on the kitchen floor in a frilly nightgown.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

She folds her arms across her chest. “Sorry for what, exactly? I don’t know what you did yet.”

“Sorry for sneaking out.”

She raises her eyebrows. “And?”

“And… meeting up with a guy,” I say.

She considers that for a moment. “Meeting up with a guy to do what?”

I lower my gaze to my lap. “You know.”

“You mean sex.”

Sometimes I hate how blunt Mom is, but today it’s kind of nice that she said it out loud so I don’t have to.

“Yeah.”

She uncrosses her arms and rests her elbows on her knees. “You don’t gotta sneak out to do that, okay? You’re eighteen years old. Go out the front door with your clothes on, and tell me where you’re going.”

“I couldn’t. Link doesn’t like this guy. He would freak out of he knew I was seeing him.”

“What guy? Do I know him?” she asks.

I look up at her, hoping she’ll be able to say his name just like she said the word sex. Then I wouldn’t have to admit out loud that I’m with Slade. It’s not that I’m ashamed of him, but I don’t know what she’ll think of me when she finds outs who I chose for a mate.

She waits for me to answer, as patient as ever. I know she’ll love me, no matter what. But I couldn’t bear it if she was disappointed in me, even for a moment.

“Slade,” I finally say.

She tries to mask her surprise, but Mom’s never been a good liar. “Okay. Thank you for telling me.”

“He’s a good guy, Mom.”

She presses her lips together like she doesn’t believe me.

“He really is. He was gentle. He made me feel… good.” That isn’t the right word, but I don’t know how else to describe the way Slade made me feel. Whole? Euphoric? Like I was enough?

“Do you want to know what I think?” she asks.

I nod, even though I’m a little scared to find out.

“I think most people are good. Even people who make mistakes.”

“Slade isn’t making mistakes,” I say.

She gives me a warm smile. “Okay. I believe you. If you tell me Slade is a good guy, then he’s a good guy. And I’m happy that he made you feel good, Sequin. You deserve all the happiness in the world.”

Guilt churns in my gut. Mom has told us plenty of times that she wants to be the first one to know when we put our paws on someone. I should say something.

“I’m serious about him,” I admit.

She holds out her arms to me. I get up off the floor and sit in her lap, even though I’m eighteen years old, and technically a man now. She gives me a tight hug, and I close my eyes, savoring the sensation of being held by my mom. Men aren’t supposed to need this, but it makes me feel safe after the emotional roller coaster of the last twenty-four hours. I don’t regret choosing Slade as my mate, but I know I probably chose him too soon, and I know what people will think of me when they find out. Everything is changing so fast, and I’m not sure I’m ready.

“You’re allowed to be serious about whoever you want,” Mom says.

“I know. But Link⁠—”

She pulls away from me and looks me straight in the eye. “Link is going away to college next week, along with everybody else.”

“Then you won’t tell them?” I ask.

“Heavens, no. Between you and me, I think it will be good for you to get a little space from Link and Silver. You don’t need their protection as much as they think you do.”

I can’t help but smile at that. “Yeah.”

“Well, I better get started on breakfast. But no more sneaking around, okay? And once your brothers are gone, I don’t mind if Slade spends the night. We’re all adults here. I just don’t want to get any more alarm notifications about that doggie door in the middle of the night.”

I nod. “Okay.”

“I bet your brothers aren’t up yet. You could probably get back in bed, and they won’t notice you’ve been gone.” She winks at me conspiratorially.

A part of me wants to tell her everything. Mentioning that I’m serious with Slade is different than saying I put my paws on him. But I like the idea of retreating off to my bedroom and waking up with my brothers one last time. Once they’re gone, I’ll have plenty of opportunities to sit down with Mom and explain what happened.

I shrink down to my raccoon form and shake off the pink nightgown. Everything will be okay. Putting my paws on Slade last night was a little impulsive, but Mom seemed open to the idea of me dating him, and now that he’s agreed to be with me, we can take things slower.

I scamper off to my bedroom and get back in the hammock before any of my brothers wake up.
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SLADE


The next two days feel eternal. I like my boss and the little apartment above the shop, but it’s harder to be away from Quin than I expected. He sends me photos and little audio messages throughout the day, which helps. I think he can feel the connection between us too. That’s nice. It gives me hope that we can make this work.

On the second night, I walk the steps up to my new apartment in a daze. I barely notice the buzzing in my pocket until I stretch out on the bed and close my eyes. In the silence of my new apartment, the sound is almost loud. Buzz buzz buzz. Someone is calling me. It’s probably Georgina. She’s the only one in my life who’s old enough to call instead of text. Or maybe it’s my boss.

I pull out my phone. Jake’s name is on the screen, along with his photo. It’s one from last Christmas, when Georgina arranged for him to spend the day with us in her trailer. He’s grinning at the camera in the pajamas I bought for him.

Why is he calling me? He never calls.

“Hello?”

There’s no response on the other end. Just silence.

“Jake? Are you there?”

Someone breaths into the phone.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

There’s a long pause, and then I hear someone whisper. At first, I can’t make out what they’re saying. Then I hear a quiet, “Help.”

“You need help? Where are you?”

There’s a long, ragged breath on the other end. Something is wrong.

“Jake, tell me where you are. Or if you can’t talk, you can call 911. They can track your location.”

“No,” Jake whispers. “No cops.” He wheezes, gasping for breath.

“What is going on? Where are you?”

“Warehouse. 9200 Blue Centre Boulevard.” He barely gets the words out.

“Okay. I’m on my way.”

I don’t know how I’m going to get there. I jump out of bed and unbutton my coveralls. If Jake is in a situation where he doesn’t want cops involved, I can’t show up with a uniform that says my name on it. I bound down the stairs and burst into the garage. My new boss is standing by his desk, reading a clipboard. He glances up at me as I rush in.

“What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“My brother is in trouble. Really bad trouble. I think he’s hurt. He’s at this warehouse about fifteen miles away from here, and I…” I drag my hand through my hair. There’s no way this guy is going to give a stupid kid like me a car to drive. But I can’t exactly take the bus. It could take me an hour or longer to get there.

My boss reaches into his pocket and pulls out a set of keys. “You can take my truck just this once.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you. I will make this up to you. I’ll clean the garage or your house or⁠—”

He tosses me the keys. “We can figure all that out when you get back. You go take care of your brother. It’s the red Ford out front.”

I dash into the customer service area and out the front door. An old red truck is parked on the far right side. I run for it, almost scraping the paint with the key as I fumble to slide it inside the lock. The cabin of the truck is meticulously clean and has that new car smell. I scramble inside and pull out my phone to put the address Jake gave me into the GPS.

It’s closer than I thought. Only ten minutes away.

Driving Tim’s truck is an adjustment after Georgina’s old Buick. I do my best to be careful, but Jake’s ragged breaths haunt me every mile. I drive faster than I should. I even run a stop sign because I don’t see it until it’s too late.

I arrive at the address in exactly seven minutes.

It’s in the warehouse district, which is nothing but a bunch of big square buildings and empty parking lots this time of night. The sun has already begun to set, so I can barely see the numbers on the side of the aluminum siding. I jump out of the truck and run for the door. It’s unlocked and swings open without a fuss. No one is in the reception area. The lights are off and an eerie silence permeates the air.

Where is Jake?

I consider calling him, but I’m not sure if he’s hiding or if he’d be able to respond. I text him instead.

I’m here. Where do I go?

No response. I wander around the corner. There’s a corridor of doors. I start opening them and flipping on lights. They’re just empty offices. Jake is nowhere to be seen. At the end of the hallway is a larger door made of metal. I open it to find the warehouse with boxes of toilet paper stacked toward the sky. A forklift is parked next to the entrance. In the distance, I hear quiet sobs.

“Jake?!” I call out.

The sobbing stops. “Go away.” His voice is clear and strong this time.

I follow the sound of his voice through a long hallway of toilet paper. I pull out my phone to use the flashlight, but I still can’t see Jake.

“Where are you?”

I turn and find my brother sitting in a pool of blood. A large man lies next to him, a knife sticking out of his back. His eyes stare straight ahead, unblinking.

“What happened? How did he… how did you…” I stammer, trying to process what I’m seeing. On closer inspection, the man is young. He can’t be more than a few years older than me.

“I don’t know.” He covers his face with his hands. His fingers are as bloody as the floor.

I take a few careful steps toward him. “Is there anyone else here?”

He shakes his head.

I crouch down next to the man and press my fingers to his neck, hoping beyond all reason to find a pulse. But the second I make contact with his skin, I know he’s gone. He isn’t cold yet, but he isn’t warm enough, either.

“Jake, you need to tell me what happened,” I say.

“I don’t know. He said he had some Molly. All I had to do was… you know. But when I got here, he pinned me down, and I was scared. I took his knife, and I…”

“You what, Jake?”

“I just wanted him off of me.”

My mind reels with questions. What was he planning to do for the Molly? When did the knife come out? How did it end up in the guy’s back? But in the end, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is the dead body on the floor, and the scared boy who was just trying to defend himself.

I stand up and walk around the body. The blade is embedded in the middle of the man’s back—exactly where it would be if Jake’s older brother had come to save him and resorted to desperate measures.

I crouch down next to the knife. It has a black handle. I use the bottom of my T-shirt to wipe it down. Once I’m done, I wrap my fingers around it.

“What are you doing?” Jake asks.

“What I have to.” I step on the other side of the body where the pool of blood is, then back away slowly, allowing my footprints to leave impressions on the cement floor.

“Slade… I don’t understand.”

“We’re in Texas. If you kill somebody while committing another felony, they can try you for capital murder. You were buying drugs, so there’s your felony. They’ll give you the death penalty for that.”

Jake shakes his head. “No. That can’t be right. He was on top of me. He was going to...”

I crouch down in front of Jake. “I believe you. That’s why I gotta do the time, okay? If I say I killed this guy to protect my little brother, they’ll go easy on me. I’ll be out in a couple years. No sweat.”

That’s a lie. I’ll do at least ten years for murder, and I know that. But Jake doesn’t need to yet. Lots of kids get tried as adults in the Texas court system. I can’t let him spend the rest of his life in jail, or worse.

“This isn’t your fault,” Jake says.

“It wasn’t yours, either.”

Jake shrinks in on himself, his eyes hollow. “But you’re the good one.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“You are. And now I’ve ruined your life. It isn’t fair.”

I take a deep breath. “This won’t ruin my life, okay? I won’t let it. But we do need to have the same story when the cops come. You called me to come get you because you were scared. You were hanging out with this guy, and he didn’t want you to leave. When I arrived, he was on top of you with the knife. I took the knife and stabbed him in the back to save you.”

I tell the story to Jake again. Then I ask him to repeat it. We go over it five more times, until he has it memorized.

When I pull out my phone to call 911, I see a new text from Quin. It’s a photo of him smiling at the camera with a loaf of bread in his hands, along with the message: Look what I made for our weekend together. My heart aches as I realize he’ll never visit me in Austin. I’ll never get to hold him in my arms again.

I guess I always knew that loving Quin was too good to be true.
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It’s several minutes before I get a response from Slade. I was hoping for a photo too, but all he sends are two words: I’m sorry.

I text him back, Sorry for what? He doesn’t respond to that at all. I wait until midnight before I give up and climb into the hammock with Tin. I don’t know what to think. Did Slade break up with me? That can’t be right. Otherwise, he would say he didn’t want to see me anymore or at least cancel our plans.

The next morning when I check my phone, there’s still no response. The breakfast table feels horribly empty with just Tin and my moms. I never thought I’d miss Link eating without his utensils to get a rise out of our moms or Coin’s snarky responses. But I do. I especially miss Silver whispering to me soft enough that no one else can hear.

I take my time eating my toast and eggs. There’s no need to rush to catch up anymore. Tin and our alpha mom eventually leave the table, leaving me alone with our omega mom. She’s eating as slowly as I am. She probably misses them, too.

“Georgina stopped by this morning,” she says.

“Really?”

I can’t remember a time when Georgina came to our house. The only time we’ve ever spoken was when I brought bread to her.

“She had some bad news. Slade was arrested last night.”

I almost choke on my toast. “What?”

“He… killed a man.”

My stomach drops. “That can’t be true. They must have the wrong person. Slade would never do something like that.”

Mom reaches across the table to grasp my hand. “He confessed, sweetie.”

I don’t know what to say to that. It doesn’t seem real. I laugh, even though I know it isn’t funny.

“Quin, it will be okay.”

I get up, leaving my plate and coffee for Mom to clean. My stomach churns, and for a moment, I almost lose my breakfast on the dining room floor. I stand there, waiting for the world to stop spinning. All I can think about is the text he sent me last night: I’m sorry.

Silver and Link tried to warn me that Slade was dangerous, but I wouldn’t listen. I wanted to believe he was good so badly.

I escape to my bedroom that is horribly empty except for the hammock and pillows. All of my stuff fits easily in our closet, so there are no piles of clothes or backpacks strewn about. My brothers have left and now Slade is gone too. Because he killed someone.

I sit down on the hammock and shift into my raccoon form. Even burrowed in my clothes, the hammock is colder without my brothers here. I think of how warm it was to sleep in Slade’s arms. He was so gentle and kind during our night together. I can’t imagine him hurting anyone.

I’m sorry.

That text message haunts me. He wouldn’t have apologized if he was innocent, right? He would have explained himself or told me he didn’t do it. He wouldn’t have confessed to the cops either.

You deserve someone better than me.

Slade tried to warn me, too. I’m such a fool.

The door to the bedroom opens and Tin steps inside. He and I have never been that close. When we were kids, Silver divided his time between Link and me, while Coin and Tin stuck together. He softened Coin’s hard edges, and Coin stood up for Tin, who has never been as sharp as the rest of us. School was difficult for him. He did much better at Aunt Emerald’s animal sanctuary, teaching skittish dogs how to love people again.

He gently scoops me up and sits on the hammock. For a long time, he doesn’t say anything, he just holds me and runs his fingers through my fur. I don’t know if Mom told him about Slade, or if he thinks I’m upset about our brothers leaving. Either way, it’s nice to be held by someone who doesn’t expect any kind of response from me. He just rocks back and forth on the hammock in silence.

At some point, I fall asleep. When I wake, Tin is gone. Not just his body, but his smell. I shift back into my human form and go wandering around the house, hoping I’m mistaken. But all his stuff that he’d gathered in a pile by the front door is gone, too.

It’s all too much. My brothers are in every picture frame. Our bedroom is nothing but empty without them. And when I step outside to get away from it all, I see Georgina’s house, where I gave myself to Slade because I was so damn scared of being alone.

I slide my phone out of my pocket. There’s one place I can always go when I feel sad or lonely. It’s a sanctuary for a lot of creatures. Aunt Emerald knows exactly how to take care of animals and people who are down on their luck.

She answers on the second ring. “Hey, Quin. How are you doing?”

“Could I come stay with you? Just for a little while.”

“Of course. My door is always open.”
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The drive to Aunt Emerald’s sanctuary is an hour into the middle of nowhere. The land on either side of the road is flat and dry with only the occasional sagebrush to break up the sea of brown. Our mom’s old Volvo doesn’t have Bluetooth, so I turn on the radio to the oldies station she loves.

The turn-off to the sanctuary is a dirt road. The tires kick up too much dirt for me to keep the windows open. I sweat like a pig in the hot car as I follow the winding road up to my second favorite place in all the world. From a distance, I can see the big red barn where the horses sleep and the rag-tag collection of trailers where the rest of the animals live. The last trailer to come into view is Aunt Emerald’s. It’s green with a deep porch that has wooden chairs Coin made for her at Uncle Dagger’s woodshop. When we were kids, Link called it the Christmas house because of the bright red door and the hundreds of golden wind chimes hanging from the awning. The house always had an aura of magic. Mom would always insist that he should call it a Winter Solstice house, since Christmas trees originated from the Pagan holiday, but she never managed to change the nickname.

I drive past the fenced pen on the corner of the property where the dogs play in the cooler hours of the morning and park next to Aunt Emerald’s truck. It’s as deep green as her house. She emerges from her home with a warm smile on her face. The bangles are gone from her wrists, and she’s only wearing studs in her ears, so she must be working. It isn’t safe for her to have loose jewelry around some of the animals.

I climb out of the car. For a moment, I just stare at the barren land around Aunt Emerald’s place. There’s something peaceful about the desert. The blue Texan sky is brighter out here, and there’s no noise but the howl of the wind and the tinkle of her wind chimes.

“Hey, Quinny,” Aunt Emerald says.

I smile. She hasn’t called me that since I was little. “Hey.”

She holds out her arms to me without another word. I burrow into her embrace, even though it’s hotter than hell. I need comfort more than I need to cool down.

“How ‘bout you come inside, and I’ll pour us both some iced tea?” she suggests.

“Okay.”

I follow her up the old wooden steps. Cool air rushes at me when she opens the front door. It feels like heaven. I step inside, and the beauty of Aunt Emerald’s living room fills my heart with wonder. Hundreds of crystals reflect light around the room. Most of them are in the five curios tucked between the antique velvet armchairs and sofa, but they’re also on top of the piano and displayed on the coffee table. Like mom, she has a chandelier hanging from the ceiling. It’s much smaller and, therefore, not jeopardizing the structural integrity of the house. But my favorite thing about Aunt Emerald’s home is all the spoons. She has collector’s spoons from all around the world hanging on the walls in every room. She bought them during her travels when she was younger.

“Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back,” she says.

I sit down and let myself melt into the high of being surrounded by so many shiny things. The pain in my heart is almost bearable here. Almost, but not quite.

Aunt Emerald returns with two glasses of iced tea. She hands one to me. I take a big gulp of the cold liquid. It’s the exact same iced tea Mom makes—raspberry with a hint of lemon. Aunt Emerald sips at her glass too. She doesn’t say a word, she just lets the silence stretch between us. She does the same thing with frightened dogs. She doesn’t go near them or try to pet them, she just sits there and waits for them to come to her.

“I did something really stupid,” I finally say, when I can’t stand the silence any longer.

She sets her glass down on the coffee table. “What kind of stupid are we talking here?”

“I… put my paws on someone.”

She tries to mask her shock, but her eyes widen, ever-so-slightly. She probably wasn’t expecting that level of stupid.

“That doesn’t necessarily have to be stupid. Who is the lucky guy?” she asks.

“Slade. You know, the guy who lives next door.”

She nods. “I’ve heard about him.

“He, um, got arrested today?” My eyes well with tears. I wipe them away. “For, um, murder. He killed someone. He confessed and everything.” More tears run down my cheeks. I try to wipe those away too, but they keep coming.

Aunt Emerald gets up and walks around the coffee table to sit next to me. She wraps her arms around me and lets me cry. It feels safe to let her see my pain. She chose the wrong person, too. A whole torrent of emotion I’ve been tamping down bursts out in loud sobs. It’s horrible. I feel like I want to die because it’s so fucking painful. But it’s a little like throwing up when you have the stomach flu. After it comes out, a hollow calmness settles in my heart.

Aunt Emerald sits back, releasing me from her gentle embrace. “I’m so sorry, Quinny.”

“It feels like my heart is tearing in two,” I say.

Her lips tremble. “I know.”

“How do you live like this? I don’t know if I can get through the day.”

She places her hand on my knee. “You will. And you’ll get through the next day, and the day after that. I won’t lie to you. It will hurt for a long time. But eventually, the pain will fade until it’s nothing but an ache.”

“And then what? Do I just ache forever? Will I ever be happy again? I won’t ever have a mate or… children.” I sob at the last word. I’ve never been certain of what I wanted with my future, but I knew kids would be a part of it. And now… now I can’t have that either.

Aunt Emerald gives me a warm smile, her own eyes brimming with tears. “Do you know what raccoon shifters call an older omega without children or a mate of their own?”

I think back to the old raccoon shifter folk tales Mom used to tell us when we were kids. “A wise one.”

“Yes. We are an important part of raccoon shifter society. We have our place, just like everyone else.”

I don’t know how to respond to that. I can’t tell her that I don’t want to be a wise one without insulting her.

“Do you know why they call us wise?” she asks.

“Because you learned something from your mistakes?”

She winces. “No. Although, I’m sure that’s true too. The reason they call us wise is because Fate has given us a beautiful gift. In other shifter cultures, alphas can sometimes smell when they’ve gotten their mate pregnant. But with raccoon shifters, it’s the wise ones who can sense a pregnancy. We don’t smell it, we can see it.”

I’m not sure I understand. “How? What does it look like?”

“When an omega is pregnant, I can see a twinkle in their eyes. It’s beautiful, like a crystal reflecting light. Whenever I see it, joy fills my heart.” She grasps my hand and brings it to her chest. “Like right now. Quinny, your eyes are twinkling.”

I pull my hand away. “No, that can’t be right.”

She doesn’t argue with me. She just sits there, waiting—letting the truth sink in. She knows I’ve heard all the stories where young bonded omegas visited the wise ones and discovered they were carrying a litter. I thought the wise ones were healers, but that was never it. They were just Aunties or Uncles, like her.

That means I’m pregnant.

“I’m only eighteen. I have no money. My moms will be so disappointed.”

Aunt Emerald shakes her head. “No, they won’t. I know my sister better than anyone in the world, and she isn’t the kind of person to think less of you because of this. She’ll either love her grandkit to pieces or she’ll drive you to the nearest abortion clinic. Whatever you choose. But if it’s the latter, we need to keep this quiet. The laws here in Texas aren’t kind to omegas with unwanted pregnancies.”

I already know that. Living in Texas comes with disgruntled conversations at the dinner table about the state’s crazy laws. I just never thought I would be one of those omegas they talked about who travel in secret to an abortion clinic in another state or take a pill that someone’s friend of a friend got for them.

The thing is, this might be my only chance to get pregnant. Raccoon shifters like Uncle Dagger who are conceived before a bond takes hold are rare. If I abort the twinkle in my eye, I probably won’t ever have children of my own.

“What if I want to keep it?” I ask.

Aunt Emerald smiles. “Then you have a whole family of people who will help you out. Like I said, it’s completely up to you. We will support your decision, no matter what it is.”

