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    If you did, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    Trevor Hale is the runt of the first litter of the two that arrived during the latest attack. It’s complicated and with history that’s hard to keep up with, but they made their choice to go against Hell and their family, praying they would be welcomed at the sanctuary their cousins ran to… Except they seemed to have missed the boat of new hounds being welcomed.  
 
    Dublin Carey’s been used all of his life by everyone who was supposed to care about him except Barry, so he trusts his friend when he says Dublin should give the hounds another chance. Imagine his shock when he meets a surprising hound without the attitude. And he’s hot. Can’t forget he’s hot. The feeling is mutual and fun is had… Until Dublin learns it’s not a fling but his mate and Trevor’s been plotting behind his back.  
 
    Is there any way for Trevor to convince his mate that it was for the right reasons, or has he not only lost his mate but ruined the chance of his brothers having a sanctuary? 
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    No one wanted us around. They weren’t even hiding it. We’d stayed working for Hell longer after our cousins to get more information, find out the new plans—as Hell and demons always had more plans. But then we’d come at the attack, and they didn’t trust us.  
 
    But we’d come to help, so we weren’t the enemy or they’d never let us onto the estate. However, we’d gone against our father and elder Hales. We’d betrayed our side. And apparently that was shady since we hadn’t done it right away because they’d changed sides, and that was fine. 
 
    Not that they’d ever asked us. They’d only asked Father and whichever archangel had taken the answer for all the Hales. I was pretty sure we couldn’t be blamed for that as we were our own men and centuries old. 
 
    We tried at first, we really did. We gave them everything we knew, ratting out family even that would always be on Hell’s side. That might have been more what made people distrust us. Hounds weren’t disloyal, especially to family or mates. 
 
    What was the right answer? Be on Hell’s side who wanted to hurt and kill people and bring the apocalypse, or go against our family? In the end, we went with our conscience. We’d been forced to work for Hell because of what we were born as. If we didn’t have to anymore, fuck, sign me up for a different side. 
 
    My siblings were tired of being snubbed and left out. Months of it and they were over being a community, keeping to only Hales at the Lundberg castle where we were tolerated. I wanted more though. I wanted the tension and resentment to stop because soon my siblings would get angry, and they would be valid in it. 
 
    So I came to the Friday night dinner, getting looks from my siblings like I was a glutton for punishment, and even the younger litter thought I was nuts, and they were the ones who took the guard shifts so all the other hounds could go have fun. Nice, right? We didn’t even really get invited, but everyone knew about it, and being a hound was the price of admission.  
 
    Moments after I accepted a glass of wine and snagged some appetizers, my eyes landed on the sexiest man I’d ever seen. Human or maybe one of the unbaptized Nephilim, but not a hound. I wasn’t close enough to sniff if he was someone else’s mate, so I wasn’t sure why he was there.  
 
    “I’m glad you came,” Rafe greeted, dragging his mate behind him. He was the Nephilim mated to Stryker and who had started this whole thing, and it was his estate the schools and everything were on. “Is it just you? I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “Trevor,” I answered, giving a slow nod as I glanced at his frowning mate. “I thought I’d give it another try since we’re all on the same side.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” he said firmly, elbowing his mate. 
 
    “We are.” Stryker started to say something but then closed his mouth, shaking his head. 
 
    “Why is it so hard for you guys to be nice to the Hales?” Rafe demanded. “They helped us on the night of the attack. We accepted the other Hales. Why are they so different?” 
 
    “They’re too old for us to read, and they survived the normal retirement trap,” Stryker grumbled. “Only the Lundbergs and Arnolds were supposed to know, as it’s always been one of them managing things.” 
 
    “Hales don’t retire,” I filled in before they started arguing. They both glanced at me in shock, and I nodded. “It’s always been tradition that Hales don’t retire. You don’t retire for a job you’re born into, and we’re needed to keep the balance. In our family, it’s a life sentence.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Rafe grumbled. “That seriously sucks. Are there more of you who want to get free?” 
 
    “Are we free here?” I challenged, raising an eyebrow at him. He was being nice, but others weren’t to us, and that was very clearly why we weren’t recruiting. What would we say? Come to the other side and not work for Hell, but they treat us like crap, so just ignore that part? 
 
    Yeah, that would go over well. 
 
    It was Rafe’s turn to do an impression of a fish. “Some of us want to try. There was a lot of fear and upset after the attack and history of other hounds snubbing us. I’m not excusing it at all, but planting people here with a history of being loyal to Hell would be a smart play, and they’ve been smart over and over again.” 
 
    “And our cousins had a reason to seek sanctuary,” I added, sighing. Yeah, not wanting to raise the next generation as we were would push most mothers to run. “Would it help if you knew we were due to try and breed a litter of female hounds soon and none of us could stomach the idea of some accident happening like it did to them? We would have left with them, but something was going on so we stayed.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Rafe muttered when I started to get upset. “You aren’t the bad guys. You are the unknown guys. The Lundbergs were too, and that changed.” 
 
    I wanted to ask how, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t like the answer. I nodded, not sure I felt better or worse when they moved on. Grabbing some more food, I looked back at the sexy man, noting he was the strong, silent type. He nodded a lot, didn’t say much, and mostly seemed attached to Tristan’s mate, Barry.  
 
    About ten minutes went by, and Barry glanced over at me, and I realized I’d been staring the whole time like an idiot. He excused himself and came over by me, smiling brightly. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve officially met. I’m Barry Lowell,” he greeted, extending his hand. 
 
    “Trevor Hale, youngest of Gerald’s litter,” I replied, taking his smaller hand in mine. 
 
    “Are you interested in Dublin?” he asked, getting right to the point. 
 
    “Is that his name? Your friend?” 
 
    “Yes, my best friend who you’ve been staring at since you arrived. He didn’t notice, but I did.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to be the creep who stares, but he’s gorgeous,” I muttered, feeling like a goober. 
 
    “He is,” Barry chuckled easily. “Will you be nice to him if I send him over?” 
 
    I frowned. “Of course. We’re not the bad guys.” 
 
    “Not what I mean. Even the good guys can be stupid. I don’t want that for him after I dragged him out to have some fun and get more used to hounds.” 
 
    “I’m not all that used to humans either,” I admitted, bobbing my head. “Certainly not Nephilim, but we’ve tried.” 
 
    “I’ve heard. Most kept thinking you were going to upset the balance everyone had just gotten used to after several upsets. Most of it is tension you feel, and most of it isn’t even meant for you but a reminder of the attack, which is when we met you. My mate says you’re all very nice and take helping seriously. If you asked me, I would try something relaxed.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I admitted. 
 
    He shrugged. “Come to the greenhouses and help out. Do something that shows you’re really planning on staying instead of keeping to the Lundberg castle after things didn’t go well because of an attack and fear. Tonight was a good first step, and already you’ve learned it’s not as bad as you thought, right?” 
 
    “I’m hopeful, but I wouldn’t say my opinion is set on that,” I corrected. 
 
    “Fair enough. I’ll go tell Dublin you want to meet him.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s—” 
 
    “You don’t want to talk with him?” he challenged, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, yes, but that’s…” 
 
    “I’d go with efficient,” he chuckled, giving me a nod of goodbye before walking back to his party.  
 
    I watched—horrified, curious, and excited all at once—as he leaned in towards Dublin and whispered something I couldn’t hear. Gorgeous caramel eyes looked at me as he nodded with what Barry said. He raised an eyebrow and slowly eyed me over before looking back to his friend.  
 
    And then he didn’t come by me. He kept talking with his party. I tossed back the rest of my wine, dejected and obviously rejected, and headed over to the bar for a refill. When I turned around, he was standing in front of me, studying me carefully. 
 
    “So you’re interested in getting to know me?” he asked, smirking at me like he knew he had the goods to back up his attitude. 
 
    While I barely kept my head as I went on the ride of my life at the sound of his voice. This huge, gorgeous man was my mate. I tried several times to make my mouth work, but it wouldn’t. 
 
    Which made him smirk more as he boxed me in against the bar, taking in a slow breath. “Cute. Most of the hounds are big and loud and annoying, but you’re cute.” 
 
    “I’m the runt,” I grumbled, knowing I wasn’t very big for a hound. Oddfinn Lundberg was about the only hound I’d ever met who was smaller than my six-two frame. The Nephilim before me had me beat by at least six inches, and the girth on him was a joke. I didn’t think humans or Nephilim got so wide without steroids. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Runt, do you want to join us for dinner and then we can have dessert together?” He smiled when I nodded, about swallowing my tongue at how sexy his offer was. “Good, but you should know I don’t keep people, and I don’t do exclusive. Is that fine?” 
 
    “What?” I whispered, horror filling me as it sank in my mate was offering me a one night stand. “No repeats?” 
 
    He shrugged. “If you’re fun, we can repeat as often as you can handle it, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to clear my calendar or kick other repeats to the curb.” 
 
    “You’re seeing other people?” 
 
    He frowned, anger filling his eyes at the possible judgment from my statement. “Everyone knows the score and it’s for fun, so just because the hounds made some stupid pact not to touch any of us doesn’t mean the rest of us have to do something so stupid. Maybe there wouldn’t have been so many fuck ups if they hadn’t been such idiots and learned a bit of balance.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, I get it,” I lied, glad he wouldn’t be able to tell that. “I just don’t like to step on toes.” 
 
    He lost the anger in an instant. “I feel you. It’s cool. No toes in the way. I have fun until it’s not fun and then move on, no drama, no problems, no worries.” 
 
    “How many are you having fun with right now?” I asked, carefully keeping any emotion out of my tone to act as if I was just curious instead of panicking my mate would have sex with others. 
 
    The smirk came back. “You like to hear about fun, or are you interested in a threesome? A mom of a saved soul I hook up with is very into that thing if you want.” 
 
    “I’ve never been with a woman,” I admitted, unsure I could handle that. I did know some hounds that brought people to their beds for fun, or even Castillo who had two hound mates. But I didn’t know if I could do it. 
 
    He moved his hand under my chin when I lowered my head, making me look into his eyes. “Be good and maybe I’ll do you while you’re inside her and you can see if you like that.” 
 
    I gave a quick nod, excited about the promise of him topping me, not caring about the rest. My brothers would flip if they knew I wanted to bottom for someone bigger than me. We were hounds. We were Hales and top of the food chain. Being gay was fine. 
 
    Being the bottom who got fucked wasn’t. 
 
    “Um, you don’t like to talk about this sort of thing with others, right?” I asked, worried given how fast he went to talking about his sexcapades. 
 
    Understanding filled his eyes. “It’s not anyone’s business. I keep it all on the DL.” His intense gaze seemed to see right through me, and I worried he knew. “Would your brothers be pissed you were hooking up with a Nephilim when it’s against the rules?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I muttered, my tone clearly saying to let it go. 
 
    “Dinner’s starting,” he said, taking the hint.  
 
    I nodded, following after him. He gestured to the seat next to the one he stopped at, making sure he was on the other side of Barry. I glanced at the other man as I sat down, wondering if there was something there. 
 
    Barry caught me looking as he set down his wine, muttering under his breath so I would hear but Dublin wouldn’t. “I’m not his type. We’re just best friends.” 
 
    I nodded that I heard him, but then Dublin sat down, blocking my view of Barry.   
 
    Dinner was fine once I ignored the looks people gave me when they realized I was there. No one was impolite, and everyone was totally fine when I joined conversations, just hesitant. And that would have been enough to upset my brothers and make it a thing. I got hesitant and was fine with that. It was progress from mostly hostile like when we’d first arrived.  
 
    Dublin stood when the meal was over and nodded for me to join him. We went into the kitchen, and he snagged us two pieces of cake on disposable plates to eat as we walked over to the school. 
 
    “You’re not at the castle?” I confirmed, giving him a confused look.  
 
    “I was going to take one of the rooms for those training, but I had just snagged a nicer room at the school, and it’s better for me since I work in the clinic too,” he explained in between bites. “Plus, I have adopted little brothers here, and given how busy everyone is, they can miss a lot. I didn’t want to be far away if they need me since they have no one else.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” I praised. 
 
    “I have my moments,” he chuckled, giving me another smirk. “Do you want me to be kind to you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    I finished my cake as well, and he showed me where one of the garbage cans was tucked away in a supply closet before we reached his room. Once inside, I wanted to peek around, get a feel for my mate, but apparently that wasn’t on the agenda. 
 
    “Get naked,” he ordered, blinking at me when I froze. “You want to play or not?” 
 
    “Yeah, yes. Yes,” I mumbled, hurrying with my clothes, noting he was staying dressed. The pleased look he gave me was well worth my embarrassment.  
 
    “Suck me off while you get yourself ready for me,” he said next, reaching over and grabbing lube from his nightstand. “I’m big, so stretch good.” 
 
    “Prove it,” I challenged, glad when he smiled that he liked my not just giving in and doing whatever. 
 
    He slowly undid his pants and pulled out his massive fucking cock that wasn’t even hard yet. I gave him a shocked look, and a slow, evil grin formed on his lips. Yeah, he more than deserved the ego and smirking. 
 
    “I never thought a human could have such a massive cock,” I admitted, moving closer. “I’ve only seen them on seriously big hounds.” 
 
    “All the crack my mom did made the brains I should have gotten go to the size of my dick,” he said under his breath as he took off his shirt. He flinched when he realized I’d heard it. “Sorry, don’t normally—I’ve not spent any personal time with hounds. Ignore me.” 
 
    “I could never do that, but if you don’t want me to comment on what I heard, I won’t,” I countered, moving in front of him when he sat on the bed. “I want to play, but can I kiss you first? It’s been a long time for me.” 
 
    “Sure,” he agreed, giving a shrug. I leaned in, and he fell back onto the bed, challenging me to follow him. 
 
    Gladly. I straddled him as I lowered my mouth to his, the zing going through my entire body. He blinked up at me with shock, and I knew he felt it too. I didn’t give him time to analyze it and went for another kiss. He growled and rolled me over so he was on top, kissing me stupid. 
 
    “Now I really want to fuck you and good,” he groaned as he kissed along my neck. “Shit, you are too cute and can kiss. If your ass is half as good as I hope, I might play with you a lot.” 
 
    “I’m up for almost anything,” I swore, wanting him to play only with me.  
 
    “Almost?” he challenged, raising an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not into like pissing or icky stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, none of that,” he agreed before kissing me again. Then he rolled us so he was back to sitting up and I slid to the floor. “Hurry.” 
 
    I nodded, grabbing the lube and quickly slicking up my fingers before swallowing the head of his cock, not able to take much. I pulled back off. “I’ll get better. My ass is super tight, I promise.” 
 
    He gave me a kind smile, running his thumb over my lip. “I like to play, Trevor. I’m not an asshole.” 
 
    “I know.” I hadn’t, but I was glad he wasn’t. 
 
    “Suck on it as hard as you can and tease the slit, and I’ll be happy,” he muttered, moving his cock back to my mouth. “Not sure why I’m telling you that. I don’t normally do that.” 
 
    I gave a shrug like it was no big deal, but in my heart I hoped it was because I was his mate and he knew I wasn’t just some meaningless fling. I stretched myself well and as fast as I could, glad he seemed to be enjoying the blow job, coming with a grunt and filling my mouth with salty goodness.  
 
    “You get any better at that and I might tie you to my bed until I get my fill of you,” he panted, giving me another funny look. 
 
    I smirked at him, not taking offense at the implication he’d get tired of me. “I have centuries of tricks that will keep you entertained.” 
 
    His eyes filled with heat, and he licked his lips. “I’ll bet.” He stood, pulling me to my feet with him, and then shoved me onto the bed with a smirk. He climbed on as well, surrounding me with his larger frame, keeping me on my side as he pulled up my knee. Then he pushed his cock in me gently, both of us moaning.  
 
    “More, I want more,” I begged, meaning it as I reached up and cupped his face. He gave me the kiss I’d wanted, thrusting as he pushed his pants down further so I didn’t get cut by his zipper. “Dublin, oh fuck. Fuck me.” 
 
    “Gladly,” he purred, shoving more in me, the burn not even bothering me I wanted him so badly. “Shit, your ass is even better. Tight and inviting. Yeah, we’re having repeats.” 
 
    “Good,” I moaned, wrapping my arms around his neck as his hips snapped faster and he went deeper. “Oh fuck me good.” 
 
    “I like the begging,” he praised. Once my body was ready for more, he rolled me onto all fours and draped himself over my back as he pounded into me, telling me to stroke my dick as he kissed along my neck. Fuck, was it good.  
 
    He was good. 
 
    I warned him when I was coming, and he followed me right over, filling my ass completely with his seed and collapsing on top of me as I fell to the bed. We both lay there gasping, sweaty and spent. 
 
    “Shit, that was amazing,” he murmured, kissing my neck. “When can you play next?” 
 
    “You’re done with me?” I asked, swallowing the hurt that he was basically telling me to go. “Can’t you go again?” 
 
    “I could in a bit,” he admitted, pulling out of me and rolling onto his back. “If I got stirred back up, I could absolutely go again.” 
 
    “I can make you rise to the challenge,” I teased, turning so I was lying on my side next to him. I moved to straddle him again, rubbing my ass against his groin as his cum leaked out of me. “No condoms are fun, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, they are,” he admitted, running his hands up my thighs. “Does it feel good on your end? I thought guys didn’t like that.” 
 
    “I do when I enjoy the one I’m with,” I answered, not sure that was really true but wanting him to know he was special. I leaned over and teased his nipples, loving the way he watched me. I kissed up his chest, along his neck, and played with his ear. “Did you like being inside of me, Dublin? Knowing you could fuck me however you wanted, as hard as you wanted, and I could take it, beg for more?” 
 
    “Shit, yes, it was awesome,” he moaned, grabbing my ass with his big hands. “Talk dirty to me, baby.” 
 
    “Trevor. I’m Trevor.” 
 
    He flinched. “I know.” 
 
    “Good, just—I don’t like pet names because I’ve had that where he called everyone that so he didn’t have to learn names.” I was mortified to admit something, but that was about the only time I’d found someone to top me, and it was sensitive. 
 
    “Guys like that are assholes,” he said gently, rubbing my back. “Fun can be had without being disrespectful or insensitive.” 
 
    “Glad you think so.” I went back to my teasing and dirty talk, smirking at him when he was hard and wanting under my ass. 
 
    “Sit on it and show me what you got,” he challenged, and I gladly gave it to him. I bounced on his cock as he tugged on mine, looking thrilled with my performance from the way he gasped for air after we were done. 
 
    Well, at least my mate liked to fuck me even if he might fuck others. Oh no, that wouldn’t break me in the worst way. 
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    “Someone did the late night sneak in last night,” Ashton, one of my litter teased me as I joined them for breakfast. 
 
    “You missed a hell of a dinner,” I chuckled, smiling as I grabbed food. “It’s changed. People were hesitant, but no one was rude. They went through a lot with the attack, and we reminded them of it.” I held up my hand when Gerald opened his mouth. “I’m not excusing it, I’m explaining it. Also, the hounds wondered why we escaped the five hundred years trap. We would have thought they were spies too if the situation was reversed.” 
 
    “Yeah, we would have,” he agreed after a moment. “We would have figured it out or asked, not leave it for months to be this awkward—” 
 
    “We aren’t all they have to worry about, Brother,” I cut in. “There are thousands of children, orphan children, who take priority. I’m going to keep going and getting involved. Everyone was nice to me, and it was nice to have community.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Gerald asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Barry Lowell suggested something public like helping at the greenhouses, as the kids are there. All the kids know is we came during the attack. They’re too young to get the complications of spying and whatnot. I don’t like kiddies scared of us now that we’re on Heaven’s side.” 
 
    Ashton—who was second oldest—hurried to jump in. “I think that’s great. I’ll join you after our guard shift. I could pick veggies or learn the fodder. Good exercise, and we do get scores of fresh, organic food here which is nice.” 
 
    Gerald gave a slow nod. “I was thinking of offering to help with the riding mower. Being seen is smart, but I got a lot of the brunt of the shit, so being around people and whispers I’m still too—it wouldn’t help if I snipped at people.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Rafe about that before our shift. It’s good to get some sun in our human form too,” I said quickly, glad they were willing to try. I hurried to stuff my face, needing the energy, as I hoped to have more fun with my mate later. Then I headed over to Rafe’s, glad when I found everyone in a good mood having a huge Saturday morning feast. 
 
    “Hey, Trevor,” he greeted, smiling widely at me. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied, nodding to his mate who was standing closely and watching me. “Gerald was wondering if you could use help with the mowing. We want to help, but he’s… He tends to snip after people have been a bit harsh, so he doesn’t want to be a jerk. Ashton’s going to help me in the greenhouses later, and so might some others. I guess we’re asking for what we can do to help.” 
 
    He nodded, clearing his throat. “You guys know anything about paving stones? We were thinking of putting in a path to the castle so people aren’t trying to walk over there in snow as tall as them but don’t have to go all the way to the street.” 
 
    “You mean someone like you,” Stryker chuckled, giving his mate a loving look.  
 
    “Hey, some of those drifts almost ate me,” he defended, shrugging good naturedly. “But yeah, we—it would be great if someone took that off our plate. One of the archangels will help, but we don’t want like a road, but something that can be easily cleared too and won’t crack under the ATVs, and that’s so not my area.” 
 
    “We got you covered,” I assured him. “We have a brother for that. He loves that stuff. Did a cool concrete path at the Hale estate. He put something in it so it was colored and pressed a stone pattern in it so it looked really cool and could take ATVs and no problems with a snow blower.” 
 
    “You’ve got a brother for that?” he teased me, smiling brightly. “Like an app for that? Anything I come up with you’ve got a brother for it?” 
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “We tend to each have our own thing. It sort of separates us from the litter, as there are so many Hales that it’s hard not to feel like we blend.” 
 
    “What’s your thing then?” a deep voice asked from behind me, and I had a hard time not shivering, thrilled that Dublin was interested. 
 
    I glanced at him over my shoulder, getting hard just from his gorgeous eyes. “Archery. I’m really into archery, and I love to hunt that way. I also had a bunch of dogs I rescued at home.” I frowned, looking away. 
 
    “You miss it,” he muttered, moving closer. 
 
    I shrugged. “I might not agree with my family on everything, or even much of anything, but I’ve lived at the main Hale estate for hundreds of years. We left everything behind. All the books we collected from around the world over hundreds of years. Gifts. Everything. It’s probably all destroyed now because Father is a jerk like that.” 
 
    “I’ll speak with Castillo,” Rafe said gently, patting my arm. “No one would have allowed that no matter how worried we were about you guys originally. That’s not cool at all.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rafe.” I felt the smile I gave him, glad someone would care enough. I looked back at Dublin when they left. “You busy?” 
 
    Shock flashed in his eyes. “Right now?” 
 
    “I have my shift in an hour, but yeah, now, later, and any moment in between after how good it was,” I murmured, leaning in closer. “I am completely at your disposal, Dublin.” 
 
    Apparently hearing that flat did it for my mate because five minutes later he was plowing me in Rafe’s bathroom, praising me at how good I felt. When we were done, I turned around and pulled him down for a scorching kiss. 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Someone else already asked,” he admitted. 
 
    “Did you confirm?” I pushed, hating, hating he would go to someone else. 
 
    “No, I got the text before I saw you.” 
 
    “Then fuck me instead,” I begged, dropping to my knees and lapping at his cock, not caring it had just been inside me. “Please fuck me tonight, Dublin. Let me suck you and then fuck me again and again. I want more. I want to ride you and have you bend me over every surface, in every bathroom or—” 
 
    “Shit, yes, yes,” he hissed, moving my head onto his dick. “Suck it and I’ll fuck you all night. Damn, you are too much.” He moaned as I did as he liked. “Can I really fuck you anywhere?” 
 
    I pulled off of him and nodded. “As long as it’s like not on the table in front of my siblings, yeah, anywhere. Where do you want to fuck me?” I raised an eyebrow at him as I went back to blowing him, making it clear the fantasy had better be for me and not just anyone but he got me to do it. He nodded, getting what I was saying. 
 
    Even if it probably was a blanket fantasy. That was fine. Picturing it with someone else and then just letting me fill in wasn’t. 
 
    “Outside. Barry said Tristan did him outside while he held onto a tree, and while I didn’t like the images of my best friend getting banged like that, it’s all I keep thinking about now.” He smiled when I moaned. “Yeah, I immediately thought of a cute hound who sucks cock better than I’ve ever had a guy suck my cock. Now squeeze my sac and swallow it all down.” 
 
    I did as he wanted, moaning at the taste of my mate, my hound dying to make him smell like me. I stared up at him as he recovered, looking sated. “Will you touch me too?” 
 
    “You guys are into coming on people, right?” he checked, studying me closely. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a hound thing,” I answered, not giving him the full truth. 
 
    He slowly nodded. “You give me my ultimate fantasy after dinner tonight, and I’ll let you finish on me.” 
 
    “How about we bring dinner out there and have it in between fun?” 
 
    He frowned. “That sounds too much like a date.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” I worried, wanting to move forward. 
 
    His eyes filled with anger. “I don’t date. Dating is bullshit. You want to fuck and play or not? I said that was all I was up for. I won’t ever keep someone.” 
 
    I nodded, clearing my throat. “I didn’t mean it like that. You can have lunch or dinner dates with your friends. I meant we could be friends who fuck not just strangers.” 
 
    His expression softened. “Sorry. Yeah, that would be cool. We can grab sandwiches or whatever.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him, ignoring how he allowed it but didn’t kiss me back. “I want to get to know you, Dublin. Not just your cock. I’m not asking for a ring or serious, but we can talk too.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re cute enough,” he joked, looking like he wanted out of the conversation more than just about anything. 
 
    So I didn’t push, letting him go. He left first, and the hound who went to use the bathroom after him was not happy to find me there and figure out what we’d been doing from the way he scented the air. 
 
    “It’s not your business, but he is my mate,” I told whichever Sethos was standing before me. “And he’s been badly hurt, so how I handle this is my business.” 
 
    “So you haven’t told him?” he checked. 
 
    “We met last night, and he’s sleeping with a few other people and never plans to change that. Would you just blurt it out?” I challenged, nodding when he whistled. “Yeah, so getting to know him and healing his hurt is step one.” 
 
    “And figuring out how not to rip anyone who touches your mate to shreds,” he muttered, shaking his head as he went into the bathroom after I stepped out. “Shit, good luck with that, man. I don’t think I could do it.” 
 
    Neither did I, and that was all I thought about on my shift, running and running hard. When we were done, I took a minute to talk with the Markovas who were taking over for us, shocking my litter. I introduced them all, glad when we were received well. I figured since we were connected to the Lundbergs and Petro was mated to Malfinn that it was okay. 
 
    “Your mate is too funny,” I said to Boris, hurrying to finish when I saw anger stirring in his eyes. “He complimented me on how well washed my clothes were and couldn’t see one stray hair or fuzz on them. I told him my mother raised me right and a gentleman always looks his best out of respect for those he’s meeting with.” 
 
    “What did my little zaika say?” he asked, love shining in his eyes. 
 
    “He asked if I could teach that to some loud Russians he knew,” I answered honestly, glad when they laughed. “Have you guys helped in the greenhouse? How is it?” 
 
    “We do the fodder in the morning and drive the trucks now and again because we know how to,” Boris answered. “The greenhouses are peaceful, nice, but I feel as if I am always about to step on a child, and it makes me nervous. So I would not go during the busy times because they are big but the areas between the rows are not.” 
 
    “It is a good workout if you help unload and bring scraps to the trucks that will go to composting,” Petro added. “The children have races to see who can fill their bins fastest with dead leaves or when they pick the food. It is good fun and soothing to hear that much laughter. But it is hard if you are not used to children running underfoot.” 
 
    We talked for a bit longer, and I told them and my brothers about the path idea Rafe had  mentioned to get to the castle. I wanted to pump my fist when one of them said they’d help my brother and get with Castillo, actually working with people and doing more than hiding. 
 
    It put me in a pretty good mood when I walked to the greenhouses with Ashton. 
 
    Until I walked past a woman who smelled of my mate. I told Ashton I’d catch up with him but I needed the restroom first, and then I followed the woman, catching her alone as she washed up. 
 
    “Are you messing around with Dublin?” I asked, working so hard to keep from growling, it was a bit snippier than I meant it. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. “Like that’s any of your business.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and tried to cool off. “Please stay away from him.” 
 
    “No.” She gave me a look like I was nuts, and I couldn’t even blame her. 
 
    “Look, he’s my mate.” 
 
    Again, another look. “Sure, as soon as he tells me that.” She nodded when I growled. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “I just met him. I’m going to tell him, but he’s…” 
 
    “Yeah, finish that sentence,” she chuckled, shaking her head as she reached for paper towels. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    I reached out and grabbed her arm, not letting go when she gave me a look to stop touching her. “I know I started this wrong and it’s not my place to say who he’s with. I wasn’t going to say anything, but then I smelled him on you, and I realized I would feel horrible if someone didn’t tell me I was touching a mate.” 
 
    Her expression softened and she nodded, pulling her arm away still. “I get you.” 
 
    “It’s not fair to let you maybe get more involved when I know he’s my mate,” I clarified. 
 
    She snorted. “You don’t get involved with Dublin. You go to him to play.” 
 
    “He’s worth more than that.” 
 
    “I know that,” she sneered. “He doesn’t. He doesn’t get that. I’m saying how he feels.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    She nodded, sighing. “Fine, I’ll back off and tell him I’m into something else or whatever, but you have to tell him. I’ll give you a couple of weeks because after that, I’m the jerk blowing him off for no reason.” 
 
    I winced, not thinking that was very long but getting it. “Fine, yeah, thanks.” I cleared my throat. “Do you know the others?” 
 
    “Wow, yeah, you really have a fight ahead of you,” she blurted, glancing away with a look of pity. “I know one. I’ll talk to her. She’s the mom of one of us. She was having a fun young fling with him or whatever. I was going to tell him to ditch her because she likes to talk and it’s not cool. He doesn’t need another reason to think he’s not worth anything besides his dick.” 
 
    “I’ll change that,” I promised her, thanking her again for handling that and understanding. I hurried back to Ashton, and he explained to me he’d already found out what they needed and we had to pick. I looked at the list and nodded. I knew when cucumbers and peppers were ready to pick, so I led the way once we found gloves and clippers. 
 
    “Want to tell me what you were doing with that woman and why you were touching her?” Ashton asked quietly a few minutes into our clipping. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There are a lot of us in a litter so we can help each other, Brother.” 
 
    “Thanks, but sometimes more isn’t more helpful. If I need it, I’ll ask.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he sighed, shaking his head and focusing on the cucumbers. 
 
    Once we were done, I really had to hurry, running home and showering before quickly walking all the way back so I didn’t get sweaty but not screwing around or I would be late for our date. I found him waiting by the sandwich bar and headed that way. 
 
    “Sorry, I was totally nasty, so I had to run all the way back to the castle to shower.” 
 
    “No worries. I just got here,” he said easily. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starved. Our shift runs through lunch and then I worked the greenhouse with my brothers so I forgot. It was fun though.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are. My little brothers get a kick out of them,” he told me as we loaded up a few sandwiches. “We do the depositor for our chore time, and it’s soothing to watch it run.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t know that machine,” I admitted. 
 
    “It’s like a cookie depositor,” he explained, moving his hand along as he talked to show like the imaginary line of stuff. “It spurts out the same amount each time and six wide or whatever. It’s uniform, repetitive, and flows. It’s relaxing, like waves on a beach.” 
 
    “I get you. Like watching when my mother spun yarn long ago. The wheel would go round and round, and I always wondered how it didn’t lull her into a nap.” 
 
    “Like that,” he agreed. We finished getting our food, adding fries because fresh fries with a thick sandwich was perfect. Then drinks and we were done, taking it to go. I let him lead us to the woods on the property, finding a dry spot with some sun shining through the leaves to sit down. “Can I ask what it’s like?” 
 
    “What is?” I checked after I swallowed the bite I’d just taken. 
 
    “Being a hound. Shifting.” 
 
    I thought about that a moment. “You know that moment right before you orgasm and you feel like you’re falling? Or we went on roller coasters once and it was like that. That dropping sensation. Not like the whole ride as other hounds speak of, but that one instant where you feel almost weightless and then you’re not and your hound comes out and catches you or vice versa.” 
 
    “So it doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We’re born as hounds.” 
 
    His eyes flashed shock and then looked back to his food. “I didn’t know that. Are you hounds then that change into humans?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” I checked, wondering why he phrased it that way. “We’re both.” 
 
    “No, I guess it doesn’t,” he said after a few moments of thought. “I guess I haven’t thought about it too much since coming here. My mind keeps going back to fairy tales and princes turning back from frogs or the mice in Cinderella.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what it would be like to learn about this whole other side of the world you didn’t know existed,” I muttered, shrugging. “It’s just always been for us.” 
 
    “Can I see you shift?” 
 
    “Sure.” I pulled off my clothes, noting the way his eyes filled with heat when he saw me naked. I changed forms and gobbled one of my sandwiches right up, still starving. Then I leaned in and licked his face, glad when he giggled, sounding almost like a little kid then. I went one further and flopped onto my back, giving him my belly. 
 
    “I’ve not really seen you guys up close like this besides when the mad dash happened, and then it wasn’t goofing around and a lot of panic,” he murmured, rubbing my tummy. “It really is you. I can see it. Your eyes are still you. So you know it’s me, but you think differently when you’re a hound? Barry said Tristan told him it’s more basic and urges and stuff like that.” 
 
    I shifted back, not moving so his hand was still on my stomach. “It’s not like the dog treat commercials basic sort of thought. It’s more—an animal doesn’t second guess themselves. They don’t read into things like we do as people. He’s hungry so he eats. He doesn’t think about calories or maybe that the fries might make me feel bloated when I want to look good for you and I’m going to be naked.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have to worry about bloating,” he complimented, running his fingers along my abs. He reached my hip though, and I burst out laughing, curling up. “Oh, are you ticklish?” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone,” I begged, knowing my litter tortured me with it sometimes. 
 
    “No, I like keeping it a secret for me,” he admitted, tickling the same spot.  
 
    “Uncle, uncle,” I gasped when he kept going. 
 
    “What will you give me?” he teased. 
 
    “Anything you want,” I answered honestly, throwing him from the surprise in his eyes. “What do you want, Dublin?” 
 
    “I’d like to learn archery,” he admitted, his hand moving over my stomach again. “Those arrows with the holy water in them are wicked cool, and I want to learn more.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you.” I leaned in closer so I was inches from his mouth. “What else do you want, Dublin?” 
 
    “I want you to suck my cock again, but your fries would get cold.” 
 
    “Screw the damn fries,” I growled, my hands going to his fly. I sucked on him with all I had, glad when he made happy noises and a few minutes later filled my mouth with his release. “Good protein.” 
 
    “Dork,” he chuckled, running his thumb over my lower lip. “You’re really good at that.” 
 
    “Call on me anytime,” I purred, rubbing my face against his groin. “Anything else?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, but then my stomach growled loudly. “No, eat. We can play later.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m staying naked because I like how you look at me.” 
 
    He shrugged like he wasn’t going to deny it or ask me to dress. I finished, glad my fries weren’t too bad, and lay down on the grass, watching the sun set.  
 
    “Can I ask you something personal too?” 
 
    “Sure,” he answered, not sounding like he wanted to. 
 
    I turned on my side to face him. “What was the deal for your soul? I—I keep wanting to ask because I’d never heard of people selling other souls, and I guess after hundreds of years of seeing the fallout of those deals, I wanted to know what they were. Is that horrible to ask?” 
 