For the first time since Mom told me about Slade’s arrest this morning, I feel a bit of hope. Having a little kit would be wonderful. Or kits, if I’m pregnant with a litter. Sure, it would be hard, but Aunt Emerald is right. I’d have everyone’s support. My moms would be the best grandparents a kit could have, and I know my brothers would be great uncles.

But any children I had would also be Slade’s. They would have his genes.

“Do you think people ever inherit personality traits from their parents. Like, I don’t know, violent tendencies?” I ask.

Aunt Emerald presses her lips together. “I think violence is learned. Your children will grow up loved. That will counteract anything bad they may inherit.”

I wonder if Slade’s parents loved him. Maybe they tried, but they couldn’t be there for him the way they wanted to. Or maybe they weren’t loved by their parents either, and they didn’t know how to love him.

I don’t know. The way he kissed me and held me makes me think that someone did love him at some point. Maybe there was a reason he killed someone. A part of me wants to believe that his actions were justified.

But what if he really is a bad person, and I just don’t want to see it? What will happen to our kit if I expose them to someone dangerous because I can’t face the truth?

“Do I have to tell Slade about the kit?” I ask. “Legally, I mean.”

She shakes her head.

“Do you think I should?”

She pauses for a long beat. “I don’t know. That’s a tough decision. At some point, I think you’ll have to tell your kits who their alpha dad is, though. We all deserve the right to know where we came from.”

It’s all too much to process. My whole life has changed in just a few days. I don’t know what I’m going to do about Slade or how I’m going to tell my moms that I’m pregnant. But I do know one thing.

“I don’t want an abortion,” I say.

She brings me in for another hug. “I’m glad you know what you want.”

For now, that will have to be enough.
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Six years later…

Chime scurries across my torso and curls her little furry body on top of my face. Through the corner of my eye, I look at the alarm clock on the nightstand. It’s still five in the morning.

“Go back to sleep. It’s too early,” I moan, desperately wishing that I could turn on some cartoons and leave her to eat cereal in front of the TV, like my moms did on Saturday mornings when I was little.

Chime launches from my face to my chest, looking up at me with her adorable big black raccoon eyes. She’s so cute with her narrow snout and fuzzy pointed ears. The problem is that she knows it, and she wields that cuteness mercilessly, especially when her uncles are over. She once convinced Link to buy us all tickets to Disneyland, including airfare and a five-day stay at the hotel right inside the park. That’s why he’s not allowed to babysit her anymore. He has too much money and a complete inability to say no.

“Tell you what, my little wind chime. If you give Daddy thirty more minutes to sleep, I’ll take you to grandmas’ house early, and we’ll have breakfast there.”

Chime stands up on her hind legs and claps her paws together. Her grandmas will feed her cinnamon rolls and let her drink juice that isn’t watered down. Which is fine, because they’re watching her today, and they can deal with her inevitable sugar high.

She lies down on top of my chest and curls her tail around her body. All the doctors say we shouldn’t still be cosleeping like this. She’s five years old, and she has a room of her own in the little manufactured home I bought for us and set up right next to Aunt Emerald’s. But I love the warmth of her raccoon form resting on my chest every morning. She’s growing up so fast, and I want to savor every moment.

Just before I go back to sleep, I remember what today is. Normally, on Saturdays I drop Chime off at my moms’ house before I go to the farmer’s market to sell the cookies and bread I baked the day before. But today Aunt Emerald is handling the farmer’s market because I have a more pressing matter.

Slade gets out of prison today, and I’m going to pick him up.

My moms don’t know. My brothers don’t either. The only person I told was Aunt Emerald. She’s also the only person who knows that I still yearn for him, even after all these years. The ache is so painful sometimes, I’ve been tempted to write him again, even though I never received a response to my first letter. It doesn’t make sense. Our connection should have faded years ago, and maybe it has for him. That could be why he never wrote me back. But maybe it hasn’t. After all, he accepted my request to pick him up.

Either way, I have to know.

I lie there and try to get back to sleep, but it’s impossible now that Slade is on my mind. That’s how it always is when I allow myself to think about him. He’s all-consuming, even when he’s not here. I still remember in vivid detail what his lips felt like pressed against mine and how thoroughly he filled me. I even bought a dildo that looked like him, and every time I pleasure myself, I think of him.

Maybe if I see him one last time, I can finally let him go.

I finally give up on more sleep and sit up, holding Chime to my chest as I get out of bed. She wakes from the movement and crawls up my shoulders to wind herself along the back of my neck. I wince a little when her tiny claws dig into my shirt. It would be a lot easier if I could still sleep in my raccoon form, but as shifters get older, they can’t stay in their animal form for long without succumbing to their animal side completely. I can only be a raccoon for an hour or two a day now.

I walk into Chime’s bedroom and flip on the light. She jumps off my shoulders to the cat tower on the side of her bed. It’s a flat human bed, like mine. She doesn’t have any siblings to share a hammock with. That makes me feel guilty sometimes. I wish I could give her the same kind of big, bustling family I grew up with.

“I have to take a quick shower, okay? Put some clothes on and brush your teeth. We’ll leave for Grandmas’ when I’m done.”

I head back into my bedroom to the private bathroom that’s my favorite thing about this house. It’s not very big or anything. Just a small shower and pedestal sink with a toilet that has a cheap plastic lid, but it’s all mine. I always had to share growing up.

I shower as quickly as possible. Slade is scheduled to be released at ten in the morning, and it’s a two-hour drive to the prison from Moms’ house. I briefly wonder if I should have gotten some nice clothes for the occasion. I don’t have anything but plain T-shirts and ratty jeans. I probably should have at least gotten a haircut. My hair is past my ears now and uneven. I wipe the steamed-up mirror and take a look at myself. I’m certainly more of a man than I was the last time we met. Will he like that? Or will he take one look at me and wonder why he was interested in the first place?

I remind myself that it doesn’t matter. We aren’t mates. I only want to see him to figure out what’s going on with our messed-up bond.

Chime is waiting in the living room. As always, she’s wearing a brightly colored dress paired with leggings and her shoes with sequin hearts on the toe. She smiles up at me. “See? I’m wearing my daddy shoes.”

She always wears at least one article of clothing with sequins on it, and she makes sure to tell me what it is, as if I can’t see with my own two eyes. I absolutely love it.

“Are you all ready to go? Did you brush your teeth?”

She thinks about that for a moment. “Yes.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Really? Breathe on me.”

She sighs dramatically. “Never mind. I’ll go brush them.”

I glance at the clock above the oven. It’s almost seven o’clock. “Hurry, okay?”

She scampers out of the living room to her bathroom. While I wait, I pick up the stuffed animals that have migrated to the couch and put them back into the toy bins in her room. I find a lot of peace in keeping things tidy. Next, I move on to the kitchen to put a few dishes in the dishwasher—another luxury that makes me feel rich. Chime’s artwork is taped to every cupboard and hung on the fridge with magnets. One of the papers near the fridge handle has a smudge of jelly on it. Oops.

She runs back into the living room. “I’m done!”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

I almost get into the delivery van before remembering Aunt Emerald will need it to do the farmer’s market. Instead, I beeline for the red Jeep she lets me drive when I’m not on deliveries.

“We’re taking the Jeep today!” I call out.

“Why?” Chime asks, following me to where Aunt Emerald has parked it next to her trailer.

“Because Aunt Emerald is taking the van.”

“Why?”

“Because Aunt Emerald is helping me at the farmer’s market today.” That’s technically true. Not the whole truth, but close enough.

“Why?”

“Because I need help.”

“Why?”

I take a deep breath and remind myself that Chime’s curiosity is a good thing.

“Because I have an errand to run.”

We listen to her favorite playlist on the way there, which is largely comprised of Kids Bop covers of songs Coin played for her at some point and Taylor Swift. The whole time I think about Slade. What will he be like after six years in prison? Will he even want to talk to me? What if he just sits silently in the passenger’s seat until I drop him off, and I don’t get any resolution to this horrible ache inside me?

I waited a long time for him to write me back before I gave up on him. Months and months of checking the P.O Box,, only to come up empty handed. I’m worried he’s going to hurt me all over again.

When we get to my moms’ house, Coin is seated on the front porch with his guitar. Judging by the black eyeliner smudged under his eyes and his wrinkled clothes, he had a late night, but still managed to make it here early to hang out with his niece. Chime extricates herself from her seatbelt in record time and sprints toward him without bothering to close the car door.

“Uncle Coin! You have your guitar!” She squeals.

“That’s right. Do you want another lesson, little wind chime?” he asks.

“Yes!”

I climb out of the car and shut both doors. “How about breakfast first? She hasn’t eaten yet.”

Coin gives a single nod in my direction. “Okay. Food first, music later.” He stands up, and I can’t help but be worried by how thin he’s gotten. His black T-shirt and baggy pants are too big for him now.

We all file into Moms’ house. The scent of cinnamon rolls and coffee rushes at us the moment we step inside. The family room twinkles from the lights of the chandelier and reflects against the hundreds of metal picture frames, making my raccoon shifter heart fill with happiness. There’s nothing like returning home. We head to the dining room and find Silver setting the table. His long, silver hair is now shorter than mine. He had to cut it when he joined the Air Force four years ago. He waves at Chime as we walk in.

“Hey, you. Do you have room in that little belly of yours for some cinnamon rolls?” he asks her.

“Yes. Because I let Daddy sleep for longer.”

Silver smiles at me. “That sounds like a fair bargain.”

He stands up and gives me a long hug. God, it’s good to have him home. Over the last few years, he’s been stationed in Germany, Korea, and Hawaii. Even when he’s in Texas, he lives near the base in San Antonio, which is three hours from here.

Our omega mom walks into the kitchen with a pan of steaming cinnamon rolls. She grins at Chime with a joy I never saw in her until my daughter was born. “Well, look who it is! Are you ready for a day with your grandmas? And your uncles, because they never let us have you to ourselves.”

By now Coin has made it into the dining room, too. He and Silver smile at one another.

“Are Uncle Link and Uncle Tin coming?” Chime asks.

“Tin will be stopping by this afternoon, but Link can’t make it this week. He should be done with practice next week, though. Hopefully we’ll see him then.”

Link is now the quarterback of Dallas’s shifter NFL team, the Rattlesnakes. He’s the first raccoon shifter to go pro in football. Hence, the exorbitant amount of money he has to burn on Chime’s whims.

Mom sets the pan down on a hot pad at the center of the table. “How about I wrap up a cinnamon roll for you to take with you?” She gives me a hug too, which is nice with all the anxiety I’m dealing with this morning.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Of course. I’ll be right back.”

Chime climbs onto one of the chairs without giving me a second glance.

“I’m going to go, okay?” I say.

“Okay. See you later, Daddy.” She turns around and holds out her arms for a hug. I crouch down to embrace her properly. She smells like the vanilla lotion I put on her skin every night and some indefinable scent that’s distinctly her. I inhale deeply and remind myself that meeting Slade today is for her sake, too.

He’s her alpha dad. I know he was convicted for murder, so he must be dangerous, but a part of me hopes there was a good reason he killed someone. That’s why I wrote him. I hoped he’d explain himself to me. I didn’t tell him about Chime in the letter. Maybe if I had, he would have responded. But I’ll get to ask him in person today.

I have to be sure he’s safe before I let him be a part of her life.

I reluctantly pull away from her. “Be good for your Grandmas, okay? And don’t ask your uncles to buy you anything.”

“I won’t,” she says, as if the idea is so far-fetched, she’s offended.

Mom returns to the dining room holding a cinnamon roll halfway wrapped in a paper towel. “Oh, hush. Let your brother buy things for his niece. When he has children, you can take revenge by spoiling his kits. It’s a time-honored tradition among raccoon shifters, you know.” She hands the cinnamon roll to me and I take it without complaint.

Truthfully, I’m grateful for my brothers’ generosity. When I was first getting my bakery started, I needed every toy and outfit my family bought for Chime. She’s never had to go without because of her uncles.

Silver slips something into my back pocket, then whispers, “For summer camp. Link’s paying the other half.”

I know I’ll find cash in my pocket. Last week, they discussed sending Chime to a horseback riding camp over the summer, even though they know I can’t afford it.

“Silver, she doesn’t need⁠—”

“I know she doesn’t need it. But Tin said it’s the best camp in the state, and I think she’ll have a great time.”

Chime perks up. “What camp?”

I roll my eyes. Now that she knows, there will be no going back. “Horseback riding camp.”

She claps her hands and smiles from ear to ear. “Really?”

I playfully punch Silver’s arm. “Yes, really. God, Silver. You gotta let me raise my own kid, okay?”

He holds up his hands. “Okay. I’m sorry. But don’t you remember going to camp during the summer when we were kids? We had the best time.”

“Yeah, at a cheap camp,” I remind him. “But thank you. Just this one time, though. If she goes to camp again, it will be on my dime.”

He shrugs noncommittally at that. I glance at the clock. Damn it. It’s past eight, and I still have a two-hour drive ahead of me.

“I should go. Thanks for keeping an eye on Chime for me, Mom.”

She waves me away. “She’s a joy. We’ll see you tonight, Quin. Drive safely.”

I give her one last hug and wave to Chime, before rushing out the door.
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Igrew up hearing scary stories about Silvertip Correctional and Internment Facility, AKA Sciff. It’s where all the big shifters are incarcerated in Texas: Grizzlies, mountain lions, rhinos, alligators, and the occasional dragon. They send scorpion shifters there, too—not because they’re big, but because they’re dangerous. It’s the most violent correctional facility in the United States, with more inmate deaths reported than any other prison in the free world.

It's where they send the shifters who try to cross the border in their animal forms, too. Even the little shifters like foxes and iguanas. Border patrol throws them in there with the murderers and rapists, like it’s nothing.

That’s why there are so many horror stories.

I have to drive out into the middle of the desert to reach the mountain of a building surrounded by a barbed wire fence. Several big signs warn that the fence is electric.

I give my ID to a security guard manning a booth by the front gate. Several other guards swarm my car like a pack of dogs. They yank open the other doors and climb inside the Jeep, checking very nook and cranny. They warned me I’d be subject to a search of my vehicle, but the gruff way they open Aunt Emerald’s glove box and yank out Chime’s booster seat still startles me. They’re all domineering alphas with huge shoulders and guns in holsters at their hips. I’d heard that Sciff recruited bounty hunters to guard the prison, but I’d assumed that was a tall tale.

Maybe all the stories I’ve heard about Sciff are true.

Just as suddenly as they barged into the car, they’re gone. They leave the contents of the glove box scattered along the floor and Chime’s booster seat disconnected. Aunt Emerald’s neat and tidy car looks like the scene of crime.

The attendant at the booth hands me my driver’s license. “You can pull in when the green light flashes. You have fifteen minutes to collect your family member at the front of the parking lot and get to the exit. If you take longer than fifteen minutes, you will be escorted out by a team of armed guards and barred from future pick-ups.”

I open my mouth to tell him Slade isn’t my family member, then shut it again. It didn’t say I had to be related to him in order to pick him up, did it? I can’t remember.

I should probably keep my mouth shut and do what I’m told. The sooner I get Slade, the sooner I can leave this place.

The fence clanks open and a bright green light flickers. If I wasn’t paying close attention, I would have missed it.

“Go!” the attendant barks out.

I take a deep breath and pull forward. An asphalt road, gritty with an overlay of sand, stretches before me and expands into a parking lot. I keep driving until I get to a rounded pick-up area where three handcuffed alphas wait next to their guards. They’re spaced out, two guards per prisoner. From a distance, I can’t tell which one is Slade. Each of the prisoners is male and big, just like him. They all have short, buzzed hair and tattoos, too.

As I get closer, I recognize Slade’s square jaw and strong nose. His hazel eyes stare back at me—not with the tender kindness he showed me during our night together, but with a haunted wariness. Aunt Emerald warned me that he wouldn’t be the same after six years at Sciff. She said if he wasn’t violent already, he’d have to become that way in order to survive.

With a shaky breath, I drive up to Slade and put the car in park.

One of the guards checks my driver’s license again. Then he walks back to Slade and uncuffs him.

“You are no longer in the custody of the state of Texas,” the guard says. He bends down to remove the cuffs around his ankles. “You will report to your parole officer within one week of your release for further instruction.” The man hands Slade a booklet and a cardboard box.

Slade nods, lowering his gaze to the ground. “Yes, sir.”

The guards wait in silence. Slade stays still for a full beat, before moving toward the passenger’s seat of my car. Without the cuffs, he looks somewhat normal. He’s wearing a plain white t-shirt and jeans with a scuffed-up pair of tennis shoes. He opens the door slowly. His musky, masculine scent rushes at me, and a familiar longing returns to my chest. It comingles with my fear in a way that makes me a little nauseous.

“Can I get in?” he asks, keeping his gaze on the floor.

“Yes, of course.”

He climbs inside. His shoulders are so wide, he can barely fit and has to lean into the center console to get the door shut behind him. In the last six years, his biceps have grown to be as big as tree trunks, and his pecs are defined, even under his T-shirt.

“Thank you for coming to get me.” He closes the door, trapping me in with his alluring scent, his shoulders mere inches from mine.

It’s been so long since I’ve felt attraction to a man, I’m too overwhelmed to speak. My heart pounds, and I have to mask the deepening of my breath.

Slade’s guards point toward the exit. I shake my head to clear away all the desires raging in my body, but it does nothing to cool me down. I grip the steering wheel hard and focus straight ahead, finally pulling out of the pick-up lane and driving toward the exit.

I can’t help but notice the way Slade is staring at me now—not with the wariness from before, but with a hunger that mirrors my own. He may not have written me while he was at Sciff, but his body stills wants me.

At least there’s that.

I slow down and hand my driver’s license to the guard at the last checkpoint. He scans my face, then Slade’s, before checking something on his computer.

“You’re cleared to leave.”

The last metal barrier lifts, and I drive away, my fingers still gripping the steering wheel. We’re at least thirty minutes away from anywhere I could plausibly drop Slade off. How will I survive his scent that long without completely losing my mind? I’m already hard, and he hasn’t even touched me yet.

Slade pushes the button to lower his window. The wind whips through the car, diluting his scent.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

I glance at him, waiting for him to explain what he’s apologizing for, but he doesn’t. Instead, he turns away from me and sticks his head out the window, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply.

That should be a relief. At least he’s doing what it takes to maintain control over himself. But tears burn in the corner of my eyes. This is all too much. I not only want him, I also desperately need him to want me back–to not ignore me the way he ignored my letter.

I was a fool to think that seeing him again would help me understand why our connection never faded.

I continue driving through the barren desert, still not sure what I should do. I don’t even know if I’m going in the right direction. Slade hasn’t told me where he wants me to drop him off. He still has his head out the window.

I bank to the right, pulling off the side of the road. The asphalt gives way to thick sand, which the Jeep sinks into. I stop once we’re completely off the road and slide the car into park.

Slade finally looks at me. He has this tortured expression that I have an irrational desire to kiss away. I yearn to make him happy—to change the world so I could be his and he could be mine. He reaches forward with trembling fingers and cups my jaw. I close my eyes at the contact, leaning into it like a cat. He lets out a strangled breath.

For one glorious moment, all the rest of the world fades away.
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For the last six years, Quin has been my everything.

He doesn’t know that, of course. The one time he wrote me to ask why I killed a man, I never wrote him back. I drafted dozens of letters, all with different lies about what happened, but in the end, I didn’t send them.

He wasn’t going to wait for me anyway. My initial sentence was ten years. I told myself it would be better for him if he had a clean break. But that didn’t stop me from reliving our time together over and over again during the dark nights at Sciff. When I felt lonely, I thought of his dimpled smile. When the food was particularly bad, I remembered the taste of his warm, soft bread. When my prison sentence felt eternal, I’d close my eyes and think of how well his body fit curled into mine.

And now here he is in the flesh. I couldn’t believe it when the guards told me he’d signed up to be my ride, and now…

I don’t know if I can keep my hands off him. Not when he leans his cheek into my hand like that. He still smells of vanilla and hope. His face looks older, but his big brown eyes are the same.

What I wouldn’t give for another chance to kiss him.

“Do you still want me?” Quin whispers.

I lean in closer to him, until I’m hovering just a few inches from his face. Should I be honest with him and admit that my grizzly heart will never stop wanting him?

He looks back at me, waiting for an answer.

“Yes,” I say.

He moves in closer until our noses brush, then drags the tip of his against the bridge of my nose, and God. That little touch makes my whole body light up. I can feel the heat of his breath against my lips. Just that hint of him is wildly erotic.

“What if I wanted you to take me right here in this car?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper.

I close my eyes and press our foreheads together. “Do you?”

He lets out a shaky breath. “Yes.”

I grab the back of his head and claim his mouth with a fierceness I worry will scare him. He lets out the sweetest whimper as I deepen the kiss, diving my tongue between his lips. He tastes of cinnamon and sugar.

We kiss each other with desperation, his hands roaming over my chest. I allow myself to lose control, giving in to the temptation to suck on the bottom of his lip and move my mouth to the tender lobe of his ear. Every sharp intake of his breath is a glorious sign that he wants this, too. It’s so unexpected, I don’t think about what comes next or how long it will last. Until he breaks away.

His face is flushed and his lips are swollen. I’ve spent the last six years remembering the beauty of his face, and my memories didn’t come close to how striking he is right now.

“Before we do anything else, I have something I need to tell you,” he says. “You have a right to know.”

Is he dating someone else? The idea of it makes my stomach twist with jealousy, even though I have no claim to him.

“Do you know how raccoon shifters take a mate?” he asks.

I nod. Everyone knows that a raccoon shifter can make someone fall for them with the touch of their paws. Has Quin put his paws on someone already? I guess we’re twenty-four. Plenty of shifters bond by the age of twenty-four. But if Quin was already bonded, what is he doing kissing me?

“That night when I was in your bedroom, I…” Quin trails off. “I, um, put my paws on you.”

I think back to that night. I got caught up in making love to Quin, and didn’t stop to wonder why he was in my room in the first place. I remember how badly I wanted him—how little control I had over myself.

“What does this mean? Are we mates?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “The bond never had a chance to form properly.”