    “It’s a sensitive topic, but I’m okay with it,” he muttered, cleaning up his wrappers and adding mine to the paper bags we’d used to carry it all. “All the crack my mom could smoke or ever want. My parents were real gems. I mean, just top rate people. They were total junkies that thought having a fucking kid would clean them up, and apparently it worked for like two seconds. 
 
    “Well, it worked for my dad, but when he got sober, he realized how worthless my mom was and bailed when I was a toddler. But before that, they did the whole thing with getting married. On their honeymoon they won or something to Dublin, my mom couldn’t take sobriety anymore and made the deal for me. So that’s why she named me Dublin on top of it.” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I murmured, shaking my head. “I thought no one could ever be worse than my father and uncles, but wow, there are really people like that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, lying down too.  
 
    I reached out and touched his exposed stomach, wanting the comfort to tell him. “My father is the eldest brother of the eldest line of Hales. So Gerald is his heir, and he’s always been hardest on us. But more than that, it’s his fucked up views of what we are. He makes it seem like some great honor to be one of us and a Hale to boot. Like we single handedly keep the balance instead of dragging souls to Hell. 
 
    “And sometimes souls we shouldn’t have taken? There’s no honor in that. They lied to us. That’s not shocking, but don’t drag me into the dirty like that. If people sold their souls, they deserve what they get. I don’t care if they pay their price even if they had no idea how bad it would be. Others say no, so that was their choice.” 
 
    “Who did you take that you shouldn’t have?” he asked as he took off his sweater, giving me access. 
 
    I scooted closer. “Clean souls. Souls that made the deal to save others. We didn’t know they got a pass. If they didn’t know and did it selflessly, they were supposed to get a pass.” I shook my head. “I’ve had such a hard time coming to terms with that because some have haunted me.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of one in particular,” he muttered. 
 
    I nodded. “The guy who invented penicillin. His wife made a deal to save him from the sickness killing so many, that he was researching to save so many. When it was time to collect her, her soul was pure white and so, so good. She accepted it though with grace. She said to us, ‘he was needed more than me as he will now save millions. That was worth one soul even if it was mine. This is what I can do to save so many.’ 
 
    “And it has always haunted me because of all the people who didn’t deserve Hell, she was at the top of my list. But to think there was some honor or righteousness in taking her to Hell is just demented. We were so, so pissed when Miranda told us that there was a trap for hounds before they try to retire. I thought Gerald was going to lose his mind when we confronted Father and he looked at us like we were dense. 
 
    “He knew, and that’s why Hales never retired. We knew. We knew, and we didn’t even warn other Hellhounds. How is there any honor in that? What the fuck had we done so worthy to act like we’re some noble bloodline or fucking royalty? It’s all crap, he’s full of crap, and berating us for not having the next generation and showing our dedication to Hell is crap. We were born into the role. What else we do is completely up to us.” 
 
    “The other hounds don’t talk about all of that,” he admitted, reaching out and rubbing my shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s hard to talk about it with a human because, well, they either don’t know about us or judge. It’s not our fault we were born as we are. I even understand the need for us, as some of the people are truly horrible and getting them out of the world so they can’t do more harm is fine with me. But being Hell’s lapdog is something I never wanted to be. I can’t be. I just can’t no matter how much it disappoints my father.” 
 
    “Families suck,” he murmured, moving closer.  
 
    “My siblings don’t,” I corrected, rolling us so I was straddling his lap. “They’re good people. So are our cousins.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean them,” he promised, running his hands up my legs. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me vent,” I whispered as I leaned over and kissed him. “It’s nice to have someone to talk to.” 
 
    “It is,” he agreed, clearing his throat. “Barry told me something fun. Want me to try it?” 
 
    “Yes.” I had no idea, no clue what it was, but if my mate was interested or wanted it, I would give it to him. 
 
    It turned out to be for me. He said the words, and instantly I was slicked up and stretched out for him. I moaned loudly, shaking it felt so good. I moved his cock to my hole and sat on him. 
 
    “That good, huh?” he teased me, raising an eyebrow at how fast I jumped him. 
 
    “Yeah, that good.” And then I fucked myself on his dick, moving faster than he could, faster than I had the night before, losing my head. “Fuck, fuck me, Dublin. Come inside me again. Oh fuck, so good. I want to feel your cum leak out of me like before.” 
 
    “Shit, the mouth on you,” he moaned, basically lying there and enjoying it. He came hard, and I did too, getting my seed on his naked chest and abs. “You weren’t supposed to do that until I got my fantasy.” 
 
    “Sorry. That’s a really, really good spell,” I panted, leaning over and kissing him. “Fuck me again and again, Dublin. As hard as you want, however you want. Use my body.” 
 
    He covered my mouth with his hand. “You guys really are as horny as Barry and everyone else say. Wow. Give a guy a minute.” 
 
    I licked his hand until he moved it. “Will you touch me? Please? Just jerk me off, and I’ll beg or do whatever you want.” 
 
    He smirked at me. “You already promised that.” Still he grabbed my dick and tugged it hard, moving faster and faster. I moaned against his lips, staring into his eyes. It didn’t take much with his half hard cock still in me and I was finishing all over him again. “You are too fucking sexy.” 
 
    “Glad you think so,” I gasped, glad when he smiled. 
 
    He was ready for another round by then, pulling out of me and making us stand, having me hold onto a low hanging tree limb as he pounded into my willing body. We took a break, and he did me twice more, and I started to think maybe my mate could become as addicted to me as I was to him. 
 
    I really hoped so, or I was totally screwed. 
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    Just over a week after meeting Trevor, and I thought I might be addicted to him. I hadn’t seen any of the normal people I did and pretty much went right to him if I wasn’t training, working, or hanging with my little brothers. Barry and I were taking an early morning Sunday jog while the security meeting went on, and I was lost in my thoughts. 
 
    “So how’s Trevor?” he asked when we took a break to stretch. 
 
    “I was just thinking about him,” I admitted. “I like him.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “No, I might like him, Barry. That’s not good. I play.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe you don’t have to anymore. Maybe you can just have fun with him.” 
 
    His tone was funny, and I went to ask what he meant, but he took off running, singing that Trevor and I were kissing in a tree like a dork. I laughed though and easily caught up with him since he had shorter strides than mine. My mind shifted to dirty thoughts about last night and how much fun we’d had, like really had. Trevor was totally open and willing to let me try out anything I wanted. 
 
    And crap, was it good. I shivered just thinking about how good it was, wondering if I could catch him after the meeting for more or if he had his guard shift. 
 
    We reached the cafeteria, and I was ready for food. I went over to the scrambled egg bar and bumped into someone I’d been messing around with. 
 
    “How’ve you been?” I asked quietly, keeping cool with her kid not far away. “I haven’t heard from you.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, been super busy. We’ll catch each other soon,” she said quickly, giving me a wave before hurrying off.  
 
    I frowned, watching her and thinking that was weird. Then I thought about it some more. What she’d said was just about what someone else had texted when I’d asked how she’d been and not even meaning I wanted sex. She’d been sick, so it was sort of a weird response. I frowned as I ate, only half listening to Barry.  
 
    It hit me just as I finished up. Or I should say when it started to hit me. 
 
    “That son of a bitch,” I hissed, getting to my feet. I quickly took my tray to the right spot, Barry on my heels and calling after me. I went to the greenhouse, knowing where one of the women I messed around with would be on a Sunday because it was where we’d met up after to have fun. I walked right over to her and pulled her off to the side. “Why are you avoiding me?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied, not looking at me. 
 
    “Did Trevor warn you off me?” I demanded, growling when she flinched. 
 
    “No, not exactly, and definitely not how you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Yeah, uh-huh,” I drawled, turning on my heel and heading for the door. 
 
    “Dub, chill,” Barry muttered, moving in front of me now that he had caught up. “Think about this.” 
 
    “Sure, all the way to pounding him.” 
 
    “Dude, think,” he pushed, not letting go of the door, knowing I wouldn’t hurt him. “I think Trevor’s your mate, man. That’s why I went to him that night. The way he looks at you is the way Tristan looks at me. The way I see hounds look at their mates.” 
 
    I flinched, not having considered that. Then I shook my head. “It’s even worse if that’s true, Barry. He manipulated me.” 
 
    “Give him a chance to explain. You know things aren’t that simple ever.” 
 
    “Like telling me? He could have just told me,” I snapped. 
 
    “Dub, how fast did you tell him you weren’t into something real?” he argued gently.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I bitched, picking him up and moving him out of the way. “Still doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    “I know, but you were just saying you liked him,” he tried, hurrying after me. 
 
    “Apparently because he was engineering it.” 
 
    “Telling others to piss off isn’t the same as that and you know it.” 
 
    I took off, not wanting to hear his very rational and calm arguments, liking my anger better. He couldn’t keep up, but he was doing a damn good job of not giving up. I was tall with long legs, no matter how heavy I was, and I was good at running. 
 
    I’d had reason to enough times. 
 
    I reached the Lundbergs’s first, knowing the meeting was now there since they had invited more people to it. I reached the main entrance as people were starting to leave, which made it easier for me since I didn’t have to drag him out of the meeting. A few minutes of looking around and I found him with his siblings and the female Hales. I didn’t care, charging right over there and grabbing his arm. 
 
    “Did you tell people to stay away from me?” I growled, shaking him. “Tell me you didn’t do that.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “I have no idea why you doubt your intelligence if you figured that out already,” he blurted, wincing. “Wait, let me—” 
 
    I was so pissed he was mocking me on top of it, I pulled back my fist and slugged him, sneering at him when he went down. “Stay away from me. Don’t come near me again.” 
 
    “Wait, Dublin, please wait,” he begged, getting to his feet.  
 
    I turned to leave, ignoring him… And found myself faced with a lot of angry hounds. 
 
    “Give us one reason not to bloody you,” one of his siblings snarled. 
 
    “Fuck and you,” I said right back, ready to block the shot I saw coming. 
 
    Except Trevor darted in front of me and took it, going down again. “Gerald, shove it. Don’t touch him.” He wiped blood from his mouth, looking like he was seriously hurting from that hit. 
 
    “He just hit you, Trevor. No one hits us, especially the baby.” 
 
    “I’m hundreds of years old,” he grumbled, grabbing his head. “Shit, Gerald, that hit could have fucking caved in his face.” 
 
    “Good,” Gerald growled, looking like he planned to do it again. 
 
    I heard a clap and suddenly felt power, and all the Hales were away from me, Barry standing a few feet away with his silver Nephilim eyes. “Stop it. Dub, don’t do this. Don’t blow this because he screwed up. He made a mistake. Let him explain. Don’t ruin what you could have. Mating Tristan was the best thing I ever did. And don’t tear his family up or cause a rift with the Hales because they defended their brother.” 
 
    “You knew,” Trevor whispered, giving Barry a shocked look. 
 
    “I guessed,” he corrected, easing down. “Why did you do it?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” Trevor admitted, wiping up blood from his nose that seemed to heal already. “But then I met one of his other lovers, and I realized I’d be upset if someone didn’t warn me. I wasn’t ready to tell him, but it wasn’t fair to not warn them when I knew. It wasn’t selfish, I swear. I didn’t want him touching others. Of course I didn’t. It would have killed me, but he’s not mine, it wasn’t my call. It was their call once I told one the truth and she told others.” 
 
    “I had a right to know,” I bitched, not as angry but still not happy. I mean, it wasn’t as bad as I had thought, but it still wasn’t okay. 
 
    “I was going to tell you,” he promised, tears filling his eyes. “You’re so against even dating that I just wanted to get to know you better. I thought if we could at least like each other instead of just fucking, it wouldn’t be such a bomb to drop. You’re so against fate and the master plans because it landed you here and others’ hurting that… You didn’t even like hounds really. I’m sorry, Dublin. I was going to tell you.” 
 
    His tears felt like a punch to the gut, and I had to look away. “You still deserved the punch for telling others we’re mates before me.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” he accepted. “I told one of the Sethos brothers so they didn’t throw a fit that I touched a saved soul. I think the woman I spoke with told the others because one ran her mouth about you and she didn’t like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew about that,” I muttered, shrugging. “I’m a fun time.” 
 
    “You are more than that, Dublin,” he whispered, rolling to his feet and touching my arm. “You are so, so much more than that. And you are absolutely smart to have figured this out. It wasn’t like there were dozens of people to warn off you and there are a million reasons they could all be busy for one week.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. That was a bit much. “Yeah, just too stupid to figure out we were mates and that’s why you agreed to anything I wanted.” 
 
    “No, I did that because I wanted to,” he argued, moving in front of me and shooting his siblings a look, wincing. I opened my mouth to be mean but then shut it. No matter how upset I was, I couldn’t intentionally hurt him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m not a jerk like that.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You might be one of the sweetest men I’ve ever met,” he said gently, moving closer. “I’m sorry, Dublin. Please give me a chance.” 
 
    I met his gaze, ignoring the tears this time. “You hurt me, Trevor. Don’t you think it hurt to find out you were being a puppeteer in my life even if for a good reason? Haven’t I had enough of that between the demon and God’s plan or whatever? In what world would it not completely ruin any chance I’d give my mate if he did the same?” 
 
    His face went pale. “Dublin, please, please. I didn’t think about it like that. I truly didn’t. I smelled you on her, and I felt guilty. I thought about if it could be me and it was someone mated to my brothers. How I would feel if I didn’t warn them. What if she’s meant to be with my younger brothers? How could my trying to do right by you and not dump it on you end up hurting her?” 
 
    I grabbed him and pulled him closer, mashing my mouth to his. “Goodbye, Trevor.” 
 
    “What?” he gasped, tears filling his eyes, not having thought the kiss was goodbye. 
 
    “You still played me, no matter the reasons or intentions. You played your mate. That is not an opportunity I’d ever let you have again. It’s a shame because I thought I might really like you.” I let him go and headed for the door. 
 
    “Dub, wait,” Barry argued. 
 
    “Let him go,” Tristan muttered, standing next to his mate. “Let him cool off. It’s not your hurt to fix but his mate’s.” 
 
    “He’s my friend.” 
 
    “Then be his friend and be on his side like he was for you when I hurt you,” he said gently. “You should be putting his mate through hell like he did to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, you should,” I agreed, annoyed with Barry too that he seemed to side with Trevor. I glanced over to Geir and Odd, who were two of the only hounds I liked. “I’m snagging some booze.” 
 
    “Help yourself,” Odd agreed. 
 
    “Understandably,” Geir muttered, shooting the Hales a worried look since he was attached to them with his sons and their cousins.  
 
    I ignored it. I ignored the worried looks and politics and just about everything else as I swung by their stocked bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and tequila. Not their fancy, fancy labels of expensive shit, but good stuff that would get the job done. I tucked them under my arm and pulled out my phone, shooting Lois a text asking if she could cover my shift at the clinic Monday. 
 
    The rest was training, and I was pretty sure no one expected me to show up. I might still catch chore time with the twins Monday, but I planned to tie one off good the one day left of the weekend. Barry started sending me texts asking what he could do, and I knew it upset him when I replied that I wanted him to leave me alone, but I did. 
 
    I was hurt by him too. I’d done everything to be a good friend to him, giving a shit about him more than just about anyone else in my life ever, and he was defending Trevor. Even if it was reasonable and not as bad as it seemed, even if he truly thought being mated could make me happy… He was supposed to be on my side. Fuck, even Tristan got that. 
 
    I swung by the cafeteria where they were starting to put out lunch. “Hey, can I grab early, or is that a pain?” 
 
    “No, it’s cool,” the guy said, nodding to go ahead after I gestured to the bar. “You okay?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am,” I admitted. “I just want to get food and go.” 
 
    “And drink all of that?” he worried, glancing at the bottles. 
 
    I shrugged. “Tequila’s pretty perfect for nachos, right?” 
 
    “Dude, don’t make me a jerk who didn’t call someone and you drink too much, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, not that bad,” I promised. “Just need to tie one off and avoid the whispers and looks.” 
 
    “Okay, what do you want then? I can grab it first.” 
 
    “The Cool Ranch Doritos. I’m adding those.” I thanked him and listed all I liked, seeing most of it was on his cart and helping him to load up the bar. Then I built myself three massive containers, two having only toppings, and I grabbed more chips to go so it didn’t get soggy. 
 
    “Good, yeah, lots to soak up fucking tequila,” he agreed, finding me a bag to carry it all. 
 
    I nodded, thinking it was more eating my feelings, but he talked me into some desserts that way too, and I could never say no to any of Stella’s pies, so several slices were added to another container as well. Yeah, good break up food. 
 
    Funny, because we weren’t really even dating, but it hurt like it. Betrayal would do that. 
 
    I headed to my room and decided to finally check out Game of Thrones because I heard there was sex but a lot, a lot of people dying, and that sounded good right then. Plus, everyone talked about it. Like everyone and seriously, I got looks like I lived on another planet for never having checked it out. Time to see what all the hype was as I ate too much and drank right from the bottle. 
 
    Always a good weekend plan. 
 
    For someone who wasn’t all that smart, sometimes I really could be. I ate my container of nachos during the first episode. I had broken hot and cold toppings in the other two containers, so I heated up the warm stuff and cheese in a bowl with the microwave before adding the cold and had myself a whole new meal. 
 
    And I was especially proud of this after the amount of tequila I’d already drank, totally in the bag and switching to Coke in my fridge. Then the rest I made and finished it all off with more tequila, barely paying attention to the show at all. I was too full for dessert, but Trevor showed up during the fourth episode, phasing right through my door. 
 
    He stayed a hound for a few moments, making sure I saw him before turning into a man. A naked, hard, and sexy man. 
 
    “Sorry to just barge in, but I was worried,” he murmured. 
 
    I ignored him, not even looking at him as I took another swig of tequila. 
 
    “Dublin, please talk to me,” he begged, moving over by me and kneeling at my feet. 
 
    I didn’t. I kept watching the show I didn’t care about, cold where he touched me. It was his hand on my leg, but then he lowered his head to rest on me like maybe we were just watching TV together.  
 
    We weren’t. I was hurting and ignoring him. So not the same. 
 
    And I was drunk. Couldn’t forget the drunk part. 
 
    I finally spoke during the sixth episode, startling him from the way he jumped. “You told everyone I was your mate and scared them off so I can’t even go find comfort and distract myself. Very sly of you.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” he whispered, sounding heartbroken. “I’ll comfort you. I want to. Let me comfort you.” 
 
    I looked at him, and he flinched, not liking whatever was in my eyes. “You want to comfort me from how upset I am that you hurt me? Over what you did? How do you think that will play out? I’ll forgive you after? You think I’ll be nice to you during it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted, moving closer. He took the bottle from me, giving me a scared look. “Be mean if you want. I deserve it. I absolutely deserve it for hurting you. I swear I didn’t get it, didn’t understand. I don’t know what will happen, but you’re my mate and you’re hurting. Let me help. I don’t care what you do to me, but let me help, Dublin.” 
 
    “No. I’m not mean like that,” I muttered, looking back to the TV. “I’m not going to have you suck my dick because I want to stop hurting when I have no desire to take you back or be with you. It’s not happening, so just go.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want to go,” he rasped, moving between my legs. He yanked me down the couch a bit and lowered the front of my running pants.  
 
    I went to tell him to stop, but he wrapped his lips around me, and I wasn’t sure why I was even half hard. I mean, there were tits and ass all over the show, but I hadn’t really been paying that much attention to it. Maybe I had if I was even remotely excited. 
 
    His mouth was the reason I got fully excited.  
 
    I fisted his hair and shoved him on my dick when he looked up at me with pleading eyes. “Don’t give me those puppy dog eyes. I’m not forgiving you. You want to suck it, suck it. I didn’t ask.” 
 
    He nodded, shaking in a way I tried to ignore, but I wondered if he was really upset too. Not just the whole mates thing but upset he hurt me. Would he have cared if I wasn’t his mate? No, right? He probably would have been just like all the others and treated me like a good time. The guy with the big dick and not much else. 
 
    All of it was tainted because I was his mate and he hadn’t told me. I had started to feel good about myself. Not stupid for once because of his praises, talking with him and finding out I wasn’t as dumb as lots of people he’d known over his centuries. And it was just because he was my mate.  
 
    I shook my head. Did that matter?  
 
    Yes, yes it did. I would have seen it differently, thought about it more because he wasn’t just an objective party. He was drawn to me. Hurt because I hurt. That was how the mates thing worked, right? 
 
    “Can you taste the pain?” I asked, thrusting up into his mouth, backing off when he choked because I couldn’t hurt him no matter how angry I was. “Can you taste the hurt? How about all the confusion wondering if you just said everything you did because of the bond or because you were trying to warm me up to the idea of being mates?” 
 
    He moaned as I came and swallowed it all down. The next thing I knew he was moving up on the couch, straddling my lap. He said that Enochian spell and gasped as he was ready. “That wasn’t what it was.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Really? You didn’t meet me and get involved trying to change me? How many times did you lie that only messing around was okay or anything else?” 
 
    He frowned. “Are you just trying to be mad at me?” 
 
    I snarled as I stood, picking him up with me and stumbling over to the bed. I threw him down and followed, spreading him wide and shoving my still hard cock in him. “Yes, that must be it. I want to be mad. It’s not how hurt I am or all these different thoughts and questions swirling around me. No, I want to be mad. I want to be hurt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he gasped as I pounded into him. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you! I don’t believe anything you say now.” I covered his mouth when he tried to defend himself, but was sober enough to be careful of his nose so he could still breathe. “You’re like the girl who tries to change the guy who doesn’t want marriage or kids. Don’t give me shit about how it’s different because we’re mates. You didn’t tell me. If you had told me like I deserved, I wouldn’t have been an asshole and messed around. 
 
    “Didn’t I show I’m not a jerk like that? No, instead you go behind my back, push me around like the stupid mouse in a maze. Then you come here naked, offering blow jobs and prepping yourself for sex. I am more than my cock! You of all people were supposed to get that. You lied to me. Did you lie about that too?” I’d been so busy grunting in rambles in between thrusts, I didn’t even realize my orgasm was coming until it hit me hard. 
 
    Apparently that whole shorter duration when drunk wasn’t a myth because I really hadn’t even been focusing. I pumped everything deep into Trevor before collapsing on him. 
 
    “Stop playing me and leave me alone,” I rasped. “You took everything. Any self-esteem I started to feel. Any hope that one day someone would want me for more than play. You even took my best friend from me. He’s on your side.” 
 
    And then I passed out, not even getting off of him first, the tequila and stress winning over normal niceties.  
 
    When I woke, I was cleaned up and alone without even a fucking note or anything. Great, that helped my feeling cheap. I had a moment to get excited when I saw a large box with a bow on it, but it was a gift from Barry.  
 
    A huge dart board with Trevor’s picture on it and a note saying he was ready to throw all the darts I wanted. It was funny but a bit too little too late. I tossed it in the corner of my room and went to shower, ignoring the burning in my eyes, shocked I could cry after so many years of never doing it. 
 
    After all I’d been through, I’d thought I was way past letting anything get through my armor. Great, Trevor had fucking busted through it and was the one stabbing me now that I was unprotected.  
 
    Fucking Trevor. 
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    “Stop playing me and leave me alone,” Dublin rasped. “You took everything. Any self-esteem I started to feel. Any hope that one day someone would want me for more than play. You even took my best friend from me. He’s on your side.” 
 
    My eyes filled with tears at his words and how drunk he was, passing out after slurring the last bit. I’d hurt my mate so, so bad, and all I’d wanted to do was anything but that. I hugged him tightly and told him everything I wanted to say, some part of me hoping even in his sleep he would hear me, believe me.  
 
    Then I rolled us, more tears falling when I pulled off his dick, terrified it would be the last time my mate would touch me. I cleaned him up, tucked him in, set his room to right, gave him a soft kiss, and left, thinking the last thing to do was still be there when he woke. 
 
    I shifted and phased through the door, hurrying back to the castle and hoping to at least fix something so my mate wasn’t alone. I went to my room to redress so I didn’t show up in front of another hound’s mate naked, then sniffed out Barry. 
 
    “Dublin thinks I stole you,” I blurted, not caring that others were around or everyone was gathered for dinner. “Please help him. I went to beg his forgiveness and instead made things worse. He was drunk, drinking right out of the bottle, and the pain he was in, the pain he is in—I don’t know how to help him. I made things worse.” 
 
    “I did too,” Barry sighed, scrubbing his hand over his head. “Dublin had a truly horrible childhood, and I say that as someone who had a fucked up one as well.” 
 
    Gerald snorted, moving up next to me. “We were born Hellhounds, and our parents buy into the whole serving Hell thing.” 
 
    “It’s not a contest,” I snapped at Gerald. 
 
    “Your mate hit you, so I give a shit about him or his crappy childhood.” 
 
    I shoved him, not caring he was my brother or people were watching. “That’s my mate, Gerald. I deserved it. It was my fault. I tried to handle the situation, make things better and easier on him, instead of being honest.” 
 
    “So what? You—” 
 
    “Everyone has treated him like he’s stupid, and I didn’t treat him like my equal,” I cut in, rubbing my chest. “I didn’t mean to, but I understand why he’s so hurt. I treated him with kid gloves instead of being honest and respecting him as I should. He’s right. He’s done nothing but be nice to me, show me he’s not some asshole who would blow me off or the bond. I messed up and big, knowing how badly he’d been hurt.” 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it because he doesn’t talk about it,” Barry warned. “The only time I ever saw a crack in his armor was on the anniversary of his mom’s death. He used to swipe booze and sneak up onto the roof of the school. I found him there after we arrived, and he told me how bad it was. How he’d come home every day from school and think that would be the day he’d find her dead. 
 
    “How he had to clean up the vomit and handle everything of the house. How people treated him like the village idiot because his mom was an addict. He’s not stupid. He was uneducated because they put a football in his hand and that’s how he was of use or had value in that insignificant shit town. Only then did anyone care or help him. He did everything. You have no idea the life he suffered before coming here. 
 
    “The only reason anyone even cared about him after she died was because the coach knew he could take the fucking football team to state. So he became his foster parent, and everyone praised the damn coach for taking in the charity case, but Dublin hated it. He wanted to go anywhere else instead of the small minds that treated him like a piece of meat for football or other things.” 
 
    “I knew that landmine,” I muttered, knowing he was speaking of the fact people treated Dublin as nothing but his big cock. “And while immensely impressive, there are other men with massive dicks. People are stupid.” I sighed, scrubbing my hands over my head. “Please help him. Don’t help me or fill me in. I don’t want him to feel any more alienated from you.” 
 
    “I can do both,” Barry grumbled. “You were making him happy. I’ll fix it and talk to him. I get how he saw what you did and what I did, but neither of us meant it that way.” He gave me a hard look though. “But if you deny him or make anything about—” 
 
    “I don’t care if the whole fucking world knows I love to bottom for him,” I snapped. “I just want my fucking mate back. We were on a good path and I want him happy, laughing, and reaching for me.” I flinched when I heard several gasps, glancing at my brothers. “Yes, I bottom for my mate. There’s—” 
 
    “Why would we give a shit about that?” Gerald asked, glancing among the others with a frown. “I gasped because I couldn’t believe you were blurting out something so personal when you never talk bedroom anything.” He must have read something in my expression or felt something from me because he grabbed my arms and shook me. “Don’t tell me you think we believed Father’s bullshit?” 
 
    I gave a slow nod. “You all seemed to agree being gay was fine as long as we weren’t the woman.” 
 
    “Father and his siblings believe that shit, Trevor,” Ashton growled. “Not us. It’s insanity. Oh, it’s okay to be gay because there are gay mates, but if a Hale ever bends over for a man, they’re the bitch and better start popping out pups like bitches should. It’s ridiculous and demeaning to gay men and women. None of us ever believed that.” 
 
    One of my other brothers snorted. “Not since I was ten and grew my own brain to figure out Father was full of shit.” 
 
    I let out a heavy breath. “I’m thrilled to hear it. I really am because it bothered me you felt that way, and I was embarrassed when it’s not anything to be embarrassed over.” 
 
    “You runt,” Gerald sighed, giving me a loving look and hugging me. The others joined, teasing me for being little and the sensitive baby. It wasn’t mean though. They’d said it so many times over our many years that it was the reason they weren’t cruel like other Hale litters. That I was the reason they learned and loved as they did. 
 
    “Wow, to be accepted and loved like that by your litter for being different is something I always dreamed of,” Oddfinn blurted when we were done, glancing between us. 
 
    As his brothers looked like he’d just punched them somewhere seriously bad. 
 
    He left lunch, not even glancing at his siblings, but I could feel the hurt pouring off of him. 
 
    “We love him just as they love their runt,” Dagfinn argued, focused on Oddfinn’s mate. 
 
    Seth shook his head, getting to his feet. “No, you don’t. You don’t love him like they do. You might love Odd just as much, but he is always odd man out with your litter. You laugh at certain things he does or how he is, assuming he’s laughing with you, but he’s normally not. But you are in the same spot they are. Odd is probably the reason any of you didn’t come out to be total assholes. 
 
    “He’s calm when none of you are. He’s the yin to your three yang and balances you all. And he accepts that, loves you, and understands his role. You three still explain him like he’s an alien that others won’t ever get. You still do it. Even though you’re trying and I do believe you really love him, you still do it. And you never say it like you’re bragging, but more like how families explain someone not having alcohol because someone was in rehab.” 
 
    “It alienates and hurts them,” I muttered, glancing after Odd when his mate nodded. “I think he’s super cool and such a damn adult. I can’t ever seem to get my shit together like he does.” 
 
    Seth smiled brightly. “That is my mate. He believes his years should have taught him as much as possible to teach and share with others, not be a chip on his shoulder for posturing or respect. He’s too evolved to care about any of that.” 
 
    Again, Odd’s siblings winced, so that was something they seemed to do or had gotten busted for. 
 
    Ariel appeared, covered in blood and looking exhausted. I felt the panic and terror of every Hale shoot through the roof, as she was going to our family estate to investigate into our stuff. She seemed to realize our upset and hurried to change her appearance.  
 
    “Right when I was about to leave your estate, I felt a horde of demons and dispatched them. It got messy when several tried to shoot me, not knowing bullets would pass right through an archangel, and hit others in their group. The humans they possessed were too far damaged to be saved.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had such a rough evening,” Miranda said gently, her litter becoming close with Ariel since she helped them so much. 
 
    “Thank you.” She turned to look at us. “Your belongings are all safe. Your father wanted to destroy them, but one of your cousins talked him out of it, saying that you had fallen under whatever spell the female Hales had and once we betray you—as apparently angels are the ones known for betraying in your family, not demons—you would be home at your rightful place to make amends with Hell.” 
 
    “Of course Father bought such bullshit,” Gerald sighed, sitting down and looking a bit older. “That’s the problem with any fanatics or power hungry people. Their egos and beliefs are too big, too set, that it makes it easy to manipulate them. How he has that ego when he can be tricked so easily is something I never understood. It makes him the weakest of us all.” 
 
    “Yes, and his temperament has not improved,” she sighed, looking seriously wiped. “He has become an even more controlling tyrant since your apparent bespelled defection or whatever. I will discuss the best path with my siblings, and possibly we will go and collect all your belongings in one shot.” 
 
    “That’s going to make it harder for the others to get out,” I worried, knowing we had other cousins who had been on the fence. 
 
    “I will see it done,” she said with a firm nod. 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed, moving closer and hugging her. “Why don’t you go rest? You’ve been running like crazy. Go take a break, Ariel. The world will not end if you rest.” 
 
    “No, but too much madness has spread.” She studied me carefully and winced. “Well, you surely stepped in it. Do you wish my help?” 
 
    “Maybe once I figure out a plan, yes, thank you. Until then, go rest.” I was glad when she nodded. 
 
     She disappeared, and I glanced up at Heaven, worried about them. 
 
    “I missed like five things there,” Ashton admitted. 
 
    “She heard my thought that maybe there was a way to slip our cousins a note saying if they need help getting out, all they have to do is call her or one of the archangels,” I explained. “Someone will undoubtedly tell Father, but at least they’ll know how to get free.” I sighed. “But some might call just to try and spy, but I have to hope the archangels would know who those were.” 
 
    “I’m sure they would,” Ashton agreed. “And the rest? She skips conversations and just answers thoughts a lot, so it’s hard to figure out how she got somewhere.” 
 
    “The madness is the evil humans in the world doing more evil, pushed by demons, so people pray for help and the archangels might go in and smite those people.” 
 
    “Sending more souls to Hell,” Gerald surmised, and I nodded. 
 
    “Yes, and it ups the numbers, and it’s upsetting the archangels like they’re nothing but pawns between God and Lucifer, if he’s even in charge of this new wave of madness, as no one’s been able to confirm that. The last part was her hearing my worries about Dublin.” I growled when Gerald and a few others frowned. “My mate is a good man. He was very gentle with me when he’s been badly hurt. I messed up.  
 
    “You cannot fault him for how he reacted to a situation he should never have been put in. That’s like blaming the dog who bites a child after getting kicked or hurt. If people hadn’t been mistreating the dog, he would never have acted like that or done it later when he was scared it would happen again.” 
 
    “It is especially adorable that you are such a dog activist when we’re hounds,” Gerald praised with a chuckle. “Fine, your mate is wonderful, I’m sure. We worry for you though. What can we do to help?” 
 
    I opened my mouth a few times and closed it, doing a great impression of a fish. “I have not a clue. I am at a complete loss as to what to do and not hurt him more.” I got choked up and turned into my eldest, letting him comfort me. “I want my mate, Gerald.” 
 
    “I know, I know, baby brother,” he whispered, comforting me. “Tell us everything, and we will help. We will find a way. We always find a way, as there’s nothing the twelve of us can’t handle.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re here to help too,” Miranda called over. “You guys helped us and with our mates. We’re in. Just tell us what you need. Start from the beginning, Cousin. We’ll get some drinks and figure out a plan.” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed, wiping my eyes. “We can do this.” 
 
    I really wasn’t all that confident though because I’d messed up pretty bad, and with Dublin having so many wounds, I wasn’t sure there was any coming back from it. 
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    I had tied one off pretty damn good the night before, continuing my drinking after I woke up and showered, skipping dinner. So I was starving, dehydrated, and wondering if I was still fucking drunk when I walked out of my room to find a large hound sitting there patiently… With an envelope in his mouth. 
 
    “Me?” I checked, sighing when the hound nodded. I went over and took the letter, wondering if I’d ever gotten something closed with a friggin’ wax seal like in the movies. 
 
      
 
    Dublin, 
 
    I am truly sorry that my attempt to reconcile with you made things even worse. That was not my intent, and I certainly think you are more than the best sex of my long, long life. You are. I longed for my mate, and my little head did the thinking. I understand you want space, well, probably to never see me again, but I won’t give up on us. Not ever. 
 
    But space is a reasonable request. However, with the alcohol you consumed, I was concerned about your wellbeing, as I do not know how much is too much for a human. Ashton offered to watch over you in my stead. I said as long as he was shifted, as he wouldn’t be able to speak and bother you or push you.  
 
    I won’t even ask for another chance or beg your forgiveness yet. You deserve the time to sit with this development. I am at your complete disposal for whatever you might need. Call me anytime, and I will run right over. 
 
    Trevor 
 
      
 
    I snorted, tucking the note back in the envelope. “Nice. So it’s not all about sex, but he’s offering me booty calls.” I flinched as the air vibrated around me. 
 
    “That is not what my brother meant,” Ashton said quietly, kneeling where he had been sitting, careful to hide his groin from me. “He meant if you were ready to talk or wanted to yell at him even, as he would rush over for the chance you even care enough to yell at him. I am sorry for how many have treated you as a sex object or less than you are worth, but my baby brother would never do that. He adores you.” 
 