Quin put his paws on me. I can’t believe it. All this time, I’ve gotten it wrong. I thought it was my grizzly heart that kept me yearning for Quin. If only I had known.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

He swallows hard. “Has our connection faded for you?”

I open my mouth to answer him, but I’m not sure what I should say. If I admit how deep our connection still is for me, will he feel obligated to pursue whatever is left between us? Is that fair to him now that I’m a convict?

“It’s okay.” Quin says, but his eyes well with tears. “You don’t have to worry about…” He shrugs instead of finishing his sentence.

“Quin—”

He starts the engine again. “It isn’t a big deal.” He wipes the tears away, and my heart aches. He’s getting this all wrong.

“I’ve thought of you every day for the last six years,” I say.

He turns to me, his lip trembling. “You did?”

“Yes. I just thought… I’m half grizzly shifter. We only fall in love once. I figured I’d given my heart to you already.”

“Really?” he asks.

“Yeah.” I want to gather him into my arms and kiss him. I just don’t know what he wants. He clearly regrets putting his paws on me.

I’m probably his biggest mistake.

“I should have told you,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Slade, I put paws on you without asking first, and I didn’t even tell you. I have plenty to be sorry for.”

God, it takes every ounce of self-control I have to not kiss him again.

“No. You… chose me.” Emotion gathers in my throat, and I worry I’m going to cry too. “I’m sorry I messed everything up.”

“You didn’t know. You were just trying to protect your brother, right?” He shrinks a little, like he’s afraid of me, and why wouldn’t he be? I wish I could tell Quin everything. If he knew that I didn’t kill anyone, maybe that would make a difference to him. But what if he let it slip to someone–someone like his brothers who might tell the cops.

Jake would never survive Sciff. I can’t take the risk.

“I thought he was killing my brother.” It’s the same lie I told the police that night in the warehouse.

“And so you got mad?” Quin asks.

“I was just trying to save him.” At least this part is true. I hope Quin can see that.

Quin wrings his hands nervously. “Have you ever hurt someone like that before? In high school, they said you went to jail.”

“I went to a different foster home for a while. Georgina got caught up in some legal trouble because of something stupid her nephew did, and I had to be moved until she was cleared.”

“Oh. I shouldn’t have assumed⁠—”

“It’s okay. I’ve never hit someone who didn’t hit me first, Quin. Not ever.”

He searches my face. I don’t know if he believes me.

“What happens now that you’ve put your paws on me?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I don’t know. Our connection was supposed to fade a long time ago. That’s what happens to people who put their hands on someone and a bond doesn’t properly form.”

Hope surges in my chest. “Maybe our bond is just forming more slowly.”

“No,” Quin says. “If a bond was forming, I’d know it.”

“How?”

“I would start my collection.”

I still don’t follow. “What do you mean collection?”

“Raccoon shifters collect beautiful things when their bond is forming, and they display those things all over their house as a celebration of their love.” He looks away from me. “Or they collect beautiful things after their heart has mended from a bond that never formed. It’s a way of moving on. I haven’t collected anything yet.”

So we haven’t bonded and Quin hasn’t been able to move on. I’ve held his heart hostage for six years.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “What should we do now?”

He lowers his gaze to my lips. “I don’t know.”

That’s when I understand why he came. He wasn’t doing me a favor. He’s here because his heart is still tied to a criminal—a criminal he’s afraid of. And he doesn’t know what to do about it.

The way he’s looking at me right now makes me want to forget everything and make out with him until we don’t care why we’re hot for each other. But I fucked this up. That means it’s my responsibility to fix it.

“Is there some kind of raccoon bond expert we could go see?” I ask.

“Um, maybe. But I haven’t ever heard of anyone like that.”

“Would your omega mom know?”

He bites his lip. “I haven’t exactly told her about this.”

He’s probably embarrassed of me.

“I told my aunt,” he says. “If there was someone who could help out with messed up bonds, I think she would have mentioned it. Unless she didn’t know about them. She spends more time with animals than people.” He sighs and faces forward in his seat. “I have to tell my moms.”

“Are you sure? If you don’t want to⁠—”

“Slade, I am this close to climbing on your lap and begging you to fuck me in this car, even though we’re less than a mile from Sciff. Clearly, our connection hasn’t faded at all.” He rolls down his window and puts the car into drive. “We need help.”

I try not to feel disappointed. I would have eagerly agreed to fuck him in this car if he’d asked. My cock is still uncomfortably hard. But if he doesn’t want that, I won’t try to persuade him otherwise.

“Okay,” I agree.

He pulls out onto the road. “We shouldn’t stop somewhere along the way to let off some steam, right? Not when we don’t know what’s going on.”

My cock aches at the suggestion. “I… think we should do whatever you want to do.”

He clenches his jaw. “We can’t. It would be irresponsible.”

He’s probably right. But damn, this car ride is going to be eternal.
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We do stop. Not to have sex, but to get gas. I pretend the Jeep needs fuel, even though Slade can easily see that I still have half a tank left. Escaping the car and his scent isn’t as much of a relief as I thought it would be. I surreptitiously adjust my rock-hard erection and remind myself that Slade is Chime’s alpha dad. Fucking around with him will make things complicated, and she doesn’t deserve that.

After I get gas pumping into the car, I pull out my phone and text Silver.

Hey, would you mind taking Chime to a movie in about an hour? Or anything that would get her out of the house for a while.

He responds immediately.

Sure. Is everything okay?

There have been many times when I’ve wished that I’d told Silver what really happened between me and Slade. Out of all my brothers, I think he would have handled it best.

I text him back.

Everything is fine. I just need to talk to Mom about something sensitive.

He sends a question mark, which is fair. That’s a vague explanation.

I’ll tell you about it later, okay?

Next, I text my omega mom.

Could I come over in about an hour? I have something I want to talk to you about.

Guilt churns in my gut as I realize how devastated she’ll be that I’ve gone six years without telling her I put my paws on someone.

She sends a smiley emoji. Sure thing. See you in a bit.

Now I just need to get through the next hour of sitting in a car with Slade.

The pump stops, and I go through the motions of putting it back and screwing the lid back on the tank. In the corner of my eye, I see bright red letters spelling out the word MOTEL above the building next to the gas station. Damn it, I didn’t notice that was there. The possibilities flood my body with excitement. I have money. I could pay for a room. If Slade and I agreed the sex came with no strings attached, maybe it would be okay.

I feel a tell-tale wetness between my asscheeks. What is wrong with me?

I climb back into the Jeep. Slade watches me with obvious interest. His nostrils flare when I close the door. He can smell my slick.

“Quin,” he whispers.

Every inch of my body aches to touch him, to surrender to this need pulsing through my veins. This is madness. Just an hour ago I was afraid of Slade and what Sciff might have done to him. Now I’m throwing all caution to the wind to lock myself in a room with him?

“We can’t,” I say.

Slade’s whole body tenses. For a moment, I wonder if this is the moment I’ll see the violence in him surface. But he just turns away from me to look out the window.

Why do I feel disappointed? Did I want him to ravish me right here in the parking lot of the gas station?

Maybe. God, that’s messed up.

“There’s a motel next door,” I tell him.

His head jerks up—not to look at the motel, but at me. He stares at me with rapt attention, his body tense. I glance down at the bulge in the front of his jeans. He clearly wants me too.

“We’re both adults, right?” I say. “We could do it just this one time. Get it out of our system.”

He nods carefully. I think he’s holding his breath. We can’t spend another hour like this.

I start the car. For a moment, I consider driving away and trying to white knuckle it all the way to my moms’ house. For all I know, having sex with Slade will only make whatever unresolved connection we have worse. But the horrible truth is, I don’t care.

I’ve yearned for Slade for six whole years, and I don’t want to hold myself back anymore.

The motel parking lot is cracked and uneven, the lines designating the boundary of each parking space too faded to make out. I park a reasonable distance from a rusted truck and kill the engine. Slade watches me closely as I unbuckle my seatbelt and reach for the door.

“Do you want to do this?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says, but he still doesn’t move. “I just don’t have any money yet. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I was planning on paying.”

Besides, this motel won’t cost much if the rooms are anything like the parking lot.

Just before I climb out of the car, I open the center console and pull out the stash of condoms Aunt Emerald keeps there “just in case.” I was slightly annoyed when she told me about them, but now I’m grateful.

The last thing I need is another surprise pregnancy.

I slide a few condoms in my back pocket and join Slade outside. Now that we’re standing side-by-side, I have to crane my neck to look up at him. I remember when we were in high school, his size used to make me feel overwhelmed. Now everything about him makes me feel that way. My heart races as I realize how close we are to making love again. Or how close we are to having sex. This isn’t love.

Slade opens the door and steps aside for me to enter first. I brush past him and feel the warmth of his chest against my arm. My skin tingles from the contact.

An older man sits behind a tall counter in the office. The walls are covered in dark paneling, and the carpet is a dark green. This place certainly isn’t the Ritz. I approach his desk.

“We, uh, need a room.”

The man glances at me, then Slade. “For an hour or the night?”

This is the kind of place people can rent by the hour? I wonder how clean the rooms are.

“Um, how much is it?” I ask.

“Forty for an hour, a hundred-twenty for the night.”

A hundred and twenty dollars? I was hoping I could swing the cost of a night to avoid the embarrassment of renting a room by the hour, but I guess not.

“Just an hour then,” I say, digging in my back pocket for my wallet. I hand him my debit card. The man barely glances at me before taking it. I guess he’s used to this.

He hands me back my card and a key ring with a wooden keychain labeled #3. “Bring this back in an hour, or I’ll have to charge you extra.”

I take it from him and hurry out of the office. That was mortifying. I feel the warmth of Slade’s hand on the small of my back as I we walk down the crumbly sidewalk toward the numbered doors. My skin lights up under his touch, and my embarrassment fades away.

Door number three is a little scuffed, but opens easily enough. The room inside has the same dark paneling and green carpet as the office. Slade pushes the door closed and turns to me. He doesn’t say a word, he just stares at me with hunger in his eyes.

I should be afraid of him. He could snap me in half if he wanted, and he’s killed a man before. Hell, he’s spent half a decade with the most dangerous criminals in Texas. But he slides his fingers through my hair so gently, I remember why I never believed Silver when he insisted that Slade was dangerous all those years ago.

Slade’s words from a few minutes ago echo in my head: I’ve never hit someone who didn’t hit me first, Quin. Not ever.

Fate help me, but I want to believe him.
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Sinking my fingers into Quin’s longer hair is wonderful. I’ve imagined him one way for such a long time, and his hair is proof that this isn’t some fantasy. The Quin in this room with me is real. I trace my thumb over his soft lips, trying to commit the texture of him to memory. My body wants to fuck him fast and hard, but my heart wants to savor every moment with him.

He grabs my shirt and stands up on his toes, tilting his chin up with a silent invitation. I almost bend down to kiss him, but then I stop.

Despite Quin’s desire for me, I’m still a murderer to him. I can’t make love to him the same way I did before.

Instead, I disentangle my fingers from his hair and step back.

“What—”

I sit on the bed and lay down. The mattress feels amazing after years of sleeping on a thin, foam pad at Sciff. Deep relief seeps into my bones.

It’s over. The fear and the cement walls and the constant state of vigilance are behind me now. No matter what happens with Quin, at least I never have to go back.

I hold my arms out on either side of my body and separate my legs, until I’m lying like a starfish. “Here. I’m all yours, Quin. Tie me down if you want to. That way you can know you’re safe.”

Being this vulnerable after years of watching my back is scary, but I know Quin would never hurt me.

He hugs his chest as he looks down at me. “You would let me tie you down?”

“Yes.”

He walks toward the edge of the bed. “What if I don’t want to?”

“Then you don’t have to. I’ll stay just like this, and you can do anything you want.”

He sits down beside me, his eyebrows furrowed with concern. I forgot how expressive his face is. After spending years with men who guarded their emotions like prisoners, Quin’s expression makes him seem soft. I want to protect his softness from the harsh world.

“What if I want you on top of me?” he asks.

My mouth goes dry. I’m already hard and aching for him. The idea of climbing on top of him and claiming him makes desire pulse through my body.

“Anything you want, Quin. Anything.”

He climbs onto the bed, swinging his knee over my torso. His legs are so short, he can barely straddle me. He sits on my abdomen and leans over to place his hands on my chest. My heart races under his fingertips.

“Make me forget about everything but you,” he whispers. He bends forward, resting the weight of his body on my chest, and presses his lips to mine. The moment our bodies come together, I close my arms around him. I can’t help it. I need to hold him. We roll over in a synchronized movement that should be impossible with a man I haven’t seen for six years. The moment his body is trapped under mine, the kiss grows wild. He cards his fingers through my hair and holds my head down, attacking my mouth with a fervor that clacks our teeth together and makes me feral with need.

“Slade, please,” he moans, moving his hands down to the front of my jeans. They’re trembling as he shoves them between our bodies.

I should slow this down and savor him. I should have done that the first time too. But I rest my weight on one elbow to help him with the button of my jeans. His hand slides underneath my underwear and cups my cock.

I almost come, it feels that good.

“Fuck me,” Quin begs. “I need you. God, I’ve needed you for so long.”

My inner alpha rises to the surface, possessive and euphoric. Quin needs me. I rise up to my knees, grabbing for his jeans and yanking them down without bothering to unbutton or unzip them. The denim splits along the back.

He looks up at me, his eyes glazed over with lust. “You need me too.” It isn’t a question. I can feel his inner omega emerging to greet me. He intertwines with my inner alpha, and the sensation is pure bliss. It’s like taking a gulp of water after walking for hours in the heat. It’s like gasping for air after being submerged in water for too long. It’s like eating on payday after a week of getting by on nothing but free school lunch. I close my eyes and let out a ragged breath.

Quin reaches out for me, desperate for a physical connection. I grab for his underwear and tear them right off his body. His cock is hard and pulsing, already weeping precum. He’s gushing slick too. He couldn’t be more ready for me. I plunge a finger inside him, and watch as he throws his head back, and his entire body goes taut.

“Oh my God! Slade!” He grabs for my shoulders and clamps down hard on my finger. His cock spurts an incredible amount of cum. I have a strange desire to lap it up like a dog. I want to tell him he’s mine. I want to growl it in his ear and drive my cock into him all at once. I have to remind myself that he isn’t mine at all.

I bury my nose into his neck to hide my anguish. Quin doesn’t want to be mine. He’s only here in this motel with me because of the physical need between us.

“Slade. Please,” he says.

All I can do now is give him what he needs until he stops needing me.

I slide my finger out of him and carefully ease two in this time. He isn’t as tight as he was six years ago, which is a relief. I was terrified of hurting him back then. I tell myself it’s because he’s older, not because he’s been with other men, although I’m sure he has. Just because we have a half-formed bond, doesn’t mean he had to be celibate.

I briefly wonder if he could take my knot now, but then I dismiss it. He doesn’t want that.

“There are condoms in the back pocket of my pants,” he says.

I grab for the torn denim and fish inside each of his back pockets until I find the three neatly folded foil wrappers. Quin wasn’t planning on having sex with me. He made that very clear. These condoms were in his car for another reason.

I remind myself it’s none of my business, but my inner alpha is still intertwined with Quin’s inner omega, and he rages with anger. He doesn’t want to share. Quin is ours.

“Is everything okay?” Quin asks.

I nod. I can’t screw this up because of my stupid grizzly heart.

I have to remove my fingers from Quin to get the condom on. He holds my wrist, clearly shaken by the loss of contact. I slide the condom on awkwardly. It’s been far too long since I used one.

“You don’t have to be gentle,” he says, lowering his gaze to the mattress. “I bought a dildo that reminded me of you. I’ve been… getting my body used to it.”

My heart soars. I line myself up, eager to remind him what his alpha’s cock feels like. I push into him slowly, but unrelenting, forcing him to take me all in one thrust. When I’m all the way in to the hilt he lets out a strangled breath and clings to me.

“Oh, Slade.”

He’s perfect. The way we fit has a rightness to it that I feel all the way down to my bones. My body is meant for Quin’s. He may not be meant for me. I know that I don’t get to have a happily ever after. But I am his, irrevocably.

I kiss his cheek, his jaw, his ear. I nuzzle the lobe, wishing I could tell him all these big feelings trapped inside my chest. More than anything, I wish I was the kind of alpha who could give him everything he deserves.

His hips move ever-so-slightly. My body sings where we’re connected. I rock my hips, grinding into him. He clings to me, whispering a quiet “more” into my ear. I think I’ll remember the sound of that “more” until I die. I thrust hard until our skin slaps together. I love that sound, too. I close my eyes and revel in every little noise, in the sensation of his tight walls around me. I won’t last long like this, but I give him everything I have, our bodies coming together faster and faster, until he squeezes me hard and lets out a primal scream.

I don’t mean to knot him. I can feel his passage getting tighter, and deep down, I know what that means. But I’m not ready to let him go. I slam inside him one last time, and our bodies lock. I feel him tremble beneath me as I grow large enough, I can’t pull out again. I roar into his ear, my vision going white as the most powerful orgasm of my life rips through me.

He rocks against me, his body squeezing around my knot. “Oh, God. You’re too big. I can’t. I’m going to—” he cries out again, shaking his head back and forth.

Delicious sparks of sensation rush through my body. It’s like an extension of my orgasm. I keep rutting into him, chasing the bliss and the intense feeling of closeness. I’ve never been this close to anyone before. I can almost feel his pleasure as his back arches and he scores his fingers down my chest over the fabric of my shirt.

“My orgasm won’t stop,” he says, lifting his knees to dig his heels into my lower back. “Oh my God! Slade!”

He eggs me on, and I keep going, riding our pleasure like a roller coaster. I’m gasping and sweaty, but I’ve never felt more alive. I want to say something stupid, like I’d give anything for a chance with him. But I keep my mouth shut and show him how much I want him with the rhythm of my hips.

We come down together. I feel the softening of his body first. He wraps his arms around me and curls his head into my chest. Choking back the “I love you” in my throat takes all the willpower I have. He’s perfect, but I promised him that the sex would come with no strings attached.

“Please don’t go,” he whispers. “Not yet.”

Obviously, I can’t. Our bodies are tied, and even if they weren’t, he’s my ride. But my inner alpha preens at Quin’s words.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I promise.

Not until he asks me to.
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One thing is for certain: I am terrible at no-strings-attached sex. That sex tied up all the strings in my heart into a pretty little bow, and now all I want to do is lie here and cuddle with Slade all day. What happened to keeping things simple for Chime’s sake? I don’t want things to be simple. I want to flirt and exchange sweet nothings with a convicted murderer.

What is it about this man that makes me do stupid things every time we’re together?

His knot is still wonderfully large inside me. I wiggle a little because it creates this delicious friction that feels too good to resist.

“If you keep doing that, it will never go down,” Slade whispers in my ear.

Does he want it to? Maybe sex was all he needed to get over me. After all, we don’t know what’s going on with our connection. What if he loses interest, and I’m still hung up on him?

“Do you want me to stop?” I ask.

He presses his forehead to mine. “No. I could do this all day.”

We are never leaving this bed. I won’t have the willpower.

My phone dings. It sounds like it’s on the floor by the bed. Before I decide whether to ignore it, Slade reaches his enormous arm over the side of the bed and retrieves it. The screen has a message from Silver.

Chime says you allow her to drink caffeinated soda? That sounds suspect to me. She claims that she drinks Dr. Pepper ‘all of the time.’

Slade doesn’t even glance at the screen. He just hands me the phone. Why does he have to be perfect when he isn’t murdering people? It’s confusing.

I’m torn between ignoring the text, and therefore reducing Slade’s chance of seeing Chime’s name, or responding immediately because of course Chime doesn’t drink Dr. Pepper all of the time. That’s completely ridiculous.

I get an irrational urge to just tell Slade about Chime. He would be gentle with his own daughter, wouldn’t he? After all, he was protecting his younger brother when he killed that guy, and he seems incredibly kind, even after six years in Sciff.

Seems being the key word. I can’t risk it. Even if I really want to. It wouldn’t be fair to Chime.

He begins to shrink inside me. I’m not ready for this to be over. I bury my head in his chest, savoring the warmth of his hard body.

“We don’t have to leave yet if you don’t want to,” Slade offers. He presses a kiss to the top of my head, which doesn’t make this any easier. Because we do have to leave.

“My moms are waiting,” I remind him.

“Okay.” Slowly, he pulls out of me. I feel the loss of him straight to my core. The idea of never being with him again is overwhelming, I try not to think about it. That’s what I’ve been doing for six years, and for the most part, I’ve been able to survive without falling apart.

He brushes his lips against my forehead. “If you ever want me again… for any reason.” He leaves the rest unsaid. Technically, he isn’t going against our agreement to keep things no strings attached, but I know his words will haunt me. Every time I yearn for him, I’ll know that all I have to do is pick up my phone, and I can have him in my bed.

Except I don’t have his number. That’s good.

He walks off to the bathroom buck naked. I stare at his muscled ass as he goes, and my cock gives a half-hearted effort to perk up. His back is beautiful too. The broad muscles along his shoulders are massive. They say grizzly shifters are strong enough to bend the metal bars of a jail cell with their bare hands. That’s why they need to be incarcerated in a special prison.

I can’t help but wonder why he didn’t just punch the guy who was threatening his brother. One jab from Slade, and he would’ve been knocked out cold. Why would a man like him need a weapon unless he intended to kill someone?

I use the tissues on the nightstand to clean myself up. It’s not ideal, but if I don’t get my clothes on, we won’t be leaving this room anytime soon. I reach for my underwear, only to remember that Slade completely destroyed them. My pants are similarly ruined.

Damn it. What am I supposed to do now?

I settle for putting on my shirt and waiting for Slade on the edge of the bed. He emerges from the bathroom still naked. Which shouldn’t be surprising because he didn’t bring his clothes in there with him. But from the front he is even more glorious than he was from the back. The weird thing is, I’m not just sexually attracted to him. My inner omega yearns to curl up in his lap and stay there all day.

He stares at me with yearning in his eyes too. Maybe he also wants to cuddle. Instead, he picks up his underwear and pulls it on.

“Um. You sort of ripped my clothes,” I say.

He glances down at the ruined pants. “Right. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. My aunt always keeps a change of clothes in her car. Maybe you could go out to the Jeep and get them out of the trunk. The pants probably won’t fit great, but they’ll be better than nothing.” I hold out Aunt Emerald’s keys.

He takes them from me. “Oh. It isn’t your car?”

“Um, no. My car is actually a big van that says, ‘Bandit Bakery.’ Because that’s my business. And she’s taking that van to the farmer’s market today.”

I didn’t have to tell him about Bandit Bakery, but I kind of want him to know that I run my own business. Even if that business got its start from the bakery my mom discontinued after my brothers and I graduated from high school.

Slade’s lips quirk up on one side. “Bandit Bakery, huh?”

“You know how raccoons look like they’re wearing a little bandit mask?” I say. The logo has a raccoon face, so I don’t normally have to explain.

“Yeah, I got it. Good for you, Quin.” He steps into his jeans and yanks them up. “I’ll be right back.”

He walks out the door without putting on a shirt. Which is fine. He’s allowed to be shirtless wherever he wants. I shouldn’t feel jealous that other omegas will get to look at him. I’m not a jealous person. Or I thought I wasn’t a jealous person. Maybe this thing with our unfinished bond is fucking with my head.

Whether I like it or not, this problem has become large enough that I can’t keep it to myself anymore.

I text my omega mom to let her know I’m running late. I also tell her to wait on the porch.

She responds immediately.

It’s hot as the Christian hell outside. I’m not waiting for you on my porch.

Damn it. She’s right.

Okay. Could you hide every photo of Chime, then? I’m bringing Slade.

Three dots appear on the screen. They keep going for a long time, until finally she sends a suspiciously short text.

Okay.

I get a message from my alpha mom.

Are you safe?

They’re just looking out for me. I know that. But it’s a reminder of what they really think of Slade, and who could blame them?

I send a message to both my moms, reassuring them that I’m with Slade of my own free will and he’s been a perfect gentleman. Besides ripping my jeans in half, of course, but I don’t mention that.

Slade walks in the door with the green gym bag Aunt Emerald keeps in her trunk. He shuts the door and brings it over to me, depositing on my lap.

“Your aunt is a creative dresser.”

Oh no. She’s mentioned several times that she only puts clothes in here that she won’t miss. That doesn’t bode well. I unzip the bag to find a T-shirt that says, “It’s Wine O’clock Somewhere,” several lacy thongs, and a bright pink pair of shorts that has the words, “Easy Lay” on the ass.

“These are from a dog training event,” I explain. “Get it? Easy lay? Like getting a dog to lay?”

Slade bites back a smile. “Sure.”

“We don’t slut shame in our family,” I say. “It’s against everything we believe in. These are just some extra shorts in case of an emergency.” I know I’m rambling. I also know that I need to put on these shorts, and then walk out of a seedy motel while wearing them. That part I’m having a hard time following through on.

Slade tosses me his shirt. “Here. You can wear this. It should hide the back of the shorts.”

“Oh, um,” I pause, not sure how to tell him that he can’t show up to my moms’ house without a shirt. Then again, maybe the glory of his shirtless body might help explain how I got into this mess in the first place.

“You need to wear it,” I insist, handing the shirt back to him. “I’ll be fine.”

He looks at me for a long beat, then pulls it over his head. Now he’s fully dressed, which means it’s my turn.

I stand up and get it over with. Unfortunately, the shorts are much too large. I have to roll up the elastic waist until it’s snug on my hips. By that point, they’re basically booty shorts.

Slade is still trying not to smile and failing. Damn him.

“We should get going.” I strategically hold my ruined jeans behind me, hopefully blocking the bright yellow letters on my ass.

“For what it’s worth, you make those shorts look good,” he says.

“Uh huh.” I march ahead of him, pretending that I am immune to his praise. I’m not, of course. My inner omega is very pleased.

To my intense relief, no one notices us leaving the motel. Not even the attendant at the front desk, because I completely forget to return the key. Slade is the one who realizes my mistake just as I’m about to turn on the engine. And yes, I do stare at his ass when he jogs back to the room. I also stare at it when he runs to the front office.

By the time he gets back to the car, I experience an all-too-familiar discomfort between my legs. And not because I’m sore. I want him to fuck me again, despite the fact that he knotted me less than ten minutes ago. So much for easing the sexual tension.

“You ready to go?” I ask.

He nods. “We’re going to your moms’ house, right?”

“Yes. Then I can take you wherever you want to go. Unless you don’t have anywhere to go?”

The thought had occurred to me more than once when I signed up to be his transportation out of Sciff.

“My brother has a room for me at his place. At least until I get back on my feet.”

That must be the brother he killed someone to protect. I start the engine and slowly back out of the parking space. We still have an hour until we get to my moms’ house. At least that doesn’t feel as insurmountable now. I still want to jump into bed with Slade, but I feel more comfortable with him.

A little too comfortable, probably.

“How is your brother doing?” I ask.

Slade’s face lights up. “He just finished his degree in computer science. He’s a smart guy. And he bonded to this great alpha named Stew. He’s a family man. Really close to his parents and siblings. Jake chose a good one.”

I’ve never seen Slade smile like this before. He’s unabashedly happy, like Link’s golden retriever energy when he’s on the football field.

“Jake’s pregnant too,” Slade says. “With a girl. He sends me these emails that say how big she is. Right now she’s the size of an avocado.”

He’s rambling. Since when does Slade ramble?

“They haven’t picked out a name yet, but they were thinking Hannah or Julie, after Stew’s moms. I can’t wait to see him pregnant. I asked him not come to Sciff after he told me about the pregnancy. He said it was fine, but I want him and the baby to be safe, you know?”

Guilt twists in my gut. This is the man I decided was too dangerous to meet his own child. I remind myself that Slade killed someone. But that someone was trying to hurt his family.

“Do you ever want kids?” I say, even though I should not be asking that.

He turns away from me. “I’m sure that’s not in the cards for me.”

My heart sinks. “Because you don’t want them?”

“No. Because… I’m a grizzly shifter.”

I glance his way, not sure what he means. “And grizzly shifters don’t usually have children?”

“Well, it’s like I said. We only fall in love once.” He still doesn’t look at me. “So, unless… you and I. But it’s okay. I don’t expect anything from you, Quin.”

Does Slade really love me or is our unresolved bond confusing him? If I had waited to ask him if he wanted to bond to me, like I should have, then I would know.

“If we ever bonded… I mean, I’m not saying that’s still possible. I don’t know. But if we did, would you want to have a child?” I internally cringe. Could I be any more obvious?

Slade turns his enormous body in my direction. “Yes.”

I’m surprised by how direct his answer is. I expected him to say something like, “Only if you wanted to” or “if the circumstances were right.”

“But any child we had would only be able to shift into a raccoon. That’s how it works,” I explain.

“I know.” His lips quirk up. “You’re beautiful as a raccoon.”

My cheeks grow hot. It’s hard to not be affected by all his compliments. Especially because Chime has the exact same fur pattern that I do.

I think he would love her.

Goddamn it. This is complicated.

“So you’ve been running your own business,” Slade says. “That’s great. What else have you been up to since high school?”

Being a single dad. But I can’t say that.

“I, um, help my aunt with her animal rescue. And I hang out with my brothers as much as I can. Which is fun, mostly. Link became a quarterback for the NFL last year. As you can imagine, he’s insufferable these days.”

Slade chuckles. “Even more insufferable than he was in high school?”

“I know it’s hard to believe, but yes. He does shower more though, which we all appreciate.”

We talk about our brothers the rest of the way there, which is nice. He asks about each of mine individually, and listens while I tell him about Coin’s new band, Tin’s favorite horse, and Silver’s cozy house in San Antonio. I have to stop myself from blurting out details that include Chime several times.

It feels wrong to omit her. Maybe the way I’ve handled this whole thing is wrong.

I hope my moms can help me sort out this mess.
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SLADE


The trailer park is exactly the way I remember it. Crumbly gutters without sidewalks. Mrs. Avery’s well-manicured lawn and cheery flower boxes next to Mr. Jamison’s yard cluttered with rusted cars and weeds. The main difference is the husk of the house next to Quin’s where Georgina used to live.

They searched her place when I got arrested. The stuff the cops found was Dalton’s, but she took the fall. She wrote me letters from the women’s correctional facility outside Houston for three years before she got out.

I guess she didn’t return to the trailer park. The boarded-up windows suggest that no one’s been living there for a long time.

Quin’s house, with the wooden bench swing on the porch and the wilted shrubbery makes my heart ache. I can clearly imagine him standing next to the car I was fixing on his birthday, proudly telling me he was legal. I wasted too much time holding myself back from him. We could have been together long before our single night together.

I follow Quin up the front stairs. He’s no longer holding his ripped jeans behind him, which means I can properly see the “Easy Lay” on his ass. He glances down at the welcome mat, then hurriedly steps on top of it, but not before I read what it says: “Grandkids spoiled here.”

Quin didn’t mention having any nieces or nephews. That’s strange. He told me the names of all of Tin’s horses. Surely, he would have brought up any children his brothers had.

Before Quin can knock, the door swings open. His omega mother, with her dozens of bangle bracelets and earrings, smiles at us with a flushed face. “Here you are.” She glances down at the welcome mat and winces. “We were just getting things ready. Apparently, there were a lot of things that were… not ready. Hi, Slade. It’s good to see you. I don’t think we’ve ever formally met. I’m Ruby.” She holds her hand out to me, and I shake it gingerly. I don’t want to give her the impression that I intentionally intimidate people with my size.

His alpha mom crowds in behind her. “Slade! What a nice surprise. You’re much… larger than I remember.”

Quin glares at her.

Ruby opens the door wider. “This is my mate, Shae. Please come in.”

The only time I’ve ever seen the inside of this house was when I returned the plates Quin delivered his baked goods on, back when we were in high school. It was just as sparkly back then, with the large chandelier hanging from the ceiling and reflecting light along the walls lined with picture frames. I remember the frames fully covering the walls back then. There were hundreds of them. Some large, some medium-sized, but most small enough to fit a casual snapshot. Half of the frames are gone now, the wall a stark white where they used to be.

“What happened to all of your pictures?” I ask.

Ruby flashes me a nervous smile. “We’re swapping them out. Everyone’s getting older, so we have to update all the photos.”

“Would you like something to drink? We have water, sweet tea, milk, beer,” Shae says.

My mouth waters at the idea of anything besides the tinny water served at Sciff. Jake sent me money for the commissary often enough that I could afford to buy the instant coffee they sold, but sweet tea? I haven’t had anything like that for six long years.

“Sweet tea, please. If it isn’t too much trouble.”

Shae nods. “Sure thing.”

“Are you boys hungry?” Ruby asks. “How about I fix us lunch? I have some leftover cinnamon rolls or I could make sandwiches. We also have some of that ham Tin brought over and a little Swiss cheese. I think I have oranges in the fridge too.”

Homemade cinnamon rolls and fresh fruit? Between that and the sex with Quin, I’m starting to suspect that someone murdered me in my sleep at Sciff, and I’m in heaven now.

Quin shakes his head. “You don’t need to do that.”

I try to mask my disappointment, but Ruby waves his comment away. “Nonsense. I can feed my son if I want to.”

Quin and I follow his moms through the living room and down a hallway to a formal dining room with a large wooden table and eight matching chairs. The edges of the wood are scuffed and the ceiling above is cracked from the weight of yet another chandelier, but the space is very clean, and smells of cinnamon.

“Wait here. We’ll be right back,” Ruby says, and disappears with Shae through another door.

Quin sits down at the table and taps his finger nervously on the surface. I sit next to him. I’m tempted to take my hand in his and try to calm him down, but I don’t know if he’d want that here where his moms could potentially see. We wait in awkward silence for several minutes before Shae and Ruby return with the food and drinks. The cinnamon rolls are enormous and the sandwiches are easily twice the size of the ones at Sciff with fluffy homemade bread and thick slices of tomato. I wait with bated breath as the others take what they want and put it on their plates before I grab a sandwich, a cinnamon roll, and two oranges for myself. I really try to eat slowly, but it’s too good.

Food is precious at Sciff, and if it’s not eaten immediately, it gets stolen.

Ruby gives me a warm smile. “It’s okay. My brother enjoyed my home cooking a lot more after he was incarcerated, too. You eat as much as you want, okay?”

I’m taken aback by her kindness. I expected Quin’s moms to be cold and reserved with me. Of course, they don’t know their son put his paws on me yet.

Quin’s eyes widen. “Uncle Dagger was incarcerated?”

“We all make mistakes,” she says.

“What did he do?” Quin asks.

“That isn’t my story to tell. Now you said you had something you wanted to talk to me about, and I don’t think it was your Uncle Dagger’s criminal record.”

Quin takes a deep breath. “I… did something six years ago that I never told you about. I’m really sorry I didn’t say anything before. I was worried what you would think of me.”

His mothers glance at one another meaningfully.

“What did you do?” Shae asks. “You know we’ll love you no matter what.”

“Yes, I do know that. But I want you to be proud of me.”

Ruby reaches across the table and places her hand on Quin’s. “We are proud of you. Very proud.”

“I… put my paws on Slade,” he stammers, lowering his gaze to his lap. “That night you caught me sneaking in. It was right before he went to jail, and everyone was leaving, and I went off to Aunt Emerald’s because I didn’t know what to do.”

Ruby presses her lips together. “I wondered if that’s what happened.”

“What? Really?”

She nods. “The way you talked about him made me suspect there was something deeper going on, but I couldn’t be sure.”

“We also wondered why you never dated,” Shae says.

Quin’s eyes become glassy. “I should have told you.”

Ruby squeezes his hand. “You are telling us. It’s okay, Quin. We still love you. We’re still proud of you. Yes, I wish you would have told me earlier, but like I was just saying, we all make mistakes.”

I try not to take it personally, but I’m the mistake Quin made. That does hurt a little bit.

“Our bond never formed properly,” Quin tells her. “But our connection never faded either. We… wanted each other this whole time. And now I’m not sure what we should do. Have you ever heard of something like that happening?”

Ruby’s gaze darts between Quin and me. “Really? For six whole years? That must have been unbearable for the two of you.”

“Yes,” Quin says.

I’m not as eager to respond. I don’t know what Ruby would think if I told her that I found my connection to Quin comforting. Yes, I yearned for him, but there’s a softness in yearning for someone. It only happens if there’s sweetness there to miss.

“As far as I know, there isn’t a set time for a bond to settle between a raccoon shifter and the person they put their paws on. It usually takes a month or two, but sometimes it’s shorter or longer, depending on the couple. I’ve heard of it taking six months. Six years is a stretch, but if you still feel connected to one another, that probably means the jury is still out on your bond. It will either form or fade.”

Quin eyes her warily. “But Aunt Emerald said something must be wrong if it’s unresolved after all this time.”

“You told your Aunt?” Ruby asks.

Quin swallows hard. “Yes. I’m sorry.”

“No, that’s good. I’m glad you confided in her. She might be right about there being something wrong with your bond.” She turned to me. “But you just got out of Sciff, didn’t you? How long ago?”

“I went to pick him up this morning,” Quin admits.

“Whatever is wrong might be fixed by simply spending time together.”

Hope blooms in my chest. Does that mean I still have a chance with Quin?

“Do you know of any experts on raccoon shifter bonds?” Quin asks. “I was sort of hoping to ask someone who might have seen something like this before.”

Ruby considers that for a moment. “Maybe. Kaleidoscope’s Grandpop is a healer. He might know something about bonds.”

I hear a door open on the other side of the house.

“Quin?” A male voice calls out. “We’re back!”

Quin’s eyes widen.

A pitter patter of small feet echoes through the hallway until a little girl with two long braids comes bouncing in the room. “Daddy! You’re back!”

She throws her arms around Quin.

All the pieces fit together. The welcome mat mentioning grandkids, the missing pictures on the wall, and the shape of the little girl’s face. She’s a spitting image of Jake, with eyebrows that curve in the exact same shape, and a short nose that looks identical to his when he was a child.

That little girl is mine. I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.
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SEQUIN


Slade is motionless as he stares at Chime. I think he’s holding his breath. I don’t know what to do, so I hug Chime back. This isn’t how I wanted him to find out about her. It certainly isn’t how I wanted her to find out about him.

Silver steps inside the dining room. His mouth drops open when he sees Slade. “I thought she only needed to be gone for an hour and we were gone for two.”

I wasn’t clear enough when I texted him. We also took that detour to the Motel. How could I have been that stupid?

Chime straightens and looks at Slade curiously. “Who are you?”

The whole room becomes silent, as if time has stopped.

“Slade,” he finally stammers out. “I’m Slade.”

She tilts her head to one side. “Are you a whale shifter?”

“It isn’t polite to ask why type of shifter people are,” I remind her.

“Blue whales are the biggest animals in the world,” she explains, matter-of-factly. “And he’s the biggest person I’ve ever seen.”

Slade’s lips quirk up on one side.

“We also don’t talk about the size of people’s bodies, remember?” I say.

My omega mom elbows my alpha mom. “Yeah, remember?”

“It’s okay,” Slade reassures her. “I’m half grizzly shifter, half human.” He glances at me. Not with anger or confusion, but almost as if he’s asking permission to continue. Then he turns his attention back to her. “What’s your name?”

“Wind Chime. But people don’t say the ‘Wind’ part unless they call me their little wind chime. Mostly my uncles and my dad.”

“Chime,” Slade repeats softly. “That’s beautiful.”

She smiles. “All raccoon shifters are named after beautiful things. It’s because our parents love us.”

Slade smiles at her with a tenderness in his eyes that makes my heart stop.

“I think your dad needs to talk with Slade alone for a while,” Silver tells Chime. “Let’s go play Mario Kart.”

Slade’s smile fades. “Oh. Okay. It was good to meet you, Chime.”

“Bye!” She gives me a quick hug and bounds out of the room, clueless about who she just met.

The silence returns. All we can hear is Chime’s feet pattering through the house and a door shutting. Slade sits there, deep in thought. I don’t know how I expected him to react when he found out about Chime, but it wasn’t like this.

“She’s mine,” he finally says. It isn’t a question.

“Yes.”

He opens his mouth to say something, then closes it again.

“I’m sorry. I was just trying to protect her.” The words come out hollow because I’m no longer sure I made the right decision. The way he looked at her…

I think he would protect her as fiercely as he protected his brother, if given the chance.

“I got my electrician license while I was incarcerated,” he says.

“What?” Did he just change the subject?

“I’ll find a job as soon as I can. If I pay child support, could I see her? The visits can be supervised, if that would make you more comfortable. And…you don’t have to tell her that I’m her alpha dad.”

I hate the anguish on his face as he offers up that last compromise.

Here I was worried that he’d lose his temper or fly into a rage, but he just wants to be in Chime’s life. He’s even willing to pay child support to have supervised visits with her.

What have I done?

“You don’t have to pay child support,” I say.

My omega mom raises her eyebrows in disbelief.

“I mean for right now,” I clarify. “We need to figure out what’s going on with our bond before we make any decisions about child support or visitation.”

Slade rests his elbows on the table and sinks his head into his hands. His shoulders are hunched and tense. “She’s beautiful.” His voice is ragged and broken. After watching him successfully control himself all morning, it’s unsettling to see him like this. But what did I expect? Slade just found out he has a child and a possible bond with me. He also got released from the most dangerous prison in the US just this morning.

That’s a lot for one person all in one day.

“Does Slade have somewhere to go?” My omega mom asks. “We have an extra bed here, if he needs help getting back on his feet.”

I’m surprised that my alpha mom nods in agreement.

Slade sits up, discretely wiping tears from his face. “I’m staying with my brother. He lives in San Antonio. If you have a phone I could borrow, I’ll ask him to come pick me up. He said he wouldn’t mind.”

“Silver’s already heading that way. I’m sure he can give you a ride,” My alpha mom suggests.

So that’s it, then. Slade is going home to his brother’s house. No more discussion about our unresolved bond, no more reassurance that he still wants me. It feels like a slap in the face. But what did I expect? That he would instantaneously forgive me for keeping his daughter from him all these years?

“Do you want Slade to go?” my omega mom asks. “If the two of you need more time together, we’d be happy to have Chime over for the night.”

Slade stands up. “I need to see my brother.”

Maybe it’s for the best. After all, I still don’t know if he’s safe to be around. Just because the sex was amazing, doesn’t mean I can throw all caution to the wind and settle down with him.

If only my heart didn’t ache at the idea of him leaving. Even after all this time, I’m still a fool for him.

“I’ll go ask Silver if he’s ready,” my alpha mom says, and heads for the door.
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SLADE


Silver doesn’t speak to me in the car. It’s hardly a surprise. He didn’t like me back in high school, and that was before I got his brother pregnant and went to jail. But I can’t bring myself to care about what Silver thinks of me.

I have a daughter. Her dimpled smile is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. It’s exactly like Quin’s. I loved the way she cocked her head while trying to figure out what kind of shifter I was and the sound of her feet scampering across the floor. Her little high-pitched voice plays in my head the whole way home.

He’s the biggest person I’ve ever seen.

People don’t say the ‘Wind’ part unless they call me their little wind chime.

All raccoon shifters are named after beautiful things. It’s because our parents love us.

She was so certain she was loved. When I was her age, I wasn’t even sure where my next meal was coming from. Every time Jake told me he was hungry, I felt so powerless. But Chime is a child from an entirely different world. Her clothes were clean and new. Her hair was combed.

No thanks to me.

The long drive gives me time to think about what I did to Quin. He wrote me a letter during my first month at Sciff. I never bothered to write him back. At the time, I thought it would be better for him if I cut ties completely. My initial sentence was ten years. That was far too long to ask him to wait for me. But I could have written him to say all of that. Instead, I ignored him. While he was pregnant with my child.

If only he had told me about her. Maybe he wasn’t sure if he should. After all, he thought I’d just killed someone.

Quin had to go through his pregnancy alone. He had to give birth alone. I’m sure his family was there for him, but he didn’t have a mate to hold his hand through the pain or drive him home from the hospital. He had to scrounge up money for every Christmas on his own and wake up every time Chime cried in the middle of the night. Meanwhile, I was feeling sorry for myself at Sciff and not contributing a thing.