    “You want clothes?” I asked after a moment, heading back to my door. “Hungry?” 
 
    “I was supposed to stay shifted,” he muttered, studying me carefully. 
 
    “You’re not a damn watch dog. Are you going to be an asshole if we eat?” 
 
    “Not intentionally.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I let him into my room and found him shorts, a shirt, and flip flops that would work since we weren’t the same size shoe. I headed for breakfast, noting the weird looks he kept shooting me. “What?” 
 
    “Did Trevor tell you how he got into rescuing dogs?” he asked as we reached the cafeteria. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you curious? Or will I be an asshole if I tell you when you’re just trying to do your thing?” 
 
    I kind of liked him for not only checking, but making it clear he wasn’t going to waste his breath if I was in a mood not to listen. I shrugged. “You can tell me.” I headed over to the hot breakfast, needing the fuel and comfort only a good breakfast could bring. 
 
    “Mother used to tell this story why he was the strongest of all of us even if he’s the smallest,” Ashton explained as he loaded up plates too. “You know we’re born hounds and stay that way the first few years?” He waited until I nodded. “We were five maybe when he found a dying puppy on the edge of the estate when we were playing. He was so, so upset he ran off and found help. 
 
    “Father said to just shoot it and walked away, but Trevor wouldn’t let anyone hurt it and begged Mother to let him try and help it. She caved, having a kind heart no matter what she was, no matter how she was treated. She brought it back to the stable and let Trevor keep it in an empty stall and attempt to nurse it back to health, warning him that there was like no chance. 
 
    “But my brother refused to give up. He slept out in the stable, not wanting the puppy to be scared or alone. He’d patiently hold a bottle of water forever against the pup’s lips just for a time it would have enough energy to get even a drop of water. He put milk soaked small pieces of bread in its mouth so it could do nothing but swallow and get nutrition. He wrapped it in a blanket and shifted to lay with it, not letting it get scared or feel alone. 
 
    “He did that for days and days, and slowly, the puppy ate more, drank more, but it seemed like it was still a losing battle because it still wasn’t getting enough. Didn’t seem to heal enough to survive. Trevor promised to do extra chores if Mother would call the doctor who helped with the horses now and again. He promised to do anything after the puppy survived and fought those first few days.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked when he stopped.  
 
    “Mother caved,” he answered as we moved over to get drinks before heading to a table. “The animal doctor came and put splints on the pup’s two broken legs and told Trevor what to do. What he could feed it for more nutrition and what to let it chew on for the pain. It took weeks of nursing it back to health, but it lived. It didn’t live as long as most dogs, but it had a good six years of being completely adored and loved by my brother. 
 
    “I asked him once why he did it. Why not put the poor thing out of its misery and instead give up so much, all the extra chores and shit my father gave him for being weak and caring? Do you know what he said?” He smiled when I shook my head. “He said ‘it could have just as easily been us. We’re part hound; it was one skipping stone of fate that made us Hellhounds instead of that hound.’  
 
    “Then he admitted he didn’t fully understand it was only a dog, not a dog that could shift into human like us. He thought the puppy had a litter waiting for him to come home, missing him as Trevor would if one of us got lost or injured. That’s who my brother is. It was never just some animal but an injured soul who had people who loved it.” 
 
    “I feel like there’s a moral to the story you want me to hear besides how adorable and sweet Trevor is.” 
 
    “You are as smart as my brother says,” he chuckled, cutting into his pancakes. “Yes. I want you to understand my brother won’t ever give up on you. He won’t ever abandon you. Admit it, part of why you immediately pushed him away so hard was how you’ve been hurt by those who were supposed to love you and you felt betrayed, assuming he would abandon you next.” 
 
    I sat with that and finally nodded. “I don’t think I was conscious of that, but yeah, it tracks. I was more upset at him playing me, pushing me through his steps, his maze to get the ending he wanted.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s not Trevor. You’re seeing a more sinister outlook on what he did, and it’s understandable.” He sighed when I gave him a challenging look. “You’re the puppy in that story, Dublin. You’ve been wounded, left for dead, and when others might have said to give up on you, that all you are is sex or play, there Trevor went and patiently nursed you to see yourself more, get stronger and let him in.” 
 
    I opened my mouth and then closed it, shaking my head. “I felt that way too, but it’s more selfish when you take into account that you guys need your mates to ground you or whatever else.” 
 
    “Yes, and if it was me or Gerald or even almost any other hound I know, I would absolutely give you that. Trevor’s not like that. I promise you that he has not once thought about what his hound needs, but only what’s best for you, what you need. He screwed up. He didn’t know you well enough to know what to do, but doesn’t he deserve the credit for trying? You announce you only play or take a hike, and he walked your maze to be near you.” 
 
    Well, he had me there. “You’re good.” 
 
    “Not normally,” he chuckled, taking a sip of his coffee. “But watching my baby brother break down sobbing that he hurt his mate and made things worse, hurt you worse, killed me. All he wants is you, Dublin. He was worried about you and went to apologize. He wouldn’t say exactly what happened yesterday, so I wonder if it was unflattering as to what you did because he would never speak against you, but he’s terrified you’ll go somewhere dark.” 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly sober or nice to him,” I agreed, focusing on my food. “He showed up naked, and I get that’s how you guys shift, and instead of offering him clothes like I did you, I got pissed like he was trying to throw how amazing the sex is at me like that would make it all better.” 
 
    “No, he wouldn’t do that. He would give you a million blow jobs to show his devotion and how serious he was if that’s what you wanted. You’re used to devious intentions. So are we as Hales, and having a fucked up family, so he understands them, but he could never be devious like that. He absolutely thought announcing you guys were mates would make you feel trapped, pissed at fate fucking with you again, and hurt you. 
 
    “He never once saw it as disrespectful to not tell you or he would have immediately. He didn’t even mean to treat you like a kid who couldn’t deal with reality. He thinks you’re more adult than we are. All he wanted was for you to see that hounds weren’t all bad and you were worth more than being the young stud with the big dick some bitch was running her mouth about because he said he’d never thought of hitting a woman until he heard what she said.” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me he met the mom of the saved soul, only one of the others,” I muttered, wondering where the miscommunication was. 
 
    “He didn’t meet her,” Ashton clarified. “He heard someone gossiping from what she said to that person. Then he wanted to go beat that bitch, not caring who she was the parent of, and it takes a lot for Trevor to get violent. I mean, he’s awesome in a fight, don’t get me wrong, but he is the last person to let it get to a fight.” He waved me quiet when I opened my mouth. “Let’s go back to me being good and you realizing Trevor walked your maze.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it clear what I should do or that I can trust him,” I snapped, grabbing my coffee and giving him a dirty look. 
 
    “Fair enough, but can you say you never want to see him and to leave you alone? I mean, really say it? Not you’re angry or your hurt talking, but is that what you truly want?” He smiled when I tried to answer but couldn’t seem to get my mouth to work. “You can’t, can you?” He laughed when I just shrugged. “Yeah, Trevor’s the sweetie who just makes life better.” He gave me a hard look. “But if you hurt him, we will eat you.” 
 
    I smirked at him, glad we were finally to what I expected instead of playing nice and telling me cute stories. “You guys don’t scare me.” 
 
    “No, we don’t, which is a bit scary to us because you don’t seem to have much self-preservation. Hounds are not like the bullies you’re used to, all bark and no bite, Dublin. We bite.” 
 
    “I know, and I saw the punch Gerald meant for me, but that doesn’t mean I will ever back down, and I damn sure won’t change how I’ll act towards Trevor because there’s the threat of eleven hounds eating me. He doesn’t deserve his brothers influencing people to be nice to him.” 
 
    “Not what I meant.” 
 
    “Besides, I have a lot more power and people to back me that if you fucking touch my friend, I will bury you and all the Hales at one of my farms,” Barry warned from my right. I glanced at him with wide eyes, never having heard him speak so dangerously, and saw his silver Nephilim eyes, power filling the air. 
 
    “Well, you’re forgiven,” I chuckled, smiling at my friend. 
 
    He gave me a shocked look. “Not why I did it. I just came to see how you were and heard Ashton—who seemed the calmest Hale—threaten to eat you. So yeah, we’re our own litter or whatever and you’ve got peeps at your back. Plus my mates and my archangel fucking brother-in-law.” 
 
    “We have Ariel,” Ashton shot back, smirking. “You guys are fun. We’ve needed fun. I mean, I didn’t want Trevor and Dublin upset to get it, but yeah, fun is good.” 
 
    “This is not what I’d consider fun,” Barry grumbled, plopping down next to me. “Am I really forgiven? I had a whole speech and serious plans. After chore time, we’re going to Rafe’s, and I ordered all kinds of ice cream cakes. That seemed to be first on all the lists of break up foods. And we’re frying everything. All that stuff you’ve always asked if it could be really good? We’re doing it. There are Twinkies and—I got everything. 
 
    “And so you’re not just drinking alone. All the mates got invited, and we’re going to have a break up party or whatever. So there’s tons of food, and fine, we can have fun drinks or something until we get sick, but no more drinking tequila right out of the bottle and the whole bottle or whatever. And I’ve never met a French fry I don’t like, but no bread stuff for me even if I’m drinking, and Rafe promised to keep watch, so we’re good.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I chuckled, letting him off the hook. “That’s awesome. Yeah, I could use the fun.” 
 
    “Hey, you guys aren’t breaking up,” Ashton cut in, but we ignored him. 
 
    “And we can throw like fried fish at the hounds or anything else we vote icky,” Barry rambled, looking relieved he was out of the dog house. “Personally, mushrooms would be good. Or fried dough we could potentially launch. I’m sure Garnet could rig some awesome launcher if we ask.” 
 
    “Sure, and they’ll probably all shift and play catch with the food.” I snorted, imagining all the hounds lined up for food and to play with their mates. 
 
    “That could be fun too. I could absolutely get Tristan to do that. Yeah, I’ve been withholding sex and making him work for it like Shane does, and he’s a very appreciative mate for how easy I made everything for him always. Which I’m glad for.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m glad for you,” I muttered, not exactly wanting to hear about how awesome his sex life and mating was. 
 
    “Right, so eat and we’re going to hit the bags before chores and lunch and then party and drinking.” 
 
    “That sounds like the best plan ever,” I sighed, about done with breakfast anyways, having eaten most of it while Ashton talked.  
 
    “Wait, you were just saying how I was good and thinking about Trevor ran your maze,” Ashton cut in, frowning. “No break up parties. You guys need to talk and—” 
 
    “Not for you to decide, and he can take a breather or a billion,” Barry snapped, standing when I did. “Ask Dublin what he wants.” 
 
    “Can Trevor at least come check on you later?” Ashton wondered, glancing between us and realizing his audience had gotten a lot tougher. 
 
    “If all your brothers come shifted and play ‘catch’ with us, we’ll lock Trevor and Dublin in the closet for Eight Minutes in Heaven,” Barry offered, giving a smug look at the hound.  
 
    And that’s when it hit me. He was also saying this in front of him to give Trevor a chance to win me back, sort of like I’d given Tristan a chance when Barry had maybe been open to it. 
 
    I just shrugged. “If my best friend calls it like that, I gots to back him when he throws me the party.” I left it at that, ignoring Ashton’s shocked expression, and headed to drop off my tray. 
 
    “You knew what I was up to, right?” Barry murmured as he walked to the fitness center. 
 
    “Yes, Barry. Even I’m not that dense.” 
 
    “You’re not dense at all. You just don’t correct people who assume things about you.” He turned to face me as he walked backwards. “Besides, we missed some of that normal college fun, right? So let’s drink too much, eat crap, and make some bad decisions. I’ll get naked at the party and text dick pics to the wrong people or whatever.” 
 
    I laughed so hard I had trouble walking. I could just imagine Tristan’s face if he found out people had received pics of his mate’s dick. “Oh shit, send it to the Sethos litter or something. No, the other Magnuses.” 
 
    “I do that and I might not be getting sex for a while,” Barry drawled, rolling his eyes when I laughed some more.  
 
    It still was a funny idea. 
 
    We worked the bags for a good couple of hours, switching off, but I mostly went. We were smart about it though, taking breaks, keeping hydrated, but my hands were pretty raw even with the taping.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow when we went to meet with our adopted little brothers from the chore program. Mine were playing with a hound, giggling and rubbing its belly as it made funny noises and licked their faces. 
 
    “Which Hale are you?” I drawled, moving closer to them.  
 
    “He had a note,” Mark told me as he raced towards me at the same time Luke did.  
 
    “Missed you guys,” I greeted, hugging them both tightly. 
 
    “Did you really get a mate?” Luke blurted, looking excited. “One of the Hales? People were saying they were going to build a big castle like the Lundbergs. Are you going to have a castle? Can we visit? That place is so cool. Oh, and he gave us a present.” 
 
    “Slow down,” I chuckled, kissing them both on the head. “Okay, I don’t know about any of that. Yes, one of them is my mate, but he was bad, so we’re not together.” The Hale whimpered, still in his hound form. “We’re not, and it’s not your business.” 
 
    “He gave us this,” Mark said, giving me the note. I sighed and opened it. 
 
      
 
    Dublin, 
 
    I apologize for Ashton not keeping his promise, but he did tell me of the deal Barry made, and while I would have liked to accept it in person, I’m currently on my guard shift. This is Sebastian from our younger litter. I bought a gift for your younger brothers, and it arrived. I know we weren’t at a place for gifts, but they make you so happy I thought a little something would be acceptable.  
 
    FYI Sebastian is a goof who adores kids, so he asked to come, and he’ll behave. See you later, and I hope you have a good day. 
 
    Trevor 
 
      
 
    “What did you get?” I asked, swallowing my feelings about how it seemed like he was buttering up the twins. 
 
    “A Nintendo Switch!” Luke exclaimed. “We share it, and I got the blue controller and Mark got the red one. We called it. And it says if we do well on our report cards, he’s going to get us more games for the summer. And if we play fetch with him. I guess he likes to play fetch. He seems nice.” 
 
    “This one isn’t my mate,” I clarified, glad when they nodded. “You guys should write a thank you after homework, and maybe I’ll introduce you to Trevor if we make up and you can give it to him.” 
 
    “Was he mean to you?” Mark demanded, shooting Sebastian a dirty look. “If he was mean to Dublin, we won’t take the gift.” 
 
    “It wasn’t intentional, but it hurt me,” I clarified, waving them quiet when they both jumped to ask. “It’s adult stuff, so you can accept the gift. Thank you for putting me first.” 
 
    “We love you, Dublin,” Luke said shyly, like duh of course they’d side with me. 
 
    “I love you guys too,” I promised, tickling them when they came in for hugs. I realized Barry and his twins were already getting to work and hurried them along. I glanced at Sebastian, wondering what to say. I went with honest. “Being nice to the twins was sweet of him, but make it clear I’m not about to forgive him because of it even if he gets them ponies next.” 
 
    I waited until he nodded and then headed to the twins. I checked the list of what we were doing and wanted to sigh, as it was going to be a lot of heavy lifting and my arms were jelly after the bags so long. 
 
    “Okay, so we’re on muffins today,” I told them. “So you guys are on muffin cups and loading. I’ll get them back on the racks.” 
 
    “Because we kept spilling,” Mark muttered, looking away. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve messed up too,” I reminded them, hating they were still upset. It had been a big crash and ruined cookies, but accidents happened. “Even adults make mistakes and certainly when it’s new. No worries, okay?” 
 
    I was glad when they nodded. I’d been more upset that Mark had gotten a cut on his leg from the rack falling over and not being able to get to him in time to stop it. 
 
    We got everything going, and it was hard not to laugh as they excitedly told me about their studies and karate, which they’d started at the beginning of the school year. I mean they were so excited. 
 
    “Will you teach us football?” Mark asked as we traded our finished rack for an empty one. “Someone said you’re like a football legend and we should ask you.” 
 
    I winced and realized I was going to disappoint them. “I don’t agree with kids your age playing football.” They both looked at me with big eyes. “We can throw around the ball all you want. I will absolutely teach you how to throw and catch, but after all the injuries I had, all the studies I’ve read as an adult showing how badly tackle sports can mess up kids and your whole future, I’m against it.” 
 
    “Like what?” Luke asked, shooting his twin a worried look.  
 
    I sighed. “You could tear something that needs surgery. I knew a kid who busted his knee, and he had to have a knee cap replaced when he was a kid. Just a little kid, which mean as he grew, he would need more surgeries because it wouldn’t grow with him. Neck and brain injuries. Hurting the chances of your brain growing fully. Doctors report again and again it’s not safe, but people ignore them because of the money involved.” 
 
    “That’s stupid not to listen to doctors,” Mark muttered. “We just wanted to spend more time with you. We get a break for summer, and we wanted to see you more.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” I told them. “I’ll check with Dr. Mackey, but I’m sure he’d be cool if you helped me in the clinic. They could always use more help washing bedding and stocking stuff. And we can play outside. I heard the archangels are thinking of ideas for using more of the land. We should totally check it all out. And you guys are always—and I mean always—welcome to just drop by my room and hang out.” 
 
    “Really? It’s okay? We won’t bug you?” Luke checked, worrying his lower lip. 
 
    “Nope. I might be training or not around, but you guys are always welcome to come hang with me.” 
 
    Mark’s eyes shined with excitement. “Can we go swimming at the Lundbergs’s? I know we have the pool here, but that one is really, really cool.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll ask. I’m sure they’d be totally cool with it,” I promised, and we got back to muffins. By the time our period was up, my arms wanted to fall off and die. 
 
    “Hitting the bags so long wasn’t smart before having to lug up all that muffin batter into the depositor, was it?” Barry teased me as we brought them to the cafeteria. 
 
    “Last time it was meringue cookies,” I grumbled, rubbing my shoulder. “I mean, fluffy, light meringue. Seriously, those big buckets were heavy.” 
 
    “I think that’s why you got it,” he admitted. “I heard someone complaining they weren’t being smarter because one of the tiny high school kids came to help with their adopted siblings and couldn’t lift the damn things.” 
 
    I winced. “Yeah, fine, I’ll do the heavy stuff.” I headed over to the twins and frowned. “Hey, why aren’t you getting the portioned stuff?” 
 
    Mark shot me a guilty look. “We can eat more like you.” 
 
    Oh crap, they were so cute. I leaned over and kissed his hair again, Luke’s too. “I don’t want your tummies hurt because you ate too much. I worked very hard with some others to get everything to where we’re doing portion control. Now if it’s not enough and you’re still hungry, we’ll absolutely talk about that. But eating more often and less is better for you and will help you grow stronger.” 
 
    “I’m hungry sometimes after the dinners,” Luke admitted, Mark nodding as well. “We didn’t want to be greedy and take more though.” 
 
    “Well, you’re on the end of the range, so it’s fine if you get something extra,” I told them. “Add a fruit or something from the salad bar. That’s what I do. Or make sure not to skip snack time after school. Something with protein.” 
 
    That seemed to appease them, and we sat with our meals, both of them shooting me questioning looks when I only had one small sandwich. Barry explained we had something to go to afterwards and were eating there too, hiding a smile behind his apple. Goof. 
 
    I watched them eat, laughing with each other, getting along with Sam and Ram, and was suddenly overwhelmed. Their lives would never be easy, that was for sure, but they could have been a lot, lot worse. 
 
    “Dub?” Barry asked gently, snapping me out of my thoughts. 
 
    I sniffled, realizing my eyes were itching. “Sorry. I’m just really glad you guys are growing up so well. You’re not going through what we did and are safe here.” I glanced between Mark and Luke. “There’s nothing you guys need, right?” 
 
    “Shoes,” Mark admitted, glancing at Luke. “Our shoes started hurting, and we didn’t know who to ask. We forgot.” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” I promised. “That’s good that you’re getting bigger. Now you’ve worn in the shoes a bit for someone a year younger than you. Good job.” Saying that seemed to work and not let them feel guilty. We finished lunch, and they headed off, giving me several hugs before they did. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Barry muttered as we headed towards Rafe’s.  
 
    “They seem happy, and they have each other, Sam and Ram. I’m glad. I was just thinking about how I was at their age, always dirty, wearing clothes I normally stole from the Goodwill drop locations. Sitting alone at lunch with nothing to eat. No one would talk to me like they could catch poverty. Some kids would give me half eaten sandwiches while bullying me, but I didn’t care because at least I got food.” 
 
    “Mark and Luke are doing good,” he comforted. “They’ve got you, they’re safe here at the school, and they’ve got teachers that care unlike those asshats at your school. They even got a sick new toy from your mate. Ram and Sam looked super jealous and were talking about how much fun it is and it’s meant to be shared. So yeah, I’m getting them one too.” 
 
    “Make Tristan do it,” I teased him. He laughed so hard he tripped over the walkway. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    6 ~ Dublin 
 
      
 
    We arrived at Rafe’s to find a lot of people already having fun. Daniel Craigen, who worked in the kitchen of the younger school, brought the extra fryer on wheels that they used when it was like fried chicken day when the normal fryers weren’t enough. We greeted people, but then I saw the spread all over Rafe’s enormous counters. 
 
    “Dude, you seriously just go balls out,” I chuckled, hugging Barry to me. “You didn’t need to do all of this.” 
 
    “You’re my bestest buddy ever, and I’m always on your side,” he muttered, hugging me back. I swallowed a sigh. I was his first and only true friend who didn’t care about his money. Given that’s how he’d grown up, he was lacking in normal knowledge of how to be a friend. 
 
    Then again, I wasn’t much better, and I’d pounded a bunch of people who so much as teased him meanly.  
 
    “Now I get how the tiny mates feel,” Eugene Harris grumbled, looking up at me when I let go of Barry.  
 
    “I’m sure I’m super tall to balance the scale of the shorty mates versus the hounds,” I drawled, accepting a frozen drink from Rafe who was using some massive three pitcher system that had like a big bag of ice holder on top. 
 
    Garnet showed up with some contraption he’d built just for the party, asking Huckabee and Sandro to help him even though those two didn’t really get along. I didn’t know the whole backstory there—didn’t want to even—but it seemed to be getting better, which was nice instead of feuds. 
 
    Wasn’t fighting against Hell enough of a damn feud? 
 
    I looked over the range of the food and glanced at Barry. “How did you even swing all of this so fast?” 
 
    “My mate said I needed a mental health day,” Ana, the psychologist who helped so many on the estate, admitted. “He heard from Castillo what he and Barry were working on and got involved, asking me to reschedule patients just for one afternoon and have fun. I love trying new things, and I’m like you, I guess, always asking how some weird fried thing could taste good or wondering if it would be better fried. But I draw the line at fried butter.” 
 
    “Yeah, that just sounds gross,” I agreed, glad at least people were having the fun they needed. 
 
    “Okay, so I have a corn batter option since not everyone can have gluten,” Daniel announced. “And I mixed up a potato coating that might work, but I give no guarantees.” He shrugged when we all shot him a confused look. “Tristan asked me to. He hates when you feel like the only one left out.” 
 
    “My mate is so awesome,” Barry muttered, his cheeks heating. 
 
    I swallowed down my jealousy, not having felt that about them before, but now that I had my mate too, I was apparently. Then again, they’d had their problems as well. Then again, they worked through them, and I wasn’t sure I would with my mate. 
 
    The food started out easily enough. A huge basket of French fries were dumped on a platter, and we all stood around the counter dunking them in the different options, laughing when a few went with BBQ sauce instead of ketchup and then someone did mayo and ketchup and we started tossing fries at them. 
 
    And yes, while drinking. We were all going heavy on the different flavors of margaritas.  
 
    “Onion rings, awesome,” I groaned as Daniel set down a huge platter. Again, it was funny to see who wanted honey mustard—like I did—or whatever other dips. 
 
    “Dude, has anyone looked outside?” Trojan asked, looking back at us with wide eyes. “We’re being invaded by hounds.” 
 
    Garnet just shrugged. “I told my mate there was food and competition and his litter was absolutely in. There are like three bazillion Hales.” 
 
    “My mate was in, and so were the other Sethoses,” Shane agreed. 
 
    “Oh boy, because my mate and his litter were in too,” Barry chuckled, not even trying to count up how many hounds that was. 
 
    The answer ended up being all of them. All of them not on guard shift were there wanting food and fun. 
 
    “I guess we’re moving the party to the patio,” Rafe chuckled, shaking his head.  
 
    “I’ll get extension cords,” Landan called out, heading towards the shed as we all grabbed food, dips, and drinks to bring out to all the array of outdoor seating Rafe had.  
 
    All while Garnet gave us an instructional on what to do with his food slingshot. Really there was only one rule—use the paper bowls. That way the grease didn’t get on the leather and the bowl wouldn’t go far, just the food out of it so really it made it easier for us. Done and done. 
 
    “You’re up,” Garnet told me, nodding to the slingshot. “This is your party, so you get to shoot the food first.” 
 
    I shrugged, loading a bowl with onion rings and setting in the right spot. I pulled it back and let go… Only to watch it flop right to the ground. 
 
    “So that was fun,” I drawled, feeling like an idiot when everyone burst out laughing. Gasping when one of the hounds moved in a blur, I realized it was Trevor eating up the mess. He picked up the bowl in his teeth and handed it to me, clearly saying try again. I gave a slow nod and took it from him, a weird feeling forming in my stomach. Why was he backing me up like that? He wanted more food? 
 
    No one ever did that unless they wanted something from me. Catching Barry’s gaze, I changed my answer. No, one person had. It might have started out as him helping me with school and my keeping the bullies off of him, but it had become more.  
 
    Was that what I could have with Trevor but better? 
 
    “Anything you want?” I asked him while Garnet made some adjustments to something, muttering about tension. I smiled when Trevor gave me a confused look, tilting his head like a dog wondering what was going on. “I know you can’t talk, but like tap twice for appetizers or three times for seafood.” 
 
    Instead he jumped on me. I hadn’t been ready for it, so we started to fall, and really it looked more like a huge hound had tried to hump my leg instead of give me a hug. I assumed that was what he had been going for because if he tried to hump me as a hound, I would beat him. I burst out laughing when I landed on my ass, shoving him off of me as I shivered from the rest of my frozen drink spilling on me. 
 
    He had a fix for that too. He licked it off of me, and I got a bit weirded out when I got excited. I shook my head. He wasn’t a natural dog but the man I’d had in my bed dozens of times. Right? 
 
    God, someone tell me I was right on that one and I wasn’t screwed in the head. 
 
    “Okay, test two,” Garnet announced when I was cleaned up. Well, mostly. My shirt was still a bit sticky. 
 
    I handled that by taking it off, knowing Trevor was watching and he liked my body. Except that hurt my heart for some reason. Yeah, everyone loved my body. 
 
    Barry tossed me a wet towel, and I wiped up the rest of the mess, turning when something bumped my leg. It was Trevor again, and he was gently holding a long sleeve t-shirt in his mouth.  
 
    “You don’t want me naked?” I wondered, unsure of how to take that. 
 
    “Dude, don’t read into it and make problems where there aren’t any,” Barry suggested, and I realized he was right, thanking Trevor for the shirt.  
 
    I slid it on before reloading the slingshot, this time it working as planned. Some of the onion rings got decent distance even, but something light like fries would probably flop. 
 
    “Right, I forgot the one request,” Rafe said and hurried back into the house. I laughed so hard as he came back out with a case of beer and a huge bowl, shrugging at us. “My mate said if they were the entertainment, they didn’t want to miss out on the beers and chilling too.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” I agreed, helping him out. 
 
    Next came corn dogs and fried mushrooms, most of us laughing when a few of the hounds whimpered when the mushrooms came at them. Like they were kids upset they had to eat their vegetables. 
 
    “None of the weirdos in my mate’s litter like mushrooms,” Shane explained, taking another sip of his drink with a smirk. “I told him being a picky eater is bad and if he teaches that to Norberto, I would start covering myself in mushrooms before sex.” 
 
    “You have an evil streak in you,” I accused. 
 
    He just smiled at me, gesturing to his body. “This is prime, grade A meat, and if he wants to partake, he will appreciate it and work for it. Isn’t that right, Colton?” One of the hounds barked loudly, and Shane just smirked. 
 
    “So what about us who do the partaking and please you so well?” I challenged, not liking I had to do all the hoop jumping. 
 
    He simply raised an eyebrow at me. “And you do nothing for Trevor? Is it all about you and he’s just a hole?” He shook his head when I opened my mouth. “I’ve heard how open he is and offers you whatever you want. What have you done to deserve that? Given him orgasms? I’m fairly certain he could get that other places too.” 
 
    My heart sank in my stomach, making me feel like I was a selfish prick. Until my mate moved in front of me protectively, growling at Shane in a way that clearly told him to shut up but wasn’t aggressive like he was going to hurt the guy who was someone else’s mate. 
 
    Shane didn’t even flinch though. “You’re trying to win him back after messing up, I get that, but don’t be a doormat. It makes all of us look easy and disrespects the bond, the love of—” 
 
    Trevor snapped his teeth at him and shifted back, carefully angling his body to keep covered. “Don’t lecture me on seduction and sex when you are about five to us. You and Colton do things your way, and if others want your help and guidance, that’s fine, wonderful of you to give it even, but do not for one second think you know all. You don’t. And honestly, you’re a bit of a sadist or Dom.  
 
    “You like making people jump through your hoops. I grew up around that. I have absolutely no desire to live my life, have my mating be like that. Dublin gives me everything I’ve ever wanted as he’s honest, tender, and very respectful. Just because I don’t make him jump through hoops and we like our sex life doesn’t mean we’ve failed or messed up somehow. The world turns because of differences, kid, so don’t lecture my mate because you’re twenty seconds older than him.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Shane agreed after a moment. “The conversation has to be had if that’s what you want though, not just people assuming. That’s how people get taken for granted—” 
 
    “Dude, are you capable of not lecturing?” Trevor drawled. “I’m not your kid. You’re not parent of us. If I was as judgmental and nitpicky as you, I would say it was your lack of friends before mating Colton that is the reason you talk to other adults like that. Have you properly shown him how grateful you are for that, or is it all about you?” 
 
    I moved my hand to his shoulder when I saw Shane’s eyes fill with hurt, silently telling Trevor to back off. He nodded he got it, turning and kissing my hand before shifting back and rejoining the others.  
 
    “He’s not wrong, but that was harsh because you poked where you shouldn’t,” I gently said to Shane. “I was taken for granted all my life by everyone I ever knew. I wouldn’t ever do that to my mate or even my friends. The games don’t interest me either, even if benign like you play with your mate. If that works for you, awesome. Teach the others if they want, but you’re not the new sexual religion we all have to live by, Shane.” 
 
    “I know that,” he muttered, getting to his feet. “I do. I also know I lecture. But I am a dad, and it’s not lack of friends or whatever, it’s just hard to shut off. It’s my job to handle everything, so I tend to. I’m sorry.” 
 
    He walked off, his shoulders slumped, and two seconds later Colton was at his side, bumping his leg. They went off to the side of the house, and I didn’t worry about it. His mate would cheer him up. 
 
    “Some of us just have the bossy gene,” Kellan defended as he went to launch whatever was next. I nodded I heard him but then groaned when I smelled what Daniel had fried up next. He’d brought some cakes from the cafeteria that weren’t frosted yet so it was sort of like fried cake fritters. 
 
    “Shit, can we do this without someone getting dumped or whatever?” Trojan Reed asked with a moan. “All my sweet teeth are happy.” 
 
    “Amen, Brother,” Flower Power chuckled, propping his feet up on the table. “Shit, this is like heaven. Drinks, treats, and my mate giving me looks like he’s going to eat me later. Sign me up again and again.” 
 
    “Egg rolls next?” Daniel asked, laughing when mates and hounds alike made it clear we were on board with that.  
 
    Even better was the distance they got in the launcher. I almost fell over as I watched hounds realize they were too close and trip over each other as they backed up. Several barks came as if telling us to reload, all of us laughing so hard I was worried someone might crash into the fryer since we were also drinking. 
 
    A bunch took a break while the next round—chicken tenders this time at Landan’s request—cooked and went over to the beer bowl. It was then I remembered my mate didn’t like beer. I shook off the worry I was referring to him like that as some sort of acceptance or forgiveness, but maybe that wasn’t so bad. Or maybe it was just good for me to friggin’ deal with the fact he was my mate when I’d been worried I’d freak out. 
 
    I went back inside and brought out another bowl and some Coke for Trevor, knowing about his addiction. He always seemed like he wanted to hide it as if he was setting a bad example or he acted like a kid when he had pop. Maybe it was because of my health background or working at the clinic? I mean, there was no one who said pop was good for you. 
 
    It was just good. 
 
    He gave me a lick as a thank you, guessing correctly it was for him. Then he went back by the others, a bounce in his step as if he was happy I thought of him. 
 
    After chicken tenders came mozzarella sticks, shrimp, wontons, and corn bread which I would not have thought was as good as it was. Like seriously, yum. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Daniel growled at Flower. 
 
    “I wanted fried pickles,” he muttered, frowning as he glanced between the man and the fryer. 
 
    “You can’t just drop in a whole big dill pickle! You have to cut it up and put batter on it first, idiot.” 
 
    “Oh, well, chop, chop,” he giggled, obviously half in the bag. 
 
    “I’m gonna chop, chop you,” Daniel warned. “Go get more from the kitchen, you drunk.” 
 
    “Yes, darling,” he sang, heading inside and coming back out with a tray about as big as him. I hurried to help, visions of him dumping all the food in my head. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem, but you’re eating that pickle. Don’t waste food.” 
 
    “I’ll try it,” he agreed with a shrug. 
 
    We did have pickles, so those went next, then alligator, which was surprisingly good and I couldn’t believe someone finagled. Big batches of hush puppies, calamari, cod, crab cakes, and more shrimp, and I wasn’t the only one who hit their seafood limit. Just to be mean, we did jalapeno poppers and didn’t warn them. 
 
    “They have stomachs like iron,” Daniel chuckled when most of the hounds didn’t even flinch. “I think they could eat just about anything and be fine.” 
 
    “Must be nice,” Barry grumbled, Daniel bumping his fist as he knew how Barry felt. He didn’t have an intolerance for gluten but lactose and ulcers if I’d heard right. 
 
    “We need more fun stuff or I’m going to get fried food overload,” Rafe declared as he brought a massive box of Twinkies to Daniel. “I get called this often enough, I want to try them.” 
 
    “Me too and no one’s ever called me that,” I chuckled, giving him a wink. 
 
    Unfortunately they were disgustingly good. I mean, we all looked at each other in shock they were so good, and we didn’t want to share with the hounds. Which they were not happy about. Suddenly Castillo appeared with a few huge boxes, rolling his eyes at us. 
 
    “Please don’t exclude my mates. It’s why I asked my siblings to take over guard shifts so they could have fun and all the hounds get a day off.” 
 
    “They’re really good though,” Rafe defended, handing him one. 
 
    Castillo blinked at us after taking a bite. “I would never have guessed these were so good.” 
 
    “Right?” Rafe giggled, plopping his butt down on a chair. “Crap, I’m such a lightweight when it’s tequila anything.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one,” Kellan agreed… With a hiccup. 
 
    “You guys kept taste testing every flavor you made up, so it’s no wonder you’re half in the bag,” I drawled. I glanced out at the hounds. “Okay, we need their mates to take care of the drunks.” 
 
    “Hey, I can manage,” Flower defended as he started sliding out of the chair. 
 
    I caught him in time, but seconds later Georgi Markova was there to take him from me, getting kisses from his mate for the help. 
 
    “You better brush your teeth before kissing me if you ate anything off the ground, Boris Markova,” Qbert warned his mate, sitting happily with his plate of food. “This is really fun though. I think we should do it again also.” 
 