Silver slows down when we get to a nice neighborhood with cozy little houses and white picket fences. There don’t seem to be many apartments in this area of town. Maybe Jake and Stew are renting out someone’s basement. Silver stops in front of a red brick house with a vegetable garden out front. The address number Jake sent me is printed on the mailbox.

I don’t see a separate entrance to the basement. I guess I’ll have to look around.

I reach for the door handle. “Thank you for the ride.”

“Wait,” he says.

Of course. This is the part where he tells me to stay away from his brother. I can’t blame him. I’d do the same if Jake had gotten knocked up by someone like me.

“Chime is starting kindergarten this fall,” Silver tells me.

I pause, not sure why he’s telling me this.

“Do you know how kids treat raccoon shifters at school?” he asks.

I nod. I remember the things people used to say about Quin.

“It wasn’t so bad for me and my brothers because we had each other. Chime isn’t part of a litter. When the kids call her a mongrel, she won’t have anyone to comfort her or play with her at recess. She’ll have to deal with that all on her own.”

My heart aches at the idea of anyone hurting Chime. It isn’t fair. I feel a fierce urge to protect her from the world, even though I’ve already failed her so completely.

“Imagine how much worse it will be for her if word gets out that her alpha dad is a murderer,” Silver says.

He lets those words hang in the air between us, the weight of them heavy and unbearable.

“Chime has a good life right now,” he continues. “School will be hard for her, but she has grandparents and uncles who love her. She also has the raccoon shifter community. What can you bring to the table, Slade?”

He’s right. I have nothing to give her. I don’t even have a job right now.

“All I’m asking you to do is think about what’s best for Chime,” he says. “Do you honestly think that entering her life right now is the right thing for her? Or is it just what you want?”

The ache I felt for Quin earlier turns into a chasm in my chest as I realize that Quin and Chime would both be better off without me. I climb out of the car without saying a word to Silver. He’s just trying to protect his brother. After everything I’ve done to protect mine, I can’t fault him for that.

The front door of the house opens. My brother steps outside, his hand rubbing his belly, which is round and jutting out from his small frame. The way he beams at me quiets down all the hurt and anguish in my heart, if only for a moment. For the last six years, I’ve only seen him behind plexiglass in the visiting room at Sciff, which felt like a different universe.

He waddles down the stairs as fast as he can. For the first time in six years, I’m allowed to wrap my arms around him and give him a big hug. I hold him for a long time, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He just stands there and hugs me back.

I finally release him. “This house is beautiful. Are you renting out the whole thing?”

He shakes his head. “We own it, Slade. Stew got a big bonus last year, and we were able to swing the down payment. Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I wanted it to be a surprise for when you got out.”

Tears burn in the corner of my eyes. My little brother is a homeowner.

“Wow. That’s amazing.”

He grabs my hand and tugs me forward. “C’mon. Let me show you around.”

I follow him up the stairs into a living room with hardwood floors and a fireplace. Jake has a fireplace. I can’t believe it.

“Stew put in the flooring. There was stained carpet throughout the house when we bought it.” He leads me to a separated kitchen and dining area. The cabinets are old, but in a quaint, antique way that makes the kitchen feel homey. “Stew painted the cabinets. Don’t they look great? And I got that table second-hand. Also, check this out.” He reaches up to open two of the cupboards. “All our plates and glasses are matching.”

I can’t help but laugh. When we were little, we ate straight out of tin cans half of the time. The few plates and glasses we had were mismatched because our moms got them from Goodwill.

“That’s how you know you’ve made it,” I say.

He reaches out and grasps my arm. “Thanks to you.” He turns around before I can argue with him. He’s the one who’s responsible for turning his life around. But it’s obvious he doesn’t want to talk about that right now.

We walk down a hallway with three doors. One is open, so I can see the nursery inside with a crib and a rocking chair. The second door is open too. That room has a large bed and dresser. The third door is closed. Jake opens it, and I hear a loud “Surprise!” Stew is standing inside the bedroom with a big poster that says, “Welcome home, Slade!” The moment I step inside, he drops the poster to give me a hug. He’s a full grizzly shifter, so he’s just as big as I am and practically crushes me in his arms. “Congrats on getting out early on good behavior, man. We’re happy to have you here.”

The bedroom is larger than the one next door, with a king-sized bed and a big screen TV mounted to the wall. Another door opens to a bathroom, which must mean this is the primary bedroom of Jake’s house.

I notice that none of the furniture in here is second-hand like the table. It’s all brand new. In addition to the new furniture, someone has piled bags of my favorite chips and candy on the bed. After years of sharing a cell with a bunk bed and an exposed toilet, I can’t believe this room is mine.

“Do you like it?” Jake asks.

“Yeah, thank you so much.”

He walks over to the dresser and opens the middle drawer, which is stuffed with shirts. “I got you some clothes. Just a few things until we get a chance to take you shopping. I figured you were Stew’s size, but if they don’t fit I still have the receipts, and we can exchange them.” He opens the second drawer, which has pants, and a third that has pajamas. I’ve never owned so many clothes in my life. I’ve never had a gaming system either. I don’t even play video games.

How much did everything in this room cost Jake?

Stew hooks an arm around Jake’s shoulders. “Why don’t I go pick up some wings for us and let you two catch up?”

Jake shakes his head. “Let’s do pizza instead. That’s Slade’s favorite. Pepperoni and mushrooms.”

My mouth waters. God, I’ve missed pizza. Technically, they served it at Sciff, but their version tasted like cardboard.

“I’ll get wings and pizza. Because I know you’re craving wings. Don’t try to tell me that you aren’t. You rarely want to eat anything else.” He gives Jake a knowing smile.

“Fine,” Jake relents. “Wings and pizza. But I don’t just eat wings. I eat vegetables too.”

Stew laughs. “Right. The celery and carrots that come with wings.”

Jake glares at him, but he’s smiling. “They still count.”

Stew leans down to kiss him. The gentle love between them normally makes me happy. I’m proud of my brother and the healthy relationship he’s been able to build with Stew, despite all the trauma he experienced as a child. But today their playful banter makes me wonder what Quin craved when he was pregnant with Chime. I’ll probably never know.

For the first time since I made the decision to take the fall for my brother, I feel a twinge of jealousy. The moment I recognize it for what it is, I push it down. I offered to go to jail for him. It isn’t his fault that Quin got pregnant.

“I’ll be back soon,” Stew says, and heads out the door.

“Thanks, honey.” Jake sits down at the edge of my bed and tosses me a bag of chips. “You saw Quin today, right? How did it go?”

I sit next to him. A part of me is tempted to lie. What will Jake think of me when he finds out what I did to Quin? Right now, Jake is the only person I have left in the universe who thinks I’m worth something.

But I need help figuring out what to do next. I could keep my distance, the way Silver suggested. That might be what’s best for Quin and Chime. The only problem is, that’s what I’ve been doing for the last six years.

“I, um, got him pregnant,” I say.

Jake sits back, confusion etched on his face. “Today?”

“No. Six years ago. I guess I have a daughter. Her name is Chime.”

Jake sits there, silently. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he didn’t hear me. But I remember how he ignored the hardest moments when we were kids. He’d pretend not to see the eviction notice on our front door and he’d put blankets on our moms when they were high, so he could believe they were just taking a nap.

“This isn’t your fault,” I tell him.

He gives me a sad smile. “I think it is, actually.”

“No. Quin wrote me a letter, and I chose to never respond, even after I had unprotected sex with him. That’s on me.”

He looks down at his swollen belly and rubs it tenderly. “I know you, Slade. If you were free, you would have been the best dad in the world to that little girl. You weren’t there for her because you were doing time for me.”

“That guy was going to kill you. All you did was defend yourself⁠—”

“I know,” he says.

We haven’t talked about this since the night of the murder. All the conversations we had at Sciff were recorded, which meant that we couldn’t without the cops figuring out what really happened.

“Quin thinks you’re a murderer,” Jake says.

I nod.

“Is he afraid of you?”

I think back to the questions Quin asked about the murder and whether I’d ever hurt anyone else. But he also offered to pick me up at Sciff and wanted me to be on top when we had sex.

“Maybe. I can’t be sure.”

Jake sighs. “You have to tell him the truth.”

“What? You can’t be serious⁠—”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life. You deserve to be in your daughter’s life.”

I consider what Silver said about what kindergarten will be like for Chime. I don’t think Jake has the complete picture here.

“Maybe it isn’t about what I deserve. This has to be about what’s best for her.”

Jake reaches out and squeezes my forearm. “You are what’s best for her.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do,” he says. “Chime is lucky to have you for a dad, just like I’m lucky to have you for a brother.”

Lucky? Jake doesn’t have a firm grip on reality. Chime hasn’t had an alpha dad at all for the first five years because of me. There’s nothing lucky about that.

“I’m not telling Quin. We can’t take that risk. Especially now that you’re pregnant.”

Jake considers me for a long moment. “Isn’t it my risk to take?”

“No,” I repeat.

I won’t throw Jake under the bus to make things right with Quin. There has to be another way.
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That night, my chest is hollow. I go through the motions of driving home and making dinner for Chime. All the while, memories of making love to Slade replay in my head. Not just the kisses and how thoroughly he filled me, but his gentle restraint and the way he cupped my cheek like I was the most precious thing in the world. What would it be like to bond to a man like him? I can’t imagine the bliss of being able to touch him whenever I wanted. Would he hold me every night? Could I wake up in the warmth of his arms the way I did six years ago?

Probably not anymore. He was so upset when he left.

Normally, I put Chime to bed in her room for a few hours before I turn down myself, but tonight we read books in my bed until she falls asleep curled up on my chest. I stroke her fur long after her eyes are closed, and her breath has slowed. What will she think when she finds out that the big stranger she met tonight is her alpha dad? Will she be angry with me for keeping them apart too?

Maybe she has every right to be.

I stay awake far too late worrying about the future. The next morning, I can barely drag myself out of bed. Taking Chime over to Aunt Emerald’s house is a relief, though. When I finally get to the baking trailer behind my home, I don’t have to pretend to be okay. I add all the ingredients to the dough mixer like a zombie, too sad and wrung out to enjoy the routine of it all. Normally, I love this part of the day. I get some time to myself, and the comforting scent of flour and yeast calms my soul. But this morning, I just feel lonely.

At ten o’clock, there’s a knock on the door. That’s strange.

Aunt Emerald just walks in if she needs to talk to me before I’m done with the bread. I pull off my plastic gloves and walk across the metal floor of the kitchen to open the door. A heavily pregnant omega is standing outside the trailer. His face is a spitting image of Chime’s. The resemblance is so striking, I know who he is immediately.

“Jake?”

He smiles. “Hi. I’m assuming you’re Quin?”

“Yes. How did you… I didn’t give Slade my address.”

He drags a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I looked up your bakery online, and this was the address listed.”

“I thought you lived in San Antonio,” I say. That’s a long drive.

“I do. I, um, really need to talk to you. It looks like you’re working, but I can wait.”

I look back at the bread pans filled with dough. Normally, I make the cookies while I wait for the bread to rise, but that could wait. At least for a little while.

“Let’s go to my house,” I say, pointing to the trailer out front.

He follows me through the back door. I wish I finished doing the dishes before leaving this morning. Boxes of cereal and empty bowls still wait on the table.

“Sorry about the mess. Can I get you some tea? Or maybe some water?”

He pulls out a chair and sits, his belly almost touching the edge of the table. “Thank you. Some water would be nice.”

I clear off the cereal and bowls before grabbing glasses of water for both of us. Jake watches me closely. At first, I just think he’s being attentive. But when I place his glass in front of him, he moves back slightly, acutely aware of where my body is in relation to his.

He reminds me of Silver’s best friend, Lucas. When we were growing up, Lucas used to come to school with black eyes now and again. He never told us he got them from his alpha dad, but Silver worried about it.

Has Jake been abused too?

I sit across from him. I’m still wearing a hair net and an apron covered in flour. “Oh my god. This is embarrassing.” I pull the hairnet off my head and toss it into the trash.

Jake lets out a breathy laugh. “It’s okay. I’m sorry for interrupting.”

“No worries at all. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah.” He pulls out his phone and swipes his screen a few times, then slides it across the table. There’s a photo of two little boys grinning at each other over an ice cream sundae on the screen. One looks like a carbon copy of Chime, and the other is bigger with Slade’s nose.

“That’s the only photo we have of us as kids. Our moms lost all the others. Slade remembers a time when they weren’t addicts, but I don’t. He was the one who took care of me. He made sure I had enough to eat and he kept me safe. He was my world back then.” Jake takes his phone back and swipes to another picture. This one is a mug shot of a young teenage boy. He’s dangerously skinny with sores on his face.

“Slade was good at staying out of trouble. He did his homework and kept his nose clean. I didn’t. This is the first time I got caught with drugs. I was only thirteen.”

I can’t believe that’s a photo of Jake. He looks like an entirely different person.

“A year later, our moms were arrested, and we got put in foster care. Most families won’t take a kid with a record, so we got separated. I was put in a group home, and he was sent to live with a lady named Georgina. Up until that point, I’d done a lot of stupid shit, but Slade was always there to get me out of it. At the group home, I had no one. So I did more drugs, and when I got caught, I did more time in juvie. It was an endless cycle. I was trying to buy Molly the night of the murder.”

Is that why he came here? To tell me about why Slade did it?

“My brother mentioned that you have a child together?” Jake says.

I nod.

“And you kept that child a secret from him because you’re worried he’s dangerous?”

I nod again.

Jake takes a deep breath. “Slade doesn’t know I’m here. He wouldn’t want me to tell you any of this. But you need to know that my brother is the kindest, sweetest guy you’ll ever meet. He’d do anything for me, Quin. Even go to jail for something he didn’t do.”

My stomach drops. Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

“Do you mean the murder?” I ask.

He stares at me for a long time before turning his head away. “What do you think, Quin? The victim was human and small for an alpha. Would a guy like my brother need to stab him to protect me? It makes a lot more sense for a young omega who was pinned to the ground and fighting for his life to use a weapon, doesn’t it?”

My mind reels as I try to process what Jake is saying. I remember how shocked I was when I found out Slade had killed someone. It didn’t seem in line with his character. I’ve spent the last six years questioning my own judgement because of how wrong I was about him.

But what if I was never wrong?

“His name was Chad Avery,” Jake says softly. “I think about him sometimes—wonder what I could have done differently. I have nightmares of thrashing underneath him and the warmth of his blood on my fingers. The knife was his. I don’t think I was the first omega he threatened with it, and I don’t think I would have been the last, had he walked away.”

Jake’s fingers tremble as he grabs for the edge of the table and stands up. I stand with him, not sure what to say. I’ve never experienced something so horrific. I can understand Slade’s decision now. He arrived to see his brother and a dead body. He knew someone would have to pay for what happened, so he did the time.

He was never dangerous, he just loved his little brother.

I almost reach out to Jake, but then I remember how jumpy he was earlier. A hug from me probably won’t be any comfort.

“Thank you for coming,” I say, instead.

“I swear to you that your little girl is safe with Slade.” He offers me a sad smile. “Until I met my mate, the only time I ever felt safe was when I was with my brother.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper. It has a phone number and an address printed in blue ink.

“This is Slade's new number, and that’s our address. You’re welcome to come by anytime.”

It feels like he’s handing me a ticket to a different life—one where I could have a mate, a sex life, and more children. But more importantly, a life where I could have Slade.

It all seems too good to be true.

I think Jake is being honest, though. Maybe it’s the tremble in his fingers or maybe it’s the way he said Chad Avery’s name, like the man was still living and breathing in his mind. I don’t know. All I know is I believe him.

Jake opens my front door and pauses on the porch. “If you’re ever interested, Chime has two uncles who’d love to meet her.” His voice is tentative and unsure. It reminds me a lot of that night six years ago when Slade told me he was no good for me.

It would seem insecurity runs in the family.

“I’d love that,” I say.

His lips quirk up on one side. His smile is similar to Slade’s too.

“Let me get some bread for you before you go.”

He shakes his head. “You don’t need to do that.”

“I want to. Just give me a second.” I rush back into the kitchen and grab the loaf of bread I hadn’t opened yet from the bakery. It’s French bread made with my omega mom’s recipe—the same French bread I used to take over to Slade’s house when we were in high school. I hand it to Jake. “Congrats on your cub, by the way. Maybe your child could use an extra uncle, too?”

Tears well in his eyes. “Yes.”

“Okay. I’ll be in touch?”

He smiles and carries the loaf of bread back to his car.
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The king-sized bed Jake bought for me is glorious. The room is safe, and I’m able to take a long shower all by myself. I should sleep like the dead. But I don’t. My conversation with Jake keeps me up all night.

He thinks I should tell Quin the truth.

I finally give up trying to sleep and get out the phone Jake gave me. Lots of guys smuggled in phones at Sciff, but I never did because it was too much of a risk. The last thing I wanted was a longer sentence because I broke the rules. Having the internet at my fingertips is thrilling after all this time. I can look up anything—watch anything.

I search for Bandit Bakery. Other than a website, which has photos of their products and a list of stores where you can buy them, there isn’t much of a digital footprint, except for an Instagram page.

I download Instagram and go searching again. The Bandit Bakery account has dozens of reels, all with Quin as the star. He’s kneading bread, decorating cookies, or taking a bite of a cinnamon roll. He smiles for the camera, his dimples popping, and God help me. I don’t know if I can live without him now that I’m free in the world.

I fall asleep with one of his reels on repeat. In this one he’s frosting cookies while singing along to a song in the background. He’s smiling and so full of life—nothing like the tortured, confused man who couldn’t decide what to do about our unresolved bond yesterday.

Jake may think I can make Quin happy, but I don’t know anymore.

By the time I wake, it’s eleven in the morning, and Jake has already gone to work. He left me bagels and cream cheese. I eat two of them before my stomach protests. It’s still recovering from all the pizza and wings I ate last night.

My new phone buzzes on the countertop. It’s an unknown number. I’m not sure if Jake added himself to my contacts list before giving me the phone, so I answer it.

“Hello?”

“Hi.”

I recognize his sweet, tenor voice right away.

“Quin?”

“Yeah. Your brother gave me your number.”

How did Jake find Quin? Even I don’t have his phone number. What did Jake say to him? Did he just call to pass on my number or did they talk about something else?

“Look, I’m sorry about yesterday,” Quin says. “Everything happened so fast, and I think I handled it all wrong.”

“It’s okay. I was just… surprised.” And heartbroken. And euphoric. And devastated.

“I was hoping that you could come over for dinner tonight. With enough adult supervision Chime makes a pretty good macaroni and cheese.”

Chime? He’s inviting me to have dinner with our daughter?

“I’m free for dinner. What time?” I ask.

“Um, how about six? Chime goes to bed at seven-thirty. I was thinking we could talk afterwards. About us.”

Us? Does that mean he wants there to be an us? Even after I ignored his letter and left him to raise our child all alone? Maybe he’s found out more about our unresolved bond. That would make more sense.

“Okay,” I say. “What should I bring?”

“Chime likes cake. Or any dessert, really. If it has sugar, she’ll love it.”

I get to give my daughter cake. The idea makes me irrationally giddy. We’re going to share a meal together. I can talk to her, ask her questions about her life.

“Thank you, Quin. I appreciate this.”

There’s a long pause on the other end. “Don’t thank me just yet. I need more time before I’m ready to tell Chime that you’re her alpha dad. I think it would be better for her to get to know you first, so you don’t feel like a stranger when she finds out.”

When she finds out, not if.

Did Jake say something to Quin about the murder? I spent six years in hell so that he could be free and happy. He wouldn’t jeopardize that, would he? Especially not while he’s pregnant.

Maybe Quin had a change of heart because I offered to pay child support. That must be it.

“We can wait to tell her as long as you want to,” I assure him.

“Thank you, Slade.”

My heart sinks as I realize I can’t go to dinner at Quin’s tonight.

“I don’t have a car,” I say.

“I figured. Coin has a spare he can lend you for a while. I already talked with him about it.”

After my conversation with Silver, that surprises me.

“Coin is lending me a car so I can come see you?” It sounds even more implausible when I say it out loud.

“Not exactly. He thinks you’re going to use the car to find a job so you can pay child support. My brothers are very into the idea of you paying child support right now. It’s all they want to talk about. Well, that, and the many violent things they’d like to do to your genitals. Our litter group chat has been very annoying during the last twenty-four hours.”

That seems a little more plausible than Coin giving me a car out of the goodness of his own heart.

“So, we’re lying to your brothers about what I’m using the car for?” I ask. “I mean, I do want to search for jobs, so I guess that isn’t entirely untrue.”

“We are absolutely lying to my brothers. If they knew I wanted to spend time with you, they would freak out, and it’s none of their business.”

Technically, if I’m driving Coin’s car, it is his business. But that’s okay. Quin is inviting me to his home. He’s even letting me see Chime. So I’m not going to complain or ask too many questions.

“Coin should stop by with the car in an hour or so,” Quin says. “He’ll be a total asshole. Sorry. If it’s any consolation, he’s an asshole to everyone except Chime.”

“You forget that I just got out of prison. I’m used to assholes.”

He laughs. God, I love that laugh. He’s so full of sunshine, he warms my heart, even over the phone.

“I guess I’ll see you at six, then. I’m looking forward to it.”

My heart races. Quin is looking forward to seeing me. That has to be a good sign, doesn’t it? A niggling doubt in the back of my mind reminds me that there must be a reason why Quin is letting me see our daughter, but I push it out of my mind.

Jake would never go behind my back and tell Quin what really happened.

“I’m looking forward to it too,” I say.

In just a few hours, I get to see Quin again.
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Two hours later Stew stands in front of the lopsided cake I tried to make myself.

“It’s… homemade,” he says. “That’s something.”

“Quin is a professional baker. I don’t think homemade is enough.”

Stew winces. “Right. Why is the icing melty?”

“I don’t know. I did everything the recipe said. The cake kept coming off in chunks when I was icing it, so I just dumped it all the top. I thought that would fix it.”

He walks around the counter, eyeing the cake skeptically. “You didn’t ice it while it was hot, did you?”

“Yeah. Right out of the oven. I wanted it to be fresh.”

He sighs. “That’ll do it.”

Damn it. I’m already fucking everything up, and I haven’t even gotten there yet. To make matters worse, I’m wearing a T-shirt that’s way too small. It looks like a muscle shirt or something. Apparently, Stew and I are not the same size.

The doorbell rings.

“That’s probably the decals for the nursery,” Stew says. “We’ve got this honeybee theme going on. Gender neutral, so we can use the same decorations with the next kid. Do you want to help me put them up later?” He walks toward the front door and opens it. Instead of a box, there’s a tall, skinny omega standing on the porch. He’s wearing eyeliner, black clothing from head-to-toe, and Doc Marten boots with a thick sole.

“Is Slade here?” he asks.

Stew opens the door wider. “Come on in. He’s baking a cake. Or he’s trying to bake a cake.”

Coin steps inside. The moment he sees me, he gets this hardened look in his eyes. It’s different than Silver’s careful skepticism or the overt hostility Link showed me in high school, but it’s clear Coin doesn’t like me.

He pulls out a set of keys from his front pocket. “Come outside. I’ll show you your ride for the next few weeks.”

“His ride?” Stew says.

“Yeah. My brother said Slade needed some wheels to look for a job. He’s gotta get started on all that back-pay for child support.”

Stew runs a hand through his hair. “Oh. I didn’t know there was back-pay. Do you need some help, Slade? We could dip into our savings.”

“No. I’ll pay my own debts,” I insist.

Coin tosses me the keys. “Good. Let’s go. I have places to be.”

He walks out the door with the unaffected gait of someone who would rather be anywhere but here. He’s almost as attractive as his brother, but in a colder, jaded way. Where Quin is soft and sweet, Coin is all angles and hard lines.

The car outside is an old Buick, exactly like the one Georgina used to drive. It’s a little rusty in places, but not so bad for a free car. There’s a guy in the driver’s seat of a parked truck just behind the Buick. He’s wearing coveralls and a baseball hat. He’s probably Coin’s ride.

“Meet Terrence. He’s my road trip car. Let me show you some brand new features I added just this morning.” Coin walks toward the left rear wheel. “This right here is a tracker. It will tell me where you are at all times, so if you decide to fuck around all day instead of searching for jobs, I’ll know.”

Or if I drive to his brother’s place, he’ll know. Fucking hell.

Coin opens the driver’s door and climbs inside. “You see this thing attached to the rearview window? That’s a camera. Same concept. I get to see where you’re going and who you’re with.”

So much for lying to Quin’s brothers.

“Quin invited me over for dinner tonight,” I say.

Coin clenches his jaw. His face looks eerily similar to Silver’s when he does that. “Why?”

“He wanted me to spend time with Chime before she finds out who I am.”

Coin gets out of the car and slams the door. “Give me the keys.”

I toss them back to him. It’s almost a relief. Lying to Quin’s brothers made me nervous.

Stew walks up to us, an easy, warm smile on his face. “He can borrow my car. It’s no trouble.”

Coin rolls his eyes. “So you think he should be involved in an innocent five-year-old’s life?”

“Yeah. If that five-year-old is his daughter.” Stew doesn’t even sound confrontational when he says it.

“How do you figure?”

Stew shrugs. “Slade isn’t a monster. He went to jail for protecting his brother. I don’t know what would have happened to my Jake if it hadn’t been for him.”

Coin’s gaze darts between Stew and me. “Is that true?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“Why do you think they only gave him ten years for murder?” Stew asks. “Well, six, because he got out on good behavior, but still. You don’t get ten years for killing somebody unless you had a good reason.”

Coin pauses for a long beat, then he throws the keys at my feet. “Fine. But you be careful with Quin and Chime. If you hurt them, there will be hell to pay.”

He turns around and walks toward the pick-up truck before I get the chance to respond.

Stew glances down at the keys by my feet. “That was interesting. I think you’ll fit right in.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you killed a man to protect your brother, and it looks like they’re about ready to do the same. Congratulations.” He pats me on the back and heads inside.

It isn’t until that moment that I know Jake never told Stew what he did six years ago. I always assumed he confessed because the two of them are so close. But if Stew thinks I killed a man, that means he doesn’t know Jake did.

I wonder why Jake lied, even after they bonded. Is he afraid Stew wouldn’t love him the same if he found out? My heart aches for my brother. Surely, he can see how forgiving Stew has been to me. But I get it. Stew is such a great guy. It makes sense that Jake wouldn’t want to risk losing him.

When I get back from dinner at Quin’s house, Jake and I need to talk.
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Chime sprinkles cheese on top of the macaroni with a flourish.

“Bonjour, bonjour!” she says, and kisses her fingertips.

I smile. “Is that what chefs say?”

“Yes, it’s French.” She takes the spoon from me and stirs the pasta haphazardly, until some of the macaroni oozes outside the rim of the bowl. Moments like these always make me appreciate my omega mom. She let me bake constantly when I was Chime’s age. I remember how messy I was, and she never got upset. She used to put her finger in the flour or sugar or whatever I spilled, and then press it to the tip of my nose.

I scoop up the macaroni with my fingers and bring it to Chime’s mouth. “You have to test it to make sure it isn’t poisoned.”

Chime grins. We’ve been “testing” food for poison since she was old enough to hold a spoon. She opens her mouth and eats the macaroni right off my finger. “Mmmm. Not poisoned, Daddy.”

“Oh, good. We wouldn’t want to poison our guest.”

She jumps down off her stool. “I’m going to wear my best dress.”

“Chime, that’s just for weddings and funerals.”

“And parties. It’s a dinner party, right?”

I sigh. That dress is getting a little small for her anyway. She might as well get a few more uses out of it before she can’t wear it anymore.

“Fine. But only if you spin around for our guest to show him how it swooshes.”

She gives me this knowing smile that makes me feel like we’re the only two people in the world. It’s always been just her and me. My moms and brothers were a close second, not to mention Aunt Emerald, who I love as dearly as my moms, but at the end of the day, Chime is my everything.

It’s strange to think that someone else could join this little family we have.

She leaps toward the living room and dashes off, disappearing down the hallway. I do a quick check of the kitchen and dining room, picking up crayons and cups as I go. I stop when I get to the box of crystal goblets I bought while I was in town making deliveries today. I should take them out and wash them. Otherwise, we won’t be able to drink out of them when Slade gets here. I thought it would be nice to have something formal for the dining room table. But I’m not quite ready to open the box yet.

Instead, I get out the same old glasses we’ve been drinking from for years and set the table with those.

The doorbell rings. Chime scampers across the living room, still zipping up her dress in the back. Her long hair flies behind her, along with the ribbons of her dress.

“Hello,” I hear her say.

“Hi.” Slade’s deep voice makes my heart race.

“You can come in. My dad is in the kitchen. He’s cleaning up because you’re a guest. We have to clean the house when guests come over.”

The two of them walk into the dining area. Chime is holding Slade’s hand, guiding him toward the kitchen. He has a plate with a mysterious pink object on it.

What is that thing? It’s leaning to one side, and whatever is coating the outside looks more like a stain than frosting.

“I’m sorry,” he says, holding out the dish to me. “In my defense, I didn’t know that you’re not supposed to frost a cake right out of the oven.”

I cover my mouth with my hand. “Oh. That’s a cake?”

His lips quirk up in amusement. “Something like that.” He looks into my eyes, and for a moment, I forget about Chime, and the murder, and all my worries about adding another person to our family. The pull Slade has on me is like a drug. I want to inhale deep and get lost in him.

But we can’t. I look away, nervously tucking my hair behind my ear. “It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too, Quin.”

I can feel his eyes on me. There’s no trace of anger, even though I kept our daughter a secret from him. There’s only yearning.

Could we simply come together after all these years? Could happiness be that easy?

“Look!” Chime says. She stretches her arms out with all the flair of a five-year-old child in a fabulous skirt and spins. The hem of the dress lifts and spirals around her. Her ribbons and hair follow suit. She laughs with joy and the light in her eyes makes me wish I could take a picture that would do this moment justice. But I’ve already tried. There are some moments of childhood that can’t be captured with a camera.

Slade watches her with wonder. Now that I know he never hurt anyone, I’m surprised I didn’t figure it out before. He had a reputation in high school because he was so big and had tattoos, but I never saw him do anything unkind. Jake’s words echo in my mind.

Until I found my mate, the only time I ever felt safe was with my brother.

Chime stops spinning and looks up at Slade. “Isn’t this dress amazing?”

He chuckles. “Yeah, it is.”

“Why don’t you show Slade your anatomy books while I get dinner on the table?” I say.

He might as well know our daughter has an obsession with the human body now.

Our daughter. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that.

“Oh! I can show the page about eyeballs. It’s fascinating. Did you know that your eyeball is really this big?” She balls up her hand into a fist.

“No, I didn’t,” he says.

She grabs for his hand. The moment their fingers touch, his eyes soften in a way that makes my heart melt. It’s as if they’re fated too.

He glances back at me with this vulnerability in his eyes. He needs me to let him love her. I can see that.

“Go on,” I mouth to him.

I watch her guide him to our couch. He sits a respectable distance from her, given that they’re strangers. But she scoots closer to him and leans against his body, like she would with one of my brothers. Maybe she can feel the pull of their connection too. He looks back at me again, checking in. He’s so careful with her, like he’s holding a priceless object that might break if he tips it the wrong way.

Seeing them together like that fills a part of my chest I didn’t realize was empty. My body has wanted Slade plenty of times since he left. Not only sexually, but physically. There have been times when I wanted to touch him so desperately, I didn’t think I could bear it. But I didn’t realize how much I needed to see him treat our daughter as precious—to revel in her sweet cuddles.

I smile at him, then turn away to hide the tears gathering in my eyes.

“Look at this eyeball,” Chime says dramatically.

I laugh silently and walk into the kitchen. The box of crystal goblets is still waiting on the counter. They’re easily the fanciest thing I’ve ever owned. My fingers itch to get out a knife and break the seal.

Chime will undoubtedly want to read the entire section on eyesight. I guess I have time.

I unpack the first glass and hold it up to the light. The intricate divots in the glass create a pattern that sparkles and glimmers like a diamond. A bright joy floods my body as I stare at it. I’ve always admired my mother’s chandeliers and Aunt Emerald’s crystals, but this goblet is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

I wash all eight of the goblets, not just the three we’re using. After I’m done, I unpack the glass cabinet I bought at the same time as the goblets, and set it up underneath the cupboard by the sink. It’s just large enough to display all the goblets. I put them in there, except the three, and continue setting the table.

In the background, I hear Chime reciting facts about human eyes to Slade. Once or twice I glance over to the couch where they’re sitting. She’s now sprawled across his lap, and he’s quietly smiling down at her. I wish I didn’t have to interrupt them.

“Dad, is dinner ready yet?” Chime asks.

Slade startles, as if he was woken from a trance.

“Yes, you can come and eat,” I say.

She grabs Slade’s hand and drags him back to the table. He stares at her the whole way, just like he did while she was spinning. I think he might be more in love with her than he is with me.

I’m okay with that. I think that’s how it should be.

“I love macaroni and cheese,” Slade tells Chime as they sit down.

“Me too! It’s my favorite.” She chatters on about the different kinds of macaroni and cheese, including her controversial opinion that the “box” macaroni and cheese is better than my homemade mac.

Sometimes we have to agree to disagree.

“I love your daddy’s cooking,” Slade says. “When we were in high school, he used to bake me bread. I would hide it in my room so I could eat the whole loaf myself.”

I never knew. Whenever I brought bread over, he acted like it wasn’t a big deal.

I guess there are a lot of things about Slade I didn’t know.

Chime smiles. “You knew Daddy in high school?”

“Yeah. We were neighbors.”

She starts talking about our neighbors, which takes a while because she includes the many animals in Aunt Emerald’s rescue. I reach for Slade’s hand underneath the table and squeeze it.

His eyes jerk up to mine in surprise. I guess I’m being a little forward in front of our daughter.

“Lester is a goat. He is not a nice goat. It’s because he has trauma,” Chime says.

Slade tries to hold back a laugh, but fails. I end up laughing with him. Chime glares at us both.

“Trauma is bad,” she says.

Slade tries to make a straight face. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Being a goat is a hard life,” she explains.

He nods, still trying, and not succeeding, to stop smiling. God, I love this. It’s so fun to share Chime’s quirks with her other dad.

It’s a good thing Slade isn’t dangerous, because I don’t think I can send him away.
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At Sciff, time was this eternal, heavy thing that dragged on and on. In Quin’s little house, it flies away at the speed of light. One moment Chime is twirling in her dress, and the next, she’s brushing her teeth for bed. She disappears into her bedroom for the night, and I’m left outside while Quin sings her a song. Apparently, raccoon shifter children sleep in their animal form, so it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to come inside.

Unless Chime knew who I was, of course. Quin said she would someday, but how far away will that day be? I’ve already lost so much time with her. I feel greedy for more of her twirls and rants about traumatized goats. And seeing her as a raccoon? My heart aches for that almost as much as I ache to claim Quin as my own.

When Quin steps outside of Chime’s room, I’m still waiting in the hallway. I know I should have gone back to the living room and sat on the couch or started washing the dishes, but my control is slipping. The moment he closes the door, I cup his jaw and kiss him with a greediness I know I don’t deserve. I’m not allowed to need anything from Quin. I just can’t help it. And it isn’t just sex I need, it’s the way my soul comes alive every time I get a taste of his sweet sunshine.

I force myself to break away from the kiss. “I’m sorry.”

He wraps his arms around my waist and holds me close. I succumb to temptation and close my arms around him, too. My inner alpha surges up, too powerful for me to control. He wants to bond with Quin so badly. The ache for a connection with him is agony.

“Let’s go outside,” Quin says.

I reluctantly release him. He’s right. We can’t do this just outside Chime’s door.

He takes my hand and guides me out onto the front deck. The summer night is warm and surprisingly quiet. Normally, the cicadas are loud in Texas. But instead of their constant chirping, I hear the tinkling of wind chimes.

Quin sits on a wooden bench swing at the end of the porch and pats the space next to him. I glance at the brackets holding the swing up, not sure if they’ll bear my weight. But I sense this is important to Quin, so I sit down anyway. The swing groans, but it holds.

He leans his head against my upper arm. He’s too short to lean against my shoulder. I slide my arm across his back and pull him close, until he’s leaning against my chest instead. The gentle pressure of his cheek against my pec is wonderful.

“You don’t seem angry with me,” he says.

“Should I be?”

“Yes. I should have told you about Chime in that letter I wrote. I’m so sorry, Slade.”

This isn’t how I thought this conversation would go. I’m the one who owes Quin an apology. And yet, he invited me over to dinner and let me read with Chime. He let me kiss him.

“I should have written you back,” I say.

Quin pushes the ground with his feet, until the swing starts rocking back and forth. “You’re right. You should have.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell him.

He reaches across my body and holds me tight. “If you had known about Chime, you would have. We both messed up.”

His behavior tonight is very different than yesterday. All the confusion and stress are gone.

“You don’t seem afraid of me anymore,” I say.

“Should I be?” he asks, repeating my words back to me. His voice is soft and calm—far too calm for a man who recently thought I was so dangerous that he didn’t tell me about my own child for six years.

There has to be a reason for his change of heart.

“What did my brother say to you?”

Quin looks up at me. “Enough for me to know that I’m safe with you.”

My stomach drops. “What does that mean? What did he say, Quin?”

He pauses for what feels like eternity. “Your brother told me Chad Avery was killed with his own knife—a knife he would have used on someone else if he’d lived. It sounds like he got what he deserved.” Quin pushes himself up to whisper in my ear. “Jake also told me that you’d do anything for him, even go to jail for something you didn’t do.”

Cold fear surges through me. He knows. How could Jake tell Quin after I endured six years at Sciff to keep him safe? He promised me he would take that secret to the grave. He didn’t even tell his own mate.

“Jake only said that to get you to trust me,” I lie. “He didn’t… he would never…”

“Slade, it’s okay. Your secret is safe with me.” His voice is so sweet and reassuring. I want to believe him. But Quin is far too trusting. What if he lets it slip to his moms or his brothers? Jake is pregnant and happy. He has a perfect life with Stew.

The truth of what happened could destroy everything.

“It was just lies,” I insist. “I’m a killer, Quin. I stabbed Chad Avery in cold blood.”

Quin bites his lip. He doesn’t believe me.

“I should go,” I say, standing up. The loss of Quin’s warmth against me is almost painful.

“Slade, please don’t leave. I understand why you did what you did. We don’t have to talk about it if you aren’t ready. I just want to be with you. I’ve missed you.” His voice breaks, and his lips tremble. I should comfort him—make love to him. I know deep in my gut that leaving him right now is wrong.

But my priority has always been Jake. It has to be.

Quin has to believe that I killed Chad Avery, otherwise Jake could end up in trouble.

“My brother is good at making up stories,” I say. “All addicts are. Don’t let him fool you. I stabbed Chad Avery with my own knife, and then I waited a full ten minutes for him to bleed out before I called an ambulance. That’s what kind of man I am. If you still want me, then you have my number.”

With that, I walk off, hoping that my lie is more convincing than whatever truth Jake told him.

I’ve known for a long time that I’m not the kind of alpha who gets to keep someone like Quin. The plan was always to put Jake first in the hope that he could have a good life. Now that he does, I’m not taking any chances.

Jake and I clearly need to talk.
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Ipull into Jake’s driveway at ten-thirty. The porch light is the only one that’s still on, but that doesn’t stop me from storming into his bedroom.

“Slade?” Stew says with a sleepy voice.

“I need to talk with Jake.”

“It’s late, man. How about you chat tomorrow?” Stew suggests.

I hear a kissing sound, and a dark shape emerges from their bed. “I’ll be right back, okay?” Jake walks to the entrance of the room with his hand on his belly. “C’mon. We can talk outside.”

“Why? Since we’re telling secrets, we might as well tell them to everyone,” I say. I know I’m being an ass, but I’m done with his bullshit.

Jake takes my arm and pulls me out of his bedroom. His fingers are trembling. “Not right now.”

Guilt coils in my gut. I shouldn’t be waking my pregnant brother up in the middle of the night and threatening to tell his mate about something he chose to keep a secret. This isn’t who I am. I’m supposed to protect him, not make him tremble with fear.

“I’m sorry. You can go back to sleep.”

He shakes his head. “Let’s go out to my car.” He grabs his keys on the way out the door. Watching him waddle back and forth because his stomach is so big is a good reminder that I have no right to be angry with him. He was just trying to help me out. I need to calm down and explain to him how important it is that he not tell anyone what happened. That will fix it.

At least I hope it will. I have no idea if Quin believed what I said before I left.

Jake walks across his driveway in his pajamas and gets into the driver’s seat of his little sedan. I get in next to him, although I barely fit in his car. It was not made for someone of my size.

He turns on the engine and the overhead light flips on along with the air conditioner. He looks incredibly tired with a sheen of sweat on his forehead. “We don’t have to go anywhere, but it’s too hot to keep the car off.”

Maybe it’s the sweat or maybe it’s just that he’s older, but I see our omega mom in his face. It makes me realize just how fragile all of this is. Jake could start using again at any time, but here I am, waking him up in the middle of the night and saying shitty things about him to Quin. Sure, Jake lied to me plenty of times when he was younger, but that was a long time ago.

I haven’t called Jake an addict since he got clean. It’s not a word I normally use. It’s sort of like the word convict. It defines people by something they did in their past.

“Stew was right. We should talk about this tomorrow,” I say.

“No. We should talk about it now.”

Now that I’m here, I don’t know what to say. I’m angry at him, but I also don’t want to stress him out.

“You shouldn’t have told Quin.”

He sighs. “I had to.”

“No, you didn’t. We can’t take any more risks like that, okay? You could lose everything.”

He looks at me with a weariness that reminds me of our omega mom again. “What if I think it’s worth the risk?”

“What are you talking about. You have a perfect life now, Jake. You’re bonded to Stew, who is the nicest alpha I’ve ever met, and the two of you have this beautiful home. You just finished your degree. You’re pregnant. What could possibly be worth risking all of that.”

He takes a deep breath and lets out slowly. “Have you ever stopped to think about why I have a perfect life?”

“Because you got clean. You made something of yourself.”

He turns to me with tears pooling in his eyes. “I made something of myself because I had to. Otherwise, my brother would have gone to jail for nothing. I wanted to be sure that when you got out of Sciff, you would see that I was worth it—that you hadn’t given up your freedom for a junkie who would never amount to anything.” Tears slide down his cheeks. I try to put my hand on his knee, but he jerks his leg away.

“Jake, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put that kind of pressure on you.”

He leans his head back and sobs. “No. Don’t you dare apologize.”

“I expected too much of you. I just wanted you to be happy⁠—”

He wipes his tears away and turns to me. “I know. That was good for me, Slade. I never would have gone after someone like Stew if I wasn’t trying to prove myself to you, and I love him so much. I never would have gone to college if I wasn’t desperate to make you proud. I never would have looked into how much a down payment on a house actually was. I would’ve just assumed I couldn’t afford it. Living up to your expectations saved me. But I still regret letting you go to jail for something I did. I regret it each and every day. You didn’t deserve to do time for me. That was my responsibility.”

I can’t believe he’s saying this. “They would have tried you for capital murder.”

“You don’t know that. We’ll never know what would have happened if I had told the truth. Maybe I would have done time, or maybe they would have let me off because it was self-defense. All I know is that you did nothing wrong, and you still lost six years of your freedom. That isn’t fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” I say. “I chose to do the time for you, Jake. It was my decision.”

“I know. The whole thing was your decision. You never asked me what I wanted to do.”

I think back to that night. Jake is right. I never asked what he wanted. I took control of what was likely the most traumatic experience of his life, and I forced him to cope with it my way.

“I’m sorry. I was just trying to protect you. But I shouldn’t have… I messed it all up.”

He places his hand on my knee. “No. You did protect me. You have always protected me, and I’m so grateful. But you can’t keep making all the decisions for us, Slade. What I want should matter too. And I wanted to tell Quin the truth. For you. I wanted to give you a chance at happiness with him.”