    Fried ravioli and zucchini was really good which shocked me, and by then even I was getting full, so Daniel made more for the hounds while we took a break and regrouped on what we wanted next… While drinking too much. 
 
    “Hey, the point of this was to try weird stuff, remember?” Barry interrupted. He handed Daniel a big box of frozen White Castle sliders. “This is for Dub, and he likes to try weird stuff.” He looked at me with a big smile. “Tequila’s really good.” 
 
    “I just bet,” I chuckled, knowing he was pretty sauced. We tried the sliders, and I shook my head. “I don’t know if this is horrible or genius.” I glanced around and waved Trevor over, tossing it to him. I laughed so hard when he laid down and tucked his head under his paws as if saying no, that was just wrong. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I have clams and curly fries for you,” Daniel cooed at the hound I hoped was Hugh, otherwise Hugh would be pissed he was talking to another hound like that. 
 
    “Hey, no playing favorites,” Eugene teased his brother-in-law. 
 
    “Hey, you glad none of it was burnt?” Daniel threw right back. “You get to drink, so shut it. It’s not safe for me to do it, and I’m a lightweight so everything would be burnt.” 
 
    “Thank you for your devotion to fun,” Eugene said, toasting his drink which made others cheer for Daniel as well.  
 
    The fried avocado was good, and the cheesecake was awesome. The cookie dough was gross, which was weird because I loved cookie dough and cookies. 
 
    “Wait, spit it out,” I gasped as Trevor finished what I didn’t want. He gave me a funny look, and I hurried over to him. “Dogs can’t have chocolate. Spit it out.” 
 
    It took me a minute to realize he was giving me a look like wait for it. I felt my face flush as I remembered he wasn’t a normal dog so… Duh. He licked my face and then glanced at my drink a few times, clearly saying I wasn’t an idiot but drinking. Fine, but I might have worried about that even if I hadn’t been. 
 
    I just wasn’t going to say that. 
 
    “Okay, I promised you’d take him in a closet for eight minutes,” Barry reminded me, smiling that we were together. “Go have fun before I get too drunk to remember later.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” I drawled, getting to my feet and glancing at Daniel. “Make sure they don’t eat all the desserts on me.” 
 
    “No promises,” Garnet chuckled… With a hiccup. Lightweights. 
 
    I led Trevor into a bathroom, not caring it was bigger than a normal closet. The idea was the same. Except then my mind immediately went to what we’d done in that bathroom before, and the moment he shifted back, I pressed him up against the door and attacked his mouth. 
 
    He kissed me back but then turned his head. “Um, can we just talk?” 
 
    “You don’t want me?” I challenged, floored he was rejecting me. 
 
    “Will it hurt you more like I did last time?” he rasped, moving his hands over his face. “Of course I want you, Dublin. All I want is you. I just want more than sex. I want all of you. If I give in, will you think I just want your body? I don’t know what to do, and every time I think I’m doing what’s right, I mess up. I’m petrified as to what to do and—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, we can talk,” I whispered, hating how distraught he sounded. I hugged him tightly. “I feel all over the place, and my mind went to what we did in here last time. I wanted to feel that again. You and me on the same page, the fun and excitement, not the hurt.” 
 
    “I want that again too,” he muttered against my chest, and I knew he didn’t mean the sex but the rest of it.  
 
    Yeah, we both wanted that, but I had no idea how to get back to that either. 
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    “Can we stay like this for the eight minutes?” I asked when Dublin didn’t say anything, lost in his head. Or the booze. My mate had drunk a lot; even if it wasn’t hitting him like the smaller mates, he’d had a lot. 
 
    “There are worse ways to spend eight minutes,” he chuckled deeply, kissing my hair. “I don’t know what to do either. I keep waiting to be panicked you’re my mate and everything that means, and then I’m worried why I’m not. I keep thinking of you as my mate, and now I’m wondering if maybe your plan wasn’t a bad one. Maybe getting close to you makes me not care about that because it’s you. Or I’m so in shock at the turn and I’m just not processing it.” 
 
    “Or both,” I admitted, hating he was confused. “It’s not one or the other normally. People are complicated, so you could be feeling all of that at once and not even realize it. Or nothing yet, and that’s fine too. There’s no wrong answer.” I leaned back so I could see him. “Can we have dinner? Not Barry locking us in the bathroom or whatever, but just have dinner? We don’t have to have the answers, and I certainly don’t, but keep moving?” 
 
    “Okay, but you better be dressed for it if we’re not having sex,” he muttered. “I can barely think with you being naked and hard, especially after you were being so cute and goofy. I want to feel you wrapped around me so badly I can’t even believe it.” 
 
    “I want you for more than your dick, Dublin,” I worried, glad when he nodded. “Then yeah, you should totally do whatever you want to me. I love when you do.” 
 
    So he did. Holy crap, did he ever. We used that spell, and he pushed me over the counter before slamming all of himself into me over and over again at a faster pace than I would have thought a human could move. It was so good I came three times before he did and my legs were jelly—all of me was.  
 
    “I love the sounds you make,” he admitted, glancing away to clean up, but I saw the vulnerability in his eyes, glad he was trying and not just tossing me away after I’d messed up. “It’s not just the begging, but they almost sound shocked, shocked at what I do to you.” 
 
    “I am,” I chuckled, taking the towel from him and cleaning up. “I’ve never had sex like this, and sometimes you move faster or fiercer than I would think a human could, and I love it. But yeah, each time it’s so good and surprising and I’m completely addicted to it.” I turned and grabbed his chin, making him look at me. “But it’s you, Dublin, not your parts, okay? I would be with you even if we never had sex again because I like you.” 
 
    “I hear you, but don’t ever speak of us not having sex,” he grumbled, smacking my ass hard. “Not again. We’re too good at it to stop.” He lifted me up, smiling when I yelped before setting me on the counter and pushing back into my body. “Right?” 
 
    “Yes, fuck yes,” I moaned, wrapping my legs around him. “And I don’t want the games either. Good for Shane and Colton if that works for them, taught Colton patience or whatever, but I’m not like that. I’m not an egotistical hound.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, and I adore that and how much you want me like I want you,” he admitted, digging his fingers into my ass as he held me tightly, pulling me onto him as he thrust. “You can’t play with me again, Trevor. No more pushing me through a maze. I hate that. I hate people doing that to me. You did the one thing I thought my mate would never do if I had one. I didn’t want one because I knew they would do that to me too, and you did!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” I rasped as I clung to him, his youth and kind heart showing through the cracks of his armor. “Sit, Dublin.” 
 
    He did, probably not getting he was as inebriated as he thought. I took over, riding him, pleasing my mate as I promised to never again treat him like anything other than my equal. Promising he could even be the boss always. 
 
    Still, he made sure I finished twice before he did. But then he muttered something about too much stress and passed out. 
 
    I gave a yelp as his body went limp, starting to slide off of his lap but deciding to bring him with me so my body cushioned his fall instead of risking him banging his head on the counter. My mate was big though, so yeah, that wasn’t fun when I hit the tile hard and then all the air left my lungs again as he smashed me. I groaned, way too much of me aching. 
 
    And then there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Um, occupied,” I called out, trying to move my mate gently and figure out what to do. 
 
    “Yes, we heard,” Gerald drawled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “He sort of passed out, and I don’t know how to move him without hurting him,” I admitted after glancing around. “You open the door much and it might lodge into my skull.” 
 
    “I’ll go slow, but twist as much as you can,” Ashton replied, sounding like he was losing the battle with trying not to laugh. I couldn’t even blame them. “Wait, fix his pants or, um, you know so you don’t mortify your mate that we all saw his naked ass.” 
 
    “Like I’d care,” Dublin grumbled, pushing up and grabbing his head. “Oh fuck, Trev, are you okay? I’m sorry, I got lightheaded and—” 
 
    “I’m fine, I can take a lot.” 
 
    “I weigh a lot,” he growled, wincing when he had to pull out of me. “Oh, that had to hurt.” 
 
    “Well, I do like it rough,” I replied, groaning when a few of my siblings chuckled on the other side of the door. “We’re fine, thanks for offering to help.” 
 
    “No problem, baby bro,” Gerald sighed, and I heard them burst out laughing for real once they reached the kitchen. 
 
    “Whatever, they’re just jealous they don’t have a mate to get into such shenanigans with,” Dublin muttered, getting where my head went. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed after a moment. He was pretty spot on. “The pain of others finding their mate and not you is horrible. You long for the rest of your soul as a hound, some of us old enough to have witnessed hounds going feral because they never found them. Worse than that fate is knowing your mate won’t be happy either. The guilt you were the one to know and didn’t find them… It’s horrible. It ate one of my aunts when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Your brothers will find them,” he comforted. 
 
    I blinked at him, realizing I did feel bad that my finding my mate would hurt them in that way too. I reached up and cupped his cheek. “You are so bright, Dublin. You pay attention and catch onto so much. I hate that you think you’re stupid or dense. You’re not. You might not be the most book educated or whatever, but you are not an idiot. That is not the first time you’ve realized something I was feeling before I even did.” 
 
    “Good, then you can forgive me for almost crushing you,” he muttered, leaning over and giving me a kiss. 
 
    “I would forgive you anything.” I winced when he frowned. “I didn’t mean it like that or pointed. I guess not anything but—”  
 
    “You are so fucking adorable I can’t even get mad,” he sighed, sitting back on his feet before getting up. He lifted me like I weighed nothing, setting me on the counter and taking care of me. “You ramble and get flustered, and all I want to do is mess you up and make you scream my name. Yes, I knew what you meant. I frowned because I realized I felt the same, and while I’m still hurt, I can’t be done with you.” 
 
    “Oh thank fuck,” I rasped, rubbing my chest. Then I full out broke down sobbing, thanking him for not being done with me. Somehow my mate ended up comforting me from the stress of hurting him. “I was so, so scared I was doing everything wrong, thinking I wasn’t though, but then I did and—I never meant to hurt you.” 
 
    “I know, I get that now,” he whispered, hugging me to him. “Wow, you really can cry.” 
 
    “It’s stress,” I blubbered, getting upset again. Finally I simmered down, and Dublin wasn’t even upset or annoyed. All of that, making it all about me, and it didn’t even faze him. My mate was amazing. 
 
    “Okay, go shift and find your clothes so you can change back, and we’ll have the desserts together. I don’t know if I’m going to have room for dinner, but I have a feeling the party’s going to go for a while.” 
 
    “Are you okay? You passed out?” 
 
    “Just for a bit, but yeah, I’m fine. I got a bit lightheaded from the up down and all around besides the exertion from sex, and normally it would have been nothing, but I was drinking and… Well, apparently no inebriated sex without a bed. 
 
    “But we will do it again, right?” I whispered, scared once the hormones cleared and we stepped out of that bathroom maybe he’d rethink forgiving me. 
 
    He smirked at me. “Depends if you’ll come up with some more fun ideas.” 
 
    I hugged him when I realized he was teasing me. Brat. He was such a brat, but he was also going easy on me because even my siblings hadn’t been sure I could get him to forgive me, and they were on my side trying to make me feel better.  
 
    Yeah, that had made me spin out a lot. 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow we could have breakfast with Mark and Luke so they can thank you for the gift and you can meet them,” he tried again when he realized I was still worried. 
 
    “I’d like that. Sebastian said they were absolutely adorable and two cutie sweethearts.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are,” he chuckled, rubbing my back. “Okay, shift. I don’t want others seeing your goods because they’re mine now, right?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as yours are mine?” I checked, frowning at how that didn’t sound as good. 
 
    “I’m no cheat,” he said firmly. “I’ve never done exclusive or serious because I always got stomped all over before getting there and I gave up on the idea, but I’m not a cheat. If we say we’re that, then yes.” 
 
    “I’d like us to be.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll be your boyfriend,” he sighed, smiling when I growled that he was teasing me again. He got me off the counter and smacked my ass. “Get going.” 
 
    “Fine, but I want to explore that another time. Apparently I like it.” I smirked at him before shifting and phasing through the door. 
 
    “Get back here for another round if you turn me on,” he called after me, absolutely no malice in his voice.  
 
    Yeah, I had a nice bounce to my step as I went outside… And found we weren’t the only ones pairing off. Rafe was on Stryker’s lap, doing more kissing than feeding his mate. Kellan and Tierney had their heads together, and so did a lot of the couples. I walked over to my siblings and licked all of their faces. 
 
    “Yeah, our turn will come,” Ashton whispered, pain in his voice. “Just be happy, Trevor. That’s enough to help us wait as long as we need to.” He scratched me behind the ears, clearing his throat. “And introduce us properly. Mother would have a fit if she knew we still didn’t have proper introductions like gentlemen.” 
 
    I shifted back, hurrying to dress before leading them over to my mate. I got worried again when Dublin frowned, but then he pulled off the shirt I’d lent him and put it on me. 
 
    “You looked chilled,” he fibbed, rubbing his arm. “You guys look like you’re bracing for impact.” 
 
    “They’re worried you won’t care about their names after the rough start,” I explained before anyone else came up with a different answer. 
 
    “What rough start?” he asked, giving me a wink. He turned to Gerald with a smile. “I’m Dublin Carey, I don’t think we’ve met.” 
 
    Gerald blinked at him but then accepted his hand. “I’m Gerald Hale, oldest of the elder litter of our siblings. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please take care of Trevor and treat us as family, mate to our brother.” 
 
    “Wow, the Hales have way better manners than the Macfaydens,” Kellan said a bit too loudly. “They sent Tierney on a bogus errand and grilled me sixteen ways from Sunday before I had to flee.” 
 
    “Hey, we apologized, but for the record, you were trying to have an introduction like that and assumed a bit too much,” Hugh shot right back. “And you fought every second of being here at first. We were scared for Tierney.” 
 
    “Stryker almost pummeled Tristan when he took me out on an errand,” Rafe drawled. 
 
    “He took you to an adult store, and I didn’t know where you guys had gone,” Stryker defended, smiling when he got what the mates were doing. 
 
    They were including us. We’d missed a lot of the history there and weren’t part of them yet.  
 
    We were now. 
 
    “Sorry about earlier,” Shane apologized. “I didn’t mean to be so rude.” 
 
    “You’re young,” I easily forgave. “Your heart is in the right place, but just remember suggestions are always welcome to people who aren’t assholes. Lecturing and pushing isn’t.” 
 
    “I’m a dad.” 
 
    That cop out annoyed me though. “Great, my mother was a parent too and didn’t push like that. I’m an older brother who helped raise our younger litter. We all have stuff like that, Shane.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and then closed it, and that was why I could forgive him because I knew he would really think about it, not just brush it off. “You’re right. I’m a gamer and video maker. There’s a process, you do this, this, and this to get the right results.” 
 
    I mulled that over a moment, a bit stumped since I didn’t know video games all that well. 
 
    “Yes, but you have to twist your view point,” Dublin interjected. “You’re setting that formula up for the wrong things. You don’t hit your partner. You don’t take them for granted. Check, check, and whatever other checks like that. But how Trojan builds his base is different from yours. That’s what you’re missing. How we build our base, our foundation for relationship should not be the same as yours.  
 
    “If we’re curious later after we have that foundation, that base, I might ask you how you set something up that interests me, or how you worked that out because I want to strengthen that part of us. There is no cookie cutter ranch house that works for everyone. Then you’re just being a jerk who puts everyone in the 1950’s house with the white picket fence and even blander neighbors, and we wouldn’t be allowed there being gay, Shane.” 
 
    “I got it. Yeah, that makes sense. Thanks.” 
 
    “Not sure how him being a brat made a life lesson for him, but I’m glad it worked out,” I muttered after Shane and Colton headed to get more drinks. “Again, the way your mind works is just wonderful. You speak people and so many different people than a range of languages.” 
 
    “Well, glad you think so because that was never my thing. My grammar was never that great either,” he mumbled, hugging me from behind. 
 
    “I’ll educate you any way you want, my mate,” I teased him, ignoring when he flinched at the term. It wasn’t mean, more shocking, and until it wasn’t, I would have to tone it back. Baby steps when he knew seemed the right balance. 
 
    “Besides, there’s always a brother for that,” Gerald joked. “You need a certain language? There’s one of us for that. We split up so much so we had our own things that we cover a lot of ground.” 
 
    “French is sexy,” Dublin breathed in my ear. “Do you speak French?” 
 
    “I do. Do you want me to wear the maid costume too?” I teased him, shivering when he growled at me for being a brat. “I get saucy when you’re half naked, it seems.” 
 
    “And if I’m fully naked?” he challenged. 
 
    “Then I just get horny and want to suck—” I smiled when he moved his hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ashton sighed. “Glad you guys are happy, but we do not need specifics. Hearing what you did in the bathroom was enough to scar me.” 
 
    I moved Dublin’s hand off my mouth. “Oh, and that foursome I walked in on after that one job?” I sighed when my brothers flinched. “We cannot just forget the past because of the side we were forced to be on. The moment we had a choice, we chose for ourselves and did the right thing. Before that… I don’t want to just forget it all. That means forgetting Mother and our aunts and every wonderful moment I’ve had with all of you.” 
 
    “What happened to your mom if your dad’s still alive?” Dublin asked, and instantly the tension around us went up. “Wow, I just stepped in something.” 
 
    “And bad from the way they’re acting,” Tristan confirmed, coming over with Barry.  
 
    “Our mother died on a job right before she turned five hundred,” I answered, hugging Dublin’s arms around me. “Her whole litter.” 
 
    He hugged me tighter. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Your dad didn’t even warn your mom about the trap?” Tristan whispered in horror. “Oh my gawd, does that cross the line of rat bastard into psycho asshole.” 
 
    “They weren’t mates, and our father treated her very much as a bitch to bear his whelps and not much else,” Gerald explained. “We thought… Shit happens, you know? We thought something went wrong and never thought about it because we didn’t know. Hales never retired and… We didn’t know.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dublin muttered, sounding like he didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    Yeah, we didn’t either, as we’d just put the pieces of that one together when we’d found out. It was a hard, hard pill to swallow, and we’d swallowed a lot of them over the years. 
 