I finally realize something that should have occurred to me a long time ago. Jake is no longer the scared boy I lied to protect six years ago. I knew that in a lot of ways. He now has a house, a mate, and a degree. Of course he isn’t a little boy anymore. But I didn’t realize that him growing up means he doesn’t need my protection anymore. He’s strong, and he has his own life now. He should be able to make his own decisions about what that life looks like.

“I’m afraid that the truth will get out, and you’ll end up at Sciff,” I say.

He nods. “I know. But I don’t think Quin will tell anyone. He is possibly the sweetest man I have ever met. He gave me a loaf of homemade bread as I was leaving his house. And it was amazing. I’ve already eaten half of it.”

I can’t help but laugh. “He is very sweet.”

“I really like him,” Jake says.

Jake’s approval of Quin is something I never worried about, but it’s still nice to have.

“Have you noticed that when it comes to dating, we basically have the same type?” he asks.

“What do you mean?”

“Quin is exactly like Stew. Other than their size difference, of course. But he’s sweet, like Stew. Wholesome. Kind. He has a good family. I think they’ll have the best time together. They’ll probably bake cookies or something. I can’t wait.” Jake smiles at me. There was a time when he used to tease me. He hasn’t in a while, but maybe that’s because he felt like he had to be a perfect version of himself for me.

“I would think you were worth protecting, even if you never went to college and you were still using. You don’t have to prove anything to me, okay? I love you, and I always will.”

Tears well in his eyes. “Sorry. I cry at the drop of a hat now.”

I reach out and give him the best hug I can, with the center console and his big belly in the way.

This is all I’ve ever allowed myself to want. I thought if Jake was okay, that would make my life worthwhile. But now I can see the pressure that put on him. I can’t rely on him to make my life meaningful.

That’s something I need to make happen for myself.
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Slade is a shitty liar. I know he didn’t stab anybody. If he wasn’t lying to protect his brother, I’d be furious with him. But I saw the raw fear in his eyes when he realized what Jake had told me. Slade loves his brother so much.

If I want to be with him, I need to prove that he can trust me.

I return to the place where I’ve gone every time I felt lost during the last six years: Aunt Emerald’s doorstep. We haven’t chatted much about what happened with Slade yet. We haven’t had time. But I need her wisdom right now.

She answers the door in her green fuzzy robe and a towel wrapped around her head.

“Sorry, is this a bad time?” I ask.

“Absolutely not. I’ve been dying for updates. Let me grab a bottle of wine, and I’ll head over to your place.”

When Chime was little, we’d use a monitor to check in on her while we chatted in Aunt Emerald’s beautiful living room. My home isn’t decorated to receive other raccoon shifter guests. But as Chime got older, I removed the monitor from her room and accepted that I needed to invite guests over, even if I had no collection of shiny things for them to admire. I’ve noticed the way Aunt Emerald gushes over Chime’s art hanging on the walls.

She understands me so well.

I return to my own kitchen and get out the goblets I bought earlier today, rather than the cheap wine glasses I normally use when Aunt Emerald brings over a bottle of wine. She lets herself in, still wearing the robe and towel on her head. I love how comfortable she is around me now.

She glances down at the two goblets in my hand. “Oh, those are lovely, Quin. Let me see.”

I hold up one of the goblets, not to give to her, but to show her the way it reflects the light. She smiles up at the pretty glass, and for a moment, I swear her eyes twinkle.

“Beautiful. When did you get these? I haven’t seen them before,” she says.

“This afternoon. I also bought this nice glass case to put them in. Look.” I walk over to the counter where the case and the other six glasses are displayed.

Aunt Emerald stares at the glass case for a long time. She takes in every detail, admiring it exactly the way I need her to. After the drama with Slade earlier tonight, it’s a relief for her to see how wonderful my goblets are.

“You love him,” she says softly.

“You mean Slade?”

She nods.

“Yes. I can’t tell you how I know this, but I am absolutely sure he isn’t dangerous. And he loves Chime. He’s wonderful with her.”

She holds her arms out to me with a deep, satisfied smile on her face. “Come here, Quinny. Let me give you a hug.”

Aunt Emerald’s hugs always feel like home. She smells of soap and sweet white wine. I close my eyes and allow myself to revel in the comfort of having her so close. I don’t know how much things will change now that Slade is in my life again.

She releases me and walks over to the table. “Let’s celebrate, shall we? This wine is the cheapest white I could find with a twisty top.”

“As is tradition,” I say.

“Exactly. We aren’t pretentious enough to mess with corks, are we? Now give me one of your lovely goblets, so we can toast to your collection.”

I knew deep down that’s what the goblets were when I unpacked them, but hearing her say it out loud makes it real.

“My collection,” I repeat.

“Yes, my sweet boy.” She holds out her hand. I hand her one of the goblets. She holds it up to the light herself, twisting it to appreciate the way it sparkles. “Just gorgeous. Wait until your mother sees these.”

“Do you think she’ll like them? I bought them at a department store. Do you think they’re special enough?” I ask.

She sets the goblet down on the table. “That doesn’t matter. Your mom’s picture frames are all from Goodwill and garage sales. They sparkle because she infused them with the love she feels for your alpha mom. That’s how it works. Our paws aren’t only magic when we place them on our mates. Fate lets us claim our collection of shiny things, too. She’s very generous to raccoon shifters. I think we’re her favorite.”

I look down at the goblet in my hand. I didn’t realize the glass had absorbed my love for Slade. Is that why they’re so beautiful to me?

“What about your collection?” I ask. “Is it infused with love of your almost-mate?”

She shakes her head. “It has my love for other things. The crystals sparkle with my love for you and your brothers. My spoons gleam with my love for travel. My jewelry shines with the love I feel for my animals. My life is full, Quin. My collection is a reflection of that. Yours will be too, in time. Slade won’t be the only thing in this world that you’ll love.”

I never understood that all those days when I sat underneath my omega mom’s chandelier and admired the way it sparkled, I was really admiring the way she loved the world. Now I get why she insisted on that heavy chandelier in the dining room, even though the ceiling is cracking from its weight. It soaked up all the love in that room.

“Why didn’t you tell me how it all worked before?” I ask.

She twists off the lid to her bottle of wine and pours a generous amount in her goblet. “It’s a rite of passage. Someday, the first raccoon shifter Chime shows her collection to will explain it to her. And if she has children, the same will be true for them. It’s our way, Quin. There are some things about the world that you only understand when you’re older.”

I sit across from her, still staring at the way my love reflects the light. It reminds me of a conversation Aunt Emerald and I had long ago.

“Is that why the wise ones see a twinkle in an omega’s eyes when they’re pregnant?”

She nods. “Yes. Love is the shiniest thing of all, and children are pure love. It’s why we name them after shiny things, too.”

I love being a raccoon shifter. I even love not knowing this beautiful bit of information until now. It makes it more special. Sort of like finding out Santa Claus was my parents all along. That never made me feel disappointed, just loved.

I hold out my goblet to Aunt Emerald. “Pour me some cheap wine, then.”

She laughs and does as I say.

I raise my glass. “To love.”

“To love.”

We each take a long swallow. The wine is too sweet, but I don’t mind.

“Speaking of love. I’m having a bit of trouble with Slade. He doesn’t trust me. I get the impression that he doesn’t trust anyone. He’s been through a lot. But how do I deal with that?”

She raises an eyebrow. “He’s only been out of jail for a day.”

“I know.”

“Give him time, Quin.”

“Sure, but isn’t there something I can do to reassure him?”

She takes another sip of her drink. Slowly, as if she’s trying to preach patience by making me wait for her answer, too.

“When a scared animal ends up in my care, there are things I can do to reassure them: feed them, give them a safe place to sleep, make sure they get the medical care they need so they aren’t in pain. But at the end of the day, what happened to them before they got here has a much bigger impact on how safe they feel than how I treat them. People are the same way. Only time will prove to him that you’re different than the people who have hurt him in the past.”

It feels like I’ve already waited for too long. But maybe Aunt Emerald is right.

“What do you want me to do when Slade and I get together finally? Would it be okay if he lives here too?” I ask.

She thinks about that for a moment. “Do you believe he’s dangerous?”

I wish I could tell her about Jake’s confession, but I can’t. I need to figure out what I’m going to say to my family so they aren’t worried about me.

“Slade is only dangerous when he’s protecting someone he loves. The man he killed was attacking his brother.”

I hate lying to my aunt. Maybe that will grow easier over time.

“If you trust him, that’s enough for me. He can live here. Especially if you two end up having more children. Hint, hint.” She gives me a sly smile.

“Okay. I’ll keep that in mind.” I roll my eyes, because of course she wants me to have more children. I know she won’t push, though. My omega mom says that raccoon shifter grandchildren are always wanted, but never expected.

“If you need someone to shop with during the next few weeks, I am very available,” Aunt Emerald says.

“Shopping?”

“Of course. You’ll need more than a few goblets for your collection. I might have saved a few thousand dollars for the occasion. Since you’re a single dad and all, I figured you could use a little help getting your bling when the time came.”

I wonder what my moms would think about Aunt Emerald giving me money to buy my collection. Will they feel left out? Then I remember what my omega mom said about my brothers buying things for Chime. Spoiling your nieces and nephews is a time-honored racoon shifter tradition.

“I would love to go shopping with you, Aunt Emerald. Thank you.”

She smiles and raises her glass again. “To shiny things.”

I laugh and raise my glass with her. “To shiny things.”
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SLADE


That night I lie awake and think about what kind of life I want. I’ve never allowed myself to do that before. When I was at Sciff, I never thought about the future. Hell, even before Sciff, any plans I made were more about what was best for Jake than I what I wanted for myself. I never allowed myself to dream of a happy life for myself. I didn’t think something like that was possible.

I’m still not sure it is.

The first thing I want is to be with Quin and Chime. After the way I left things last night, that will require a lot of groveling and persuasion on my part. I have to convince Quin that I can be the kind of alpha he needs, and that I can be a good father for Chime.

Which means getting a job. That’s another thing I want. Honest work may be hard to find after getting out of Sciff, but I’m ready to pound the pavement and do whatever it takes to prove myself.

The beginnings of a plan form in my head. Not only for wooing Quin, but looking for work. I stay up until the early hours of the morning, writing my plans in my phone and pacing across the floor. It’s scary to go after the things I want. Doing what was best for Jake always felt safer.

At three in the morning, I finally force myself to get a little sleep. But as soon as my alarm goes off at six, I’m up again and working on my plans. I eat breakfast with Jake and Stew before they go to work, then I shower and put on the best clothing I can find in my dresser. I’m far more nervous now than I was yesterday when I went to dinner at his place. I’m putting myself out there today and asking Quin for exactly what I want. He could say no—hell, he probably will after the way I left things last night. But I have to try.

I load everything in Coin’s car, my anxiety rising as I take trip after trip to deposit everything in the trunk. I briefly consider telling Quin I’m on my way before I leave. After all, he might be off doing deliveries when I get there. In that case, I guess I’ll just have to wait.

Hopefully he won’t turn me away.

I do text my brother before I go.

I’m driving down to Quin’s. I may not be home tonight.

He messages me back a four-leaf clover emoji, and the words, Good luck.

I also text Stew. I know he’s my brother’s mate, but he’s also become my friend over the last few years.

I’m asking Quin to be my mate today.

Instead of a message, his name flashes across the screen. He’s calling me.

“Hello?”

“Hey, man. I just wanted to call and tell you that you’re the shit. My brothers did the same for me before I asked Jake to be my mate. It really helped. You have no idea how nervous I was. Anyway, you’re a good guy, Slade. You take care of the people you love. That’s what really matters, you know?”

I smile. “You were nervous to ask Jake to be your mate?”

“Fuck, yes. Jake is way smarter than me. You probably noticed that. He’s also hella strong. I mean, he was living in that group home and he still beat his addiction. I can’t even stick to going to the gym.”

Stew is right, of course. Jake is hella strong, and he’s always been smart. But it’s nice to hear him talk about my brother like that.

“Jake is the happiest I’ve ever seen him, and I think that has a lot to do with you,” I say. “Thank you for being so good to my brother.”

“Shit, I didn’t mean to make this about me. I just called to say that you got this. You’re hot, which always helps, right? And you got great tats. Quin’s gotta love that. Also, you already knocked him up. That’s good, right?”

I laugh. Stew is really trying, I’ll give him that.

“I think I was supposed to wait until after we bonded to knock him up.”

“Nah. The order isn’t what’s important if you get there eventually.”

If only Quin’s family agreed with that sentiment.

“Either way, we’re here for you, man,” Stew says.

Before I was incarcerated, I didn’t have the kind of support Stew and Jake are giving me right now. I was completely on my own. Having someone to rely on is a huge comfort.

“Thanks. I’ll let you know how it goes. See you later.”

I end the call and get into Coin’s car.

It’s time to go after the man my grizzly heart fell in love with a long time ago.
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SEQUIN


I’m very proud of myself. I didn’t pester Slade with a good morning text. I didn’t call him to see how he was feeling either. I’m being patient, like Aunt Emerald suggested. I’ll let him come to me in his own time.

Do I get myself off with the dildo I bought because it reminded me of him? Maybe. Do I think about our tryst in the motel the whole time I do it? Yes. Am I tempted to send an indecent photo of myself to him during the process? Perhaps.

Being patient is very unpleasant. I would rather throw myself at him and see what happens. Sex can be very convincing for people. Especially people who have been celibate for six years.

I sing along to Coin’s latest EP while I add ingredients to the dough mixers. Chime is off feeding the animals with Aunt Emerald, so I can listen to the songs with swearing, too. Those are always Coin’s best. He’s fabulous while angry, and his last boyfriend pissed him off in a way that was apparently very inspiring. I’m dancing around in my hairnet and apron, singing at the top of my lungs, when I hear someone clear their throat behind me.

That someone was definitely male. I spin around, briefly wondering if Link decided to come here first after his practice was over. He does that sometimes. Chime is his favorite family member. The rest of us might as well be chopped liver.

Slade is standing in the entrance to my bakery, his arms full of chips and candy. He lowers all the snacks onto the metal counter.

“I’m sorry about last night. I shouldn’t have left like that,” he says.

I guess Aunt Emerald was right. I just had to be patient. I look around at all the Doritos and chocolate. “Is this some kind of peace offering or something?”

He takes a deep breath, then walks around the counter. “I love you, Quin.” He gets down on one knee. “I don’t have much to offer you. That food is pretty much my only physical possession, but I’ll give you everything I have.” He pulls out a wad of papers from his back pocket. They’re the same size as dollar bills, but they’re white with haphazard edges. He holds out the first one to me. “Since I don’t have a lot of physical stuff, I also brought a few other things. Here’s an ‘I owe you’ for some kind of house repair. Or car repair. I can fix most things with YouTube and enough time.”

Is that what all those papers are? I owe you’s? If he was anyone else, I’d be annoyed, but Slade just got out of prison. He truly has nothing. And yet, he’s down on one knee, offering me what little he has.

I take the paper from him. “I’ve always liked men who are good with their hands.”

He smiles up at me. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, good. Because my next gift is related to that. Here’s an ‘I owe you’ for an oil change.”

I take that one from him too. “Thank you.”

“And an ‘I owe you’ for a filter change. This one can be used for your furnace or your car. Or both.”

I grab that one and spread out my coupons like a hand of cards. His smile gets a little wider, which makes my heart race. I love his smile.

“Here’s a coupon for babysitting. Which you may not want me to do yet. Or maybe you don’t want me to call it babysitting because Chime is my kid, but I figured you might need help with her sometimes, and I can do that while I’m looking for a job.”

I snatch that one away from him as quickly as possible. “Yes to all of that. I would love your help with Chime.”

What utter relief it is to know that I don’t have to raise her alone anymore.

“This coupon is for a year of laundry. Washing, drying, and folding. I’ll even put the clothes away, if you’re okay with that.”

“Ooo!” I take that one, too.

He holds up the next one. “Dishes. Also for a year.”

I eye him skeptically. “You are going to regret this. I’m a baker, remember?”

He thrusts the coupon at me. “Take it, Quin. This is all I have to give, and I want to give you something. Please.”

“Then what should I give you?” I ask.

“Another chance? A daughter? A family? Or whatever you feel comfortable with. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have lied to you last night. My brother was telling the truth when he came to visit you. I just wasn’t ready… I’m not used to trusting people, Quin. But I do trust you. I really do. And I want to be with you. I want to make whatever we have between us work. Even if we can’t bond, I still want you, and I still want Chime.” He stands up and holds out the next coupon to me. “Here is child support when I get a job, and here is a coupon for endless blowjobs. Here is a coupon for⁠—”

I grab the collar of his shirt and pull him down for a kiss. I only remember I’m wearing a hair net when I hear it crinkle against his forehead.

“Sorry,” I say, yanking it off.

He sinks his fingers into my hair. “Don’t be sorry.”

I lean into his touch. It feels so good. “What if I just want you? I mean, all these coupons are nice, and Chime is going to go apeshit for all that candy, but what I really want is more time with you. I’ve already started my collection, Slade.”

His eyes widen. “You have? How? Why? I left last night, and I lied to you⁠—”

“I think it was your brother. He was the one who made me realize that I was never wrong about you. That’s what really tripped me up before. I thought you were this great guy, and then I found out you killed someone. Only you never did. I was right about you all along.”

He bends down, pressing his forehead to mine. “Oh, Quin. I’m so sorry.”

I’m sorry too. I wish he could have told me all those years ago, but how could he? There was never any time. He had to take care of his brother, and I never told him he had a daughter.

“We both kept our own secrets,” I say.

He kisses me again. This time slow and sweet. We’ve never had time for a kiss like that before. He lifts me up by my hips and sets me on the metal counter, so I no longer have to stand on tiptoe. It’s so easy to love him like this. He sucks my bottom lip into his mouth and pleasure sings through me.

I think I could be happy for the rest of my life if I could just have this. Ever since I was in high school, I knew I didn’t want a fancy life. I just wanted to be with my family and bake.

Slade holds me close while he kisses me. I’m a little overwhelmed, as usual, but there’s also a familiarity to his tongue and lips. I love the grit of his stubble against my cheek and the bulk of his big arms around my body. I hook my ankle around his back and pull him in closer.

The kiss switches from slow and sweet to desperate. He grabs the back of my head and devours my mouth with a heat that’s familiar, too. This is how it is between us. I burn for him between my legs, my cock hard and trapped in my jeans. I grind against him, eager for more friction.

“Quin, if you don’t stop that, I’m going to break some kind of food handler law in your bakery.”

I press kisses down his neck, nipping at the lobe of his ear. “And what law is that?”

“I don’t know. There must be a law to protect the bread.”

I throw back my head and laugh.

“Is there not a law?” he asks.

“Why don’t you let me worry about that?”

He seems absolutely mortified at that prospect. At least he respects my career.

“Would it help if we went to my bedroom?” I ask him.

“Could I taste you there? I never got to taste you before. I wondered what you tasted like for six whole years.”

Damn. That is a romantic way of asking to give someone a blowjob.

“Yes, you can taste me. If I can taste you.”

“Deal.” Before I can jump down, Slade picks me up and throws me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. He starts walking out the door. It’s wild to be carried aloft like this, but his grip on me is solid. I feel safe.

“Is there a reason why you’re carrying me?” I ask.

“Because I want to,” he says, opening the door.

“Is this some kind of possessive alpha thing?”

He pauses in the doorway. “Yes. Does that bother you?”

“No,” I answer honestly. My inner omega emerges, eager to be claimed. For once, that doesn’t worry me. At some point, his alpha will claim me. It’s only a matter of time.

He carries me to the back door of my house. The door is unlocked because we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. Slade steps into the back of my kitchen and stops in front of the glass cabinet full of goblets. They sparkle so bright in the morning sunlight.

“Is that…”

“It’s the first part of my collection.”

He sets me down on the kitchen floor and turns toward the cabinet, running his fingers along the glass. “This means you’re bonding to me.”

“It means you’re bonding to me, too.”

He stares at the goblets with this ache in his eyes. “We drank with these last night.”

“Yes. As a family.”

“But they look different today. They’re more beautiful. More… sparkly.”

He’s right. I wonder if it’s because I showed them to Aunt Emerald. Or maybe it’s because he showed up today with all his coupons.

“Then you like them?” I ask.

“I love them. I want to get them out and touch them.”

I wonder if that’s why our alpha mom insisted on swapping out the photos in our picture frames so often. She would run her fingers along the frames every time we got them down for her, like they were precious.

“You want to get them out and touch them more than you want to have sex?”

Slade smiles at me. “No, but after.”

“Okay. After.”

Without warning, he lifts me over his shoulder again, careful to keep a healthy distance from the glass case. He carries me through the living room and down the hall until he’s standing in front of my bedroom.

“Wait!” I say, just as he puts his hand on the doorknob. “There might be a toy in there that I didn’t have a chance to put away. I was in a rush this morning.”

Slade walks into my bedroom anyway. The toy in question is sitting on my nightstand. It’s bright pink with the words “The Grizzly,” printed along the handle.

He deposits me on the bed and picks it up. “The grizzly, huh?”

“They had different sizes depending on what kind of shifter.”

He climbs on the bed, resting his hands on the other side of my body. “Is this the only thing you’ve had up your ass during the last six years?”

“Are you asking if I’ve had sex with someone else?”

He nods, his body big and domineering over mine. It’s such a contrast to yesterday when he laid out on the bed of the motel and offered to let me tie him down. Technically, I know it’s none of his business who I fucked in his absence. But our bond never faded during that time. That means it is his business, in a way.

“It’s only ever been you,” I admit.

He places his hand on my chest and pushes me down on the mattress. “Because you’re mine.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

He drags his hand down my chest. I’m wearing an apron, so that shouldn’t be sexy, but he just flips the apron up, and unbuttons my jeans with a single-mindedness that makes me forget everything but him. He pulls down my jeans and underwear all at once.

“I’ve fantasized about this so many times,” he says quietly, lowering his head to my pubic hair and inhaling through his nose. “God, you smell so good. Even better than I imagined. I would lie on my mattress at night and try to guess what your scent would be like. Thinking of you was what got me through.”

His raw honesty is such a contrast to the obvious lies last night. Slade is completely with me right now. No safety net, no barriers. It makes me realize how careful he was before. Last night there were no possessive questions. He didn’t try to carry me over his shoulder.

Slade encircles his fingers around my shaft. The warmth of his hand shouldn’t feel that different from my own, but it’s electric.

“Slade,” I whimper.

“This cock is mine,” he says, his voice deep.

“Yes.”

He strokes me up and down, squeezing my sensitive flesh. “You’re mine. I don’t have to pretend that this is no strings attached or that I don’t love you. I get to have you, don’t I? Forever.” He looks up at me with a ferocity that takes my breath away.

I nod.

He takes me in his mouth all the way to the root. It’s like he’s claiming my cock the way he wants to claim my soul. I thought being claimed by Slade would be different. I assumed he’d be fucking me, his teeth on the crook of my neck. It’s the way he’s made love to me before. But Slade closes his eyes, savoring me, and takes me deeper still, like there’s nothing he wants more. He isn’t even touching his own dick. I don’t think this is about his pleasure.

It's about tasting and smelling me—experiencing me. Owning me.

He bobs his head up and down in a way that makes me wonder if he’s ever done this before. He’s a little awkward, which I kind of like. There’s something earnest about how he has to learn the rhythm of oral sex. He pops off my cock and nuzzles my balls, inhaling through his nose again.

“Who else have you been with?” I ask. I have no right to. It’s probably the wrong time and the wrong way to bring it up. For all I know, there were guys who forced him to do stuff at Sciff.

He presses a kiss to my inner thigh. “Two other omegas. One junior year, one sophomore year. It was only a casual thing for them. Just a little frotting with the one and anal sex with the other.”

I can read between the lines. Just a casual thing “for them” meant it probably wasn’t casual for him. I remember how emotional he was when he found out I put my paws on him—how he thanked me for choosing him.

I don’t think a lot of people have chosen Slade. At least not in the way he needed.

“That means your mouth is mine, right?” I say.

It seems a little silly to say it like that. I’m sure he’s kissed plenty of other people. But Slade locks eyes with me and takes me in his mouth again. For him it isn’t silly at all.

He wants to be claimed.

The heat of his tongue and the pressure of his mouth as he sucks is wild. This has never been a part of my fantasies before. I always imagine being fucked. But the way Slade stares into my eyes as he takes me down his throat, as his tongue runs down my shaft and he cups my balls, is everything. I feel not only owned by him, but cherished by him. I am special to Slade. I’ve never been more certain of anything.

He gets into a rhythm, eager each time I hitch my breath or tense my body. He feeds off my pleasure, chasing it the way I would expect him to chase his own orgasm. It shouldn’t surprise me that he’s generous. He gave six years of his life to keep his brother safe. But this generosity is more than a tit for tat. As my body crests, and I arch against him, shooting into his mouth, he groans and closes his eyes.

My body is heavy and sleepy as he crawls on top of me and holds me close.

“I’ll suck you off too?” I murmur against his chest.

“Next time, baby. I wanted to come with you in my mouth.”

He wanted that. Every other time, he’s always asked what I wanted, and that was good, too. But I like knowing that Slade asked for what he wanted—that I was able to give him what he truly desired.

I don’t think that’s happened often for him ,either.
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SLADE


Quin tastes of salt and man. The flavor of his pleasure remains on my tongue after he rolls out of bed and tells me he has to get back to the bread dough. I stay in his bed for a few minutes, reliving every moment: the weight of his cock in my mouth, the scent of his pubic hair, the tension in his face when he came.

And then he left me in his room, as if I belonged here. The pillows smell like him, and the mattress is wonderfully soft. I want to sleep here with him tonight instead of going back to Jake’s house. Now that I’ve let myself claim him, I don’t want to pretend that we aren’t mates anymore.

I clean myself up in his bathroom and wander out into the living room. Pictures of Quin and Chime are everywhere. Some are from when she was younger. She was such a cute toddler. It’s bittersweet to see those pictures of her. I wish I could have been there when she was that young. I’ll never get those years back.

The front door opens. Chime scampers inside and an older woman follows behind her. The woman has just as many earrings and bangles as Quin’s omega mom. She has the same big brown eyes and smile lines, too.

“Ah, there you are. I’m Emerald, Quin’s Aunt.”

I hold out my hand to her. “I’m Slade.”

She ignores my hand and brings me in for a hug. “It is wonderful to finally meet you.”

Grizzlies are big on hugs, but our hugs are more forceful. Emerald’s embrace is gentle, but firm. I like it.

While I’m making a list of things I want in my life, I decide hugs should to be on it.

Chime holds up a piece of paper with two stick figures on it. One has long, scribbly hair and a pink dress. The other figure takes up half the page and has an enormous head with bulgy eyeballs and a big pink blob coming out of its hand.

“Look! It’s you and me,” she says.

My heart suddenly feels too big for my chest. “You drew me?”

“Yes. I was showing show Auntie Emerald how big you are. Look, it’s the thing you said was a cake.” She points to the pink blob.

I can’t help but laugh. “That’s accurate.”

“Quin mentioned that you might be up for a bit of babysitting,” Emerald says. “He and I have some shopping to do this afternoon while he does his deliveries. We’ll probably be gone for four or five hours. Is that okay?”

Four or five hours alone with Chime. That seems impossible. Surely, the world won’t just drop such a beautiful gift in my lap. I try to keep my emotions in check. “Yes.”

Emerald gives me a knowing smile. “Good. Maybe you could show him the animals, Chime.”

Her face lights up. “Sadie just had kitties! You can help us name them!” She grabs my hand and starts tugging me across the room.

“She’ll need to eat lunch in about an hour. There’s peanut butter and jelly in the pantry. There should be some fresh bread around here somewhere, too. If you can’t find any, feel free to grab some from the bakery. Quin likes her to eat an apple or carrots with her sandwich. You’re welcome to eat with her too, of course.”

The idea of sitting down with Chime for lunch, just the two of us, fills me with warmth. This is how my life will be now: intimate moments with Quin, hanging out with Chime, good food. It still doesn’t seem real.

“Thank you,” I say.

Aunt Emerald gives Chime a quick hug. “You be good for Slade. Don’t get out any of the belligerent animals while I’m gone. We gotta ease him in slowly.”

“Belligerent means rude. Because they have trauma,” Chime explains.

Aunt Emerald and I smile at each other. God, Chime is so cute.

“When I get back, I’d like to show you around the place,” Aunt Emerald says. “Quin was telling me that you have a knack for fixing things, and I got a list a mile long of stuff that needs fixing. I figured you and I could sit down and decide on a fair price.”

“You don’t have to pay me for that,” I insist.

She waves my comment away. “Nonsense. I’d pay someone else to do it eventually. I might as well pay you instead.”

“I can do it for free.”

She places her hand on my shoulder and looks me in the eye. “Raccoon shifters take care of their own. It’s our way. You’re about to receive a lot of help, and you better get comfortable with accepting it, because Quin will be hurt if you refuse.”

I almost tell her that I’m not a raccoon shifter, but then I remember raccoon shifters never bond to each other. I guess that makes their mates a part of their community, regardless of what kind of shifter they are.

“Thank you for explaining that to me,” I say.

I do need help right now, and if Quin wants me to accept it, then I will.

“Have fun, you two.” She turns to Chime. “Don’t let the goats out of their pen, okay?”

Chime sighs. “Okay.”

Aunt Emerald leaves through the front door and Chime tugs me forward out into the hot afternoon. I see Quin carrying a pallet of bread to his delivery van. He smiles up at me, then glances at where Chime is holding my hand. The way he beams with happiness makes joy surge through me too.

That’s when I decide I’ll do whatever I need to in order to stay here with Quin. If that means negotiating room and board on Aunt Emerald’s couch while we acclimate Chime to our new relationship, so be it.

My home is here with my family.
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QUIN


Iclose the back doors of the van with a flourish. All the bread and cookies are now delivered, Chime is petting kittens with her alpha dad, and I have no obligations for the next few hours.

I take off my apron and get into driver’s seat. Aunt Emerald pulls a wad of cash out of her purse and fans herself with it. “Should we go shopping?”

“Oh my God, you look like a bank robber or something,” I tease.

“You mean I look rich, because I am. I have four thousand dollars here. That’s a lot of crystal goblets.” She sings the last few words, shaking the money again for emphasis.

She’s such a goofball. I’m so excited that I get to do this with her.

Someone knocks on the window of the van. I startle before looking over and seeing my omega mom.

“Right on time,” Aunt Emerald says.

“You told my mom?” I ask.

“Of course! It’s tradition.” Aunt Emerald waves at Mom. To my surprise, Aunt Chrystal and Uncle Dagger appear next to her.

I roll down my window. “What is happening right now?”

Aunt Chrystal grins at Mom. “We’re going shopping for shiny stuff.”

“But I…” I look at Mom, worried what she’ll think, now that my bond with Slade is truly taking hold.

“If you want us to go, we will,” Mom says.

“Speak for yourself,” Uncle Dagger says. “Quin’s collecting fancy goblets. That means we get to go to a bunch of antique shops.”

“Is there room for us in the back?” Aunt Chrystal asks.

They’re all smiling, like we’re about to go to Vegas or something. Their joy is infectious. Even if I’m a little nervous about what Mom thinks, I want them here.

“There are only bread racks in the back,” I say.

“Then we’re taking the camper,” Uncle Dagger announces.

Aunt Chrystal and Aunt Emerald glance at each other meaningfully.

“No, we’re not. There’s enough room for us in my car.” Mom says.

“That camper smells like mothballs.”

“It does not,” Uncle Dagger insists.

“Yes, it does.” Aunt Emerald tells him. “You’re just used to it.” She gets out of the van and starts walking with Mom and the others toward my mom’s car.

I can’t believe they’re here. Uncle Dagger and Aunt Chrystal both live hours away. Aunt Emerald must have planned this after she saw my goblets last night. It’s rare that I get to see them all at once, and I’ve never spent time with them like this without my brothers and their kids.

It’s tradition, Aunt Emerald said.

I get out of my van and follow them into Mom’s car. I have to squeeze into the back seat with Aunt Chrystal and Aunt Emerald.

“If you’re wondering when the time is to get an excessive amount of body piercings, this is it,” Aunt Chrystal says.

“Or not,” Uncle Dagger argues. “Raccoon shifter guys aren’t always into jewelry, you know. Sometimes we like the finer things in life, like antiques.”

Everyone laughs. Uncle Dagger owns his own antique shop.

“Jewelry has no gender,” Mom reminds him.

“I know, I know. Jesus. Just let him decide for himself without pressuring him into anything, okay?” he says.

I love the many earrings and bangles my mom wears, but it has always felt like a female raccoon shifter thing to me. Maybe that’s because of how sparse Uncle Dagger’s jewelry is. He only wears a locket with a simple silver chain around his neck.

“Let’s gather the money first, so he can know what he’s working with,” Aunt Chrystal suggests. She holds out a stack of twenty dollar bills. Has she been saving money for my collection too?

My mom opens the glove box and grabs an even larger stack. Between the two of them, they must have thousands of dollars on top of what Aunt Emerald has already offered me. Uncle Dagger leans forward and reaches into his back pocket for a smaller collection of bills.

“This is all for me? I don’t think I need⁠—”

“Yes, you do,” he says. “If you’re collecting goblets, you’ll need every cent. It’s the display cases that will get ya. Those things are pricey.”

“Yeah. Not all of us collect picture frames that we can just hang on the wall,” Chrystal says to Mom.

She smiles back at me. “It’s nice to have a beautiful display for you and your mate. It will make Slade happy to see your love glittering all over your house. It will make me and your alpha mom happy to see it too.”

“Okay,” I agree. “Thank you. Where should we go first?”

They all look at each other.

“Magic paw jewelry?” Aunt Emerald suggests.

“Absolutely. We have to start there,” Aunt Chrystal says.

“For fuck’s sake. He isn’t getting a bunch of earrings. The man needs curios from a quality antique shop.”

They argue about the inherent manliness of curios all the way to the jewelry shop, where much to his dismay, I do get a few piercings.

It’s tradition, or so my aunts claim. They even remind him that he got a piercing on his collection day. But he wouldn’t tell me where it was. I think I don’t want to know.

There are some things in life that should probably remain a mystery.
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SLADE


Chime and I spend the afternoon playing with kittens. She giggles and runs around the barn, dancing with the little fur balls. We give each of the six kittens a name based on the color of their fur. The barn is technically air conditioned, but it’s still a little hot, so we come back to Quin’s house around four o’clock to draw.

It’s easy spending time with her like this. She draws a diagram of a human eye and starts labeling all of the parts, using one of her anatomy books for reference. She can already read, which reminds me of Jake. He was reading before kindergarten, too.

At five o’clock, I rummage through the cupboards to figure out what to make for dinner. Chime is an eager participant while I cook spaghetti and meatballs. She helps me roll the meat and add the spices. I use a recipe I found online, which she eats with gusto, including the broccoli I find in the freezer. At seven o’clock, I start to wonder when Quin is coming back. Chime’s bedtime is in just a few minutes, and I’m not sure if he’d want me to see her in her animal form yet.

Not long after we clean up dinner, someone knocks on the door.

Chime sprints for the front door, throwing it open to find Quin’s alpha mom. Shae is still wearing her coveralls from work and has her hair tied back in a pony tail. She lifts Chime into her arms and gives her a big hug.

“There’s my little wind chime,” Shae says. “What have you been up to today?”

“Slade and I played with the kittens.” She tells Shae their new names, chattering until the two of them sit down on the couch.

“Ruby asked me to come over to handle bedtime. Is that okay?” Shae asks me.

“Of course.”

I wonder if I should leave or if it’s okay for me to stay. I haven’t heard from Quin yet, and I haven’t had a chance to talk with Aunt Emerald about those projects she wants me to do. While Shae takes Chime to her bedroom, I text Jake and tell him that I probably won’t be coming back tonight. I also send Stew a text, detailing how the morning went with Quin. He starts a group text for the three of us, and they congratulate me. We message back and forth for almost twenty minutes before Shae comes out of Chime’s bedroom. She walks toward the kitchen, her eyes focused on the glass display of goblets.

“Those are pretty,” she says.

“Uh, yeah. They’re Quin’s. I mean, of course they’re Quin’s. We’re in his house,” I stammer.

“I know what they are, Slade.”

Am I about to get another warning to stay away from Quin? Is this the real reason Shae came over to put Chime to bed?

Quin has already started his collection. It’s too late to warn me off, isn’t it?

Maybe it isn’t, and I’ve been celebrating my bond to Quin prematurely.

Shae sits down at the table and unbuttons the top of her coveralls. “I had a long day. Business has been good lately. More than enough to keep me busy. Plumbing is a good trade for an alpha who needs to put food on the table. People will always need plumbers.”

She looks up at me pointedly, waiting for a response.

“I’m sure it is.”

“None of my sons have been interested in the business, though. I figured Link would end up taking over at some point because school was never his strong suit, but then the football thing worked out for him. I don’t imagine he’ll want to snake drains now.”

Why is she telling me this? Is she trying to say that I should have gotten trained as a plumber instead of an electrician?

“There are all these new plumbing businesses out there that diversify these days. They do your plumbing, electrical, and appliances. Of course, they’re more than a one-woman operation, so they can do that. If I were to go that route, I’d need a partner who knew his stuff.” She looks up at me again, waiting for a response.

Is she saying what I think she is? She doesn’t even like me.

“I, uh, imagine you could find someone,” I say. “Your business has been around for a long time.”

She nods. “I have a good reputation.”

“Sure. I mean, you wouldn’t want anyone to ruin that.”

She folds her arms across her chest. “That’s right. If someone wanted to work with me, he’d have to prove himself.”

I still don’t know what this lady wants from me.

“They would to be lucky to have the opportunity,” I say, noncommittally.

She gestures to the seat next to her. “For Christ’s sake, sit down and let’s talk about this. If you’re going to be with my son, you need to have a job.”

I sit my ass down as fast as humanly possible. “Yes, ma’am.”

“As I recall, you had a knack for fixing stolen cars, back in the day.”

“Yes, ma’am.” There’s no use in denying it now.

“Well, you aren’t going to do shit like that anymore. As I understand it, you ended up in jail because you were protecting your brother, and I can forgive something like that. But you better keep your nose clean from here on out. Do you hear me?”

I bob my head up and down. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You’ll start work tomorrow, bright and early. The commute’s gonna be brutal, but you’ll have to make it work until you and Quin can move your trailer. If I’m not mistaken, Georgina’s old trailer could be removed, if there was a tenant interested in that spot.”

She’s suggesting that Quin and I move right next to her? And that I work with her? Clearly, she wants to keep an eye on me. Maybe that should bother me, but if Shae wants to give me honest work and an opportunity for my mate to live next to his moms, then I’ll take it.

“Thank you, ma’am. I swear to you that I’ll work hard and do everything I can to make your son happy.”

She considers me warily. “You better. Now go get the bottle of wine in the front seat of my van. You and I are going to drink from those goblets together and get to know each other.”

That’s a start. She may not like me yet, but I don’t mind proving myself. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s being useful. All I need is a chance.
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QUIN


Aunt Emerald drives us back home in the van. The shelving is filled to the brim with goblets and manly curios that Uncle Dagger haggled for with dogged determination. I can’t wait to show Quin every goblet I found along the way, and how I made them sparkle just by touching them. I feel magical and full of love. I also feel a little tender from the piercings.

Hopefully Slade will like those too. I don’t think male grizzly shifters wear jewelry. Jake wasn’t wearing any when he visited.

It’s past eleven o’clock when we finally get home. I’m relieved to see Slade’s car is still here. I didn’t ask him to stay because I understand he may still need time with his brother, and I didn’t want to be greedy.

He appears in the doorway as I climb out of the van. I’m struck by how much he belongs there, leaning his forearm against the doorframe. He smiles at me as I approach, his gaze darting to my new nose ring and the glittery dermal piercings on my cheek. In addition to the piercings, I also have a slim chain wound around my right wrist several times and a collection of rings on my fingers. The jewelry feels masculine to me, but also pretty.

I’d like to think I can be both.

I approach Slade slowly, letting him take in the new me. He cups my jaw and tilts my face to get a better look at the three dermal piercings below my right eye.

“What do you think?” I ask, my heart in my throat.

“I love them. They’re very you.”

I stand on tiptoes to kiss him. It feels different to kiss him now that my collection is in the back of the van. More solid and permanent.

“I’m glad you didn’t leave,” I say.

He cups my cheek. “Me too.”

Aunt Emerald carries the first box inside the house. Slade helps carry the others, including the really heavy curios. It takes the better part of two hours to get everything inside. The boxes fill the entire living room. I like the bulk of them, the way I like the bulk of Slade. I’ll have to rearrange the whole room to get everything to fit.

It’s just Slade and me now. Aunt Emerald went home. I sit on the edge of the couch and look at all the boxes crowding the space.

“I’m a man now. I mean in raccoon shifter culture.”

He sits next to me. “It suits you.”

“Would you take me to bed now? I need… to be with you.” I need it as much as I needed to buy all this stuff. It feels like a ritual, in and of itself.

“What about Chime?” he asks.

“I think it’s time for her to know who you are,” I realize. Tomorrow, she’ll see the goblets, too. She’ll see how beautiful they are, just like I saw the beauty of my mom’s picture frames and chandeliers.

“Okay. But I have work tomorrow. Your alpha mom has decided that I’m working for her. She’s also decided that we’re moving the trailer next door to them.” Slade’s lips quirk up, which is the only way I can tell that this doesn’t bother him.

“Is that what you want?” I ask.

He nods. “Yes. I need work, and I want to prove myself to your moms. I think this is a good way of doing that. I also like the idea of Chime having her grandmas close by. Do you want to move away from here?”

I love living out here with Aunt Emerald and her animals, but I always wanted to live near my moms. I was just too ashamed of what I’d done to be that close to them for a while. I also like having the bakery close by. I’d have to pay rent for the trailer if we moved it.

“Maybe we can figure that out later?” I suggest.

“Okay.”

Slade scoops me up in his arms and carries me down the hall. I love being held like this. After a day with my aunts and uncle, coming home to Slade makes my heart so full. He lays me down on the mattress and gently removes all of my clothes. He takes his time with each article of clothing, kissing my skin as he reveals it. He inhales the scent under my armpits, which makes me feel a little self-conscious, but it’s obvious from the heat in his eyes that he enjoys it. He removes his own clothing too and lies on top of me.

It reminds me of our first night together, when we were both gloriously naked together, but everything is much slower now. I get to run my hands along his broad chest and over his wide shoulders. I get to kiss his collar bone and cup his muscled ass. We have all the time in the world, and it’s such a gift.

I don’t know why I ever thought being slow was a bad thing.

He strokes my cock lazily. The heat between our bodies grows, especially as his fingers dip between my legs to where I’m wet for him. He teases my entrance, circling his fingers round and round, until I’m rocking my hips, eager for more friction. When he finally sinks his finger inside, I throw my head back and clamp down on it, reveling in its thickness. He fucks me with that finger slowly, almost making me come before he adds another. I’m panting and sweating, gripping at his shoulders like a lifeline, when he finally pushes his cock inside me. The moment he sinks home, I feel the click between our souls.

He buries his nose in the crook of my neck and lets out a sob. I hold him close, whispering how much I love him—how much I missed him. It isn’t until that moment I realized this was always how it had to be. If I had let him go without putting my paws on him, he would have left for Austin and never looked back. He still would have gone to prison for Jake, but I never would have checked in with him when he got out.

I have spent so much time regretting what I did six years ago. Now I don’t. We are both imperfect people who made mistakes, and because of those mistakes, we are here. His hips move, and pleasure blooms inside me. I kiss him with a passion that reflects the deep love in my soul. This is the way we had to come together. It’s messy and painful and slow, but now that this gentle, sweet man is in my bed, and our daughter is in the next room, I wouldn’t go back and change it.

Our bodies move faster and faster, racing toward a cliff that we jump off together. I’m a man now—a raccoon shifter who has claimed my mate before Fate. Even my body glitters from the joy of it.

I let the bliss of our love pull me under.
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