    “Dub, the empanadas are done,” Barry blurted, obviously hoping for a topic change. 
 
    “Yummy,” he chuckled, letting me go but then taking my hand and pulling me over there. 
 
    “Something I should know about you and empanadas?” I teased, loving how excited he got. 
 
    “There’s an addiction, but don’t you dare ask me to join a group. I always make sure to do extra workouts. I’ll need one especially after this party.” 
 
    “Do you need to? Do you really need to?” I challenged, glad when he smirked at me, understanding I meant I gave him enough of a workout. Well, doing me did. “So is it a bad addiction, like nothing you like better?” 
 
    “One thing,” he muttered under his breath. “Though if I could do that while eating empanadas, that might be my version of heaven.” 
 
    “I’ll feed them to you,” I promised, smiling that he meant sex with me. 
 
    He laughed so hard I thought he might fall over. “That’s perfect. That’s better than Barry betting his suitemate bullies I could eat more than they could and if I did, they couldn’t so much as look at him for a whole month.” 
 
    “I had nothing but faith in you,” Barry confirmed. “Especially when they were serving blueberry and cherry ones. I knew they were toast. Tacking on an extra week for each one you ate over them was genius.” 
 
    “It was something because I got so sick I thought I might have ruined empanadas forever.” 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that,” Barry gasped, hurrying over to the plate on the table and pretending to cover their mythical ears. “They might hear you and cry all night.” 
 
    I burst out laughing along with my siblings. “I can see why you were such close friends. You guys are like Moe and Curly, but you just needed a Larry.” 
 
    “We’re funny enough for all three,” Barry said easily, smirking at the way we laughed. 
 
    “Okay, so how many did you end up eating?” Ashton asked, the bottomless pit of our litter. 
 
    “Twenty-two,” Dublin groaned, shaking his head. “I got so, so sick.” 
 
    I looked at the plate and back to my mate. “You ate twenty-two of those? I’m not sure I could eat twenty-two anything.” 
 
    “I’ve eaten twenty hotdogs just because I was hungry,” Ashton argued, shrugging when we all shot him a crazy look. “I’m a growing boy.” 
 
    My mate didn’t have twenty-two, but he did have five, eating them like a kid, smiling happily with his treat as we goofed around with the others and drank a bit too much. 
 
    “Could we hire your services?” Gerald asked Daniel when he went to pick up a batch of chicken tenders as the man was circling back towards dinner food, there were so many of us and still eating. 
 
    “Depends on what you’re wanting to hire me for?” Daniel clarified, raising an eyebrow at my brother. 
 
    Gerald didn’t get offended, rolling his eyes. “This. To do this. Fry food and be in charge of it. I was thinking this would be hysterical for the kids at the schools to do. I mean, can you imagine some of the wittle munchkins loading the slingshot and laughing as we all trip over each other to get the food? That sounds like something they’d have a blast doing.” 
 
    “My little brothers would,” Dublin agreed. “Even just feeding you guys and getting a chance to play with puppies since there are none here or cats or any animals. It’s healthy for children to have that sort of affection.” 
 
    “He’s suggesting it to break the ice between us and the kids who don’t know us,” I explained. 
 
    He shrugged. “Still a good idea for multiple reasons. I’ve heard some kids talk about the hounds being here in case they misbehave and have to go to Hell.” He waved his hand to keep us quiet when we all opened our mouths to object. “Kids don’t have the mental capacity yet to get all the complicated nuances of life. To them, a lot of whom don’t have parents here to set them straight or they were the people who sold their souls, they don’t get all of this. 
 
    “And they pick up this or that from one conversation or another and put together a picture from that, which a normal adult wouldn’t make the jump. People talk about the imagination of a child’s mind because of that or their hope of things to be real. Mark and Luke were so, so bummed the angels wouldn’t make unicorns like everyone voted for. But as adults we understand that because they would make creatures just to kill them. 
 
    “It was like the dinosaurs one too. They would have to die at the end of the fun because they’re not supposed to be here. Now as someone in between child or real adult, my answer for the unicorns was to bring horses here that they made fake horns on, because that’s no worse than us older students playing Santa for the kids. But then they wouldn’t get why no dinosaurs. It’s a balancing act, and kids don’t understand it all.” 
 
    “We get that, but what I was going to say is I hope people take the time to try and explain that’s not what we’re here for,” Ashton worried. 
 
    “Most do; I do,” Dublin clarified. “The problem is some of the parents worry about that too. Some people think they’re not blameless in all of this if they didn’t know their spouse sold their child’s soul.” Several people winced, and he shrugged. “I’m not saying I agreed with that. I don’t. I think some might have missed some signs, but hindsight is twenty/twenty, and no one is perfect. That’s not a reason to be dragged to Hell. People are just scared.” 
 
    “Life is scary no matter who you are, and if you’re not scared, you’re not paying attention,” I muttered, my heart hurting as I knew my siblings did as well. “It was something our mother told us when we got upset we had to work for Hell or over our part in all of this, scared of demons and the Devil. She used to tell us that and to remember never to say anything to Father or his siblings that we were scared.” 
 
    “Am I the only one who’s thought about going home and ending them?” Ashton asked quietly. He flinched when Gerald got to his feet and walked off. “I didn’t mean to say that.” 
 
    “We’ve been drinking,” I comforted. “He’s heir. It’s—we all saw how much harder life was for him. He’s got a deep pool of pain that I hope his mate can help one day. He just has to hang on to find him.” 
 
    Dublin hugged me, and we dropped the heavy, not wanting to tank the party with reality. Reality would come, no matter how long the time out, but sometimes it was just nice to get a break from it. We needed that. 
 
    Fuck, I so needed that. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    8 ~ Dublin 
 
      
 
    “Am I dressed okay? Is the collared shirt too much?” Trevor asked me, fidgeting with his shirt as he glanced at me. 
 
    It was hard not to laugh. He was so fucking cute and completely serious, which was why I swallowed down my amusement. “You’re not meeting the Queen of England. You’re meeting two little boys. I had to meet eleven siblings. Instead, you get two eleven year olds, okay? It’s going to be fine and chill.” 
 
    Oh, how wrong I was. 
 
    “What are your intentions for our brother?” Mark demanded the moment we all sat down. I’d introduced them when we’d met up but then hurried to make sure they ate before saying more. Apparently that was what they chose to start with. 
 
    “And do you come with a dowry?” Luke added. 
 
    “Luke,” I gasped, blinking at him. 
 
    He squirmed a bit and glanced at his twin for backup. “Isn’t that like an old thing? And he’s old. I heard one of the hounds say they sort of missed dowries and giving family gifts or whatever because it said loudly how serious they were.” 
 
    “Well, glad that’s what you were thinking because it sounded like you were being greedy,” I explained, nodding when they both went pale. “I get that some cultures did it like that, but to a lot it was the purchase price of a good quality and pure woman. Or a bribe to take a woman from a family that didn’t have clout. It depended on rank and whatnot too. I come from nothing, so I would need the dowry for him to accept me. You paying it?” 
 
    “No, sorry, we though…” Luke glanced at Mark who was more the ringleader for the two of them. 
 
    “He wouldn’t be mean to you if he was willing to put his money where his mouth is,” Mark said after a moment. “Like it made him serious and he wouldn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I am serious, but I can’t promise not to hurt him since I’m not perfect,” Trevor replied. “And my intentions are I want Dublin as my mate, officially. I care for him very, very much, and I’d like to mate him. With your permission, of course.” 
 
    I wanted to roll my eyes. That was like waving a red flag in front of a bull, giving the twins too much power when they were a bit evil at times. 
 
    “Have you given him flowers?” Luke asked after a moment. 
 
    “I have not yet.” 
 
    “He has to get flowers at least,” Mark said firmly. “Barry said real men give flowers, and he’s given lots to Tristan and Tristan to him.” 
 
    “I understand, and I will rectify such an egregious mistake,” Trevor muttered, bobbing his head. “Does he have a favorite flower? I think he’s too unique for roses which everyone gives, yes?” 
 
    “True,” Mark agreed, glancing at Luke who nodded, one of their silent discussions that cracked me up. “He likes different. Go with something different. Like a rare rose or those crazy cool flowers, but don’t get lilies or we can’t see them. Lilies give us a headache.” 
 
    “So you demand he give me flowers but only certain kinds so you can enjoy them too?” I checked, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Luke gave me a completely serious glance. “How can we say he did good or not if we can’t be around them?” 
 
    Oh right, okay then. Damn, they were adorable. 
 
    “Do you have a sorting plan?” Mark asked Trevor in between bites of food. 
 
    I blinked between the twins. “Sorting…” 
 
    Trevor’s lips twitched. “I have yet to form a courting plan, as we just reconciled, but I could use lots of input.” 
 
    “We make Dublin laugh all the time, so have dates with us there and it will go well,” Luke blurted, blushing like he knew he’d be busted that it was an excuse to spend time with us. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Are you going to build a castle like the Lundbergs?” Mark blurted, finally getting to the good stuff. 
 
    “I forgot to ask,” I admitted, shrugging. Hey, there had been a lot going on, and confirming rumors hadn’t been at the top of my list. 
 
    Before Trevor could even answer, Luke started rambling all of the rumors about the Hales, including the castle one and it was going to be bigger as there were more Hales than Lundbergs… Completely ignoring the fact that it wasn’t the quantity of Lundbergs that the castle ended up being so big but there was training going on there.  
 
    “So much for your intro breakfast not being as scary as what Dublin had to go through,” Ashton drawled from behind us. He smirked at me when I glanced over my shoulder. “Of course we came. He’s our baby brother.” 
 
    “But he’s of the older litter?” Mark challenged, glancing at all the Hales without any worry. “How can you have two baby brothers?” 
 
    “I’ve asked that several times,” Trevor drawled. “It’s our way of saying ‘runt’ as that’s not acceptable to say around humans without raising questions.” 
 
    “That and there’s something special about the youngest of a litter, so we still use the term lovingly,” Gerald added. “We’re joining.” 
 
    “You weren’t unwelcome,” I clarified, wondering why they were acting like it was a big deal to crash. 
 
    “I was nervous,” Trevor admitted with a slight shrug. “Apparently I had reason to be.” He glanced at Gerald. “Do I come with a dowry?” 
 
    “We could give one as soon as we get our stuff,” he answered, trying not to laugh from the look on his face. He squinted between the twins. “What would you ask for? If you’re going old school like us, it used to be a certain amount of cattle. But our brother could be the main provider for the couple, so I believe you owe us a few cows to accept your brother into our family.” 
 
    “I could give you my cow so Dublin could be happy,” Luke whispered, looking like he might cry, Mark nodding as well. 
 
    I waved off the others as they didn’t understand. “Guys, he wasn’t asking for the stuffed animals your grandparents gave you, I promise. He was saying what I did and showing the practice is outdated and you don’t get it as you thought. He could have said pig or llama. He didn’t know about your precious toys. And I love you for being willing to give them up for my happiness, but it’s so, so not needed, okay?” 
 
    “Okay because I miss them all the time, and Cow helps,” Mark admitted, sniffling. 
 
    “I know. I know you do,” I comforted, reaching over and taking each of their hands in mine. “They were good people, and of course you miss them.” 
 
    “I could ask Ariel to check on them,” Trevor offered, and I shot him a nasty look that he flinched on. “What? Chamuel did it with his mate’s parents. Ariel has done it for others.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I admitted, easing down. “I’m sorry. I thought you were…” 
 
    “Making up some bullshit so I could lie and tell children their grandparents are happy in Heaven?” he asked, frowning. 
 
    “Not mean like that, but it is something adults could say to kids like sending their dogs to farms far away instead of admitting they died.” 
 
    “We figured out a while ago our dog didn’t go to a farm,” Luke muttered, and I winced internally, not having known they’d had a dog or I could have stepped in it there. Wow, being around kids was difficult sometimes. 
 
    “Building a place of our own actually sounds like a good idea,” Ashton said, changing the flow of the conversation. “We hadn’t thought about that because we weren’t sure if we were staying. I mean, could you imagine staying here forever when no one accepted us?” 
 
    “You’re staying now, right? I can’t leave,” I blurted, glancing at Trevor who smiled brightly that I got so worried. He nodded, moving his hand to my leg in comfort and not just because of my reaction but swallowing down I’d had such a big reaction. I mean, that was a bit much given yesterday I wasn’t sure I could reconcile with him.  
 
    “And he can’t leave us,” Mark yelled, not having kept up with Trevor’s nonverbal answer. 
 
    “I have absolutely no intention to take your brother from you,” Trevor said gently. “I’d like all of us to become family.” 
 
    He opened his mouth but then closed it, glancing at Luke before trying again. “Even Sebastian? He was fun to play with.” 
 
    “Yes, even me,” Sebastian chuckled. “Hi, I’m the one you were giving hugs and kisses to.” 
 
    “Time out,” I called when the twins went to reply. “Okay, let’s start this over.” I waited until the twins nodded. “Trevor, these are my well behaved little brothers Mark and Luke. How about you introduce all your brothers and we can get to know each other?” 
 
    “Were we bad?” Luke interrupted, giving me a worried look. 
 
    “No,” I told them firmly as I went back to my own meal. “You tried to act like big brothers, which I think now you know you have to grow up a bit more first, right? I appreciate the love and desire to protect me, but just be you and I’ll be happy.” 
 
    “Okay, because I was scared to threaten him,” Mark admitted, looking relived. “One of the dads we know said real family who love each other threatens anyone dating their family.” 
 
    “Is his child by chance a girl?” Ashton drawled, realizing where they’d gotten a lot of their faulty information. He sighed when Mark and Luke nodded. “Yes, dads are notorious for threatening the men who come to date their daughters. However, you are not the parent, and they’re both men here.” 
 
    “Right, but it would be sexist to only care if it’s a girl,” Luke muttered, frowning as he realized he’d sort of gone into circular logic there. 
 
    “No one’s all that rational when it comes to family,” I offered. “Good family. Like your grandparents. Not like your parents or mine.” 
 
    “It was both of their parents?” Trevor checked, probably having guessed they were both out of the picture. 
 
    “Mom sold us to get revenge on the whore who Dad was cheating with and then they became…” Luke started but then trailed off, glancing to me. 
 
    “Born again Christians,” I filled in for him, knowing they tripped over that and didn’t fully understand it. Castillo and Kellan had been smart to not tell all the kids what their deals were when they were too young or didn’t have the right support system in place. That had been part of the good the chore program had done as we who “adopted” younger siblings could help them. 
 
    “Right, those, and then named us Mark and Luke thinking if we had apostle names, we wouldn’t go to Hell.” 
 
    Mark snorted. “Or they wouldn’t. They didn’t care about us. Everything they did was for show and praise at that stupid church that they were awesome parents. They were all jerks.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Trevor whispered, his voice heartbroken. “We understand having a horrible parent. Our mother was wonderful, but our father is horrible. Was horrible to her and us.” 
 
    “And you had to work for Hell,” Luke muttered, sounding just as sad. “But not anymore, and now you have Dublin. He’s awesome. You can’t be sad around him, and he’s super strong so he tosses us all around to play.” 
 
    “Do you want to help us with chores too?” Mark added. “It’s fun. It will make you smile.” 
 
    “It is fun,” I agreed, smiling brightly at them. “See, you guys are so well behaved when you’re just you. You did forget someone.” 
 
    They shared a look and blurted out together a thank you for Trevor for the present. They then spent the next ten minutes telling us all about it. I could see the Hales had next to no idea, and while I played video games now and again, I really wasn’t into them, so I missed some of it too. 
 
    “So it’s interactive?” Ashton muttered, looking like his head hurt. 
 
    “We can show you after school,” Luke offered, wincing when I cleared my throat. “After homework’s done. Can you come back for dinner?” 
 
    I glanced around the table at all the smiles and nods, realizing they were just as big of softies as Trevor. “Yes, we can have dinner. How about after we play the game for a bit so you can show them? Or do you want to play outside before dinner?” 
 
    “Outside,” they said together, beaming with hope. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll teach you to throw a football,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “But stick with karate. That gives less injuries.” 
 
    They had to get to school then, and after a round of hugs, they went over to Trevor and gave him one too. Mark glanced at Sebastian nervously and then went over to the man to give him one as well. 
 
    “They are so adorable you just want to gobble them up,” Sebastian chuckled after they were gone. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re awesome.” I swore under my breath. “I forgot to get them new shoes. I promised to handle it.” 
 
    “Hey, one day won’t kill them,” Trevor comforted. “You’re an awesome big brother. Hell, you’re an awesome dad even though you’re not theirs.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat at the praise, and instead of acknowledging it, I leaned in and pressed my lips against his ear. “Are you buttering me up for sex?” 
 
    “Yes, because if that was the goal, I would have picked that topic,” he teased me, snagging a kiss. “Do you have training or clinic today?” 
 
    “Actually neither,” I admitted after I checked my calendar. “I finished a few some are still wrapping up. Geir cleared me first since I had a lot of melee experience having played football. Plus I was in better shape than a lot of them to start with.” I batted my eyelashes at my mate. “Feel like teaching me archery?” 
 
    “Um, I need to get my stuff first,” he muttered, staring at his food. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked gently, wondering what the change was from yesterday when they were talking like they couldn’t wait. He wiped his eyes, and I took a leap. “You’re worried what your father did with the dogs you rescued, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, and his brothers flinched. “We did what we did to help those here, but I was pretty sure I knew that meant sacrificing my dogs to stop the apocalypse, or at best one of our other cousins would get them to a shelter. I prayed for that, but now that I know he didn’t trash all our belongings, I realized last night I’m terrified to know what happened.” 
 
    “Your cousin took them to a shelter and found them homes,” Castillo said from a few tables over. He didn’t yell it, but it was loud enough I heard it too. “And we can go today and end this state of limbo for all of you.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Sebastian sighed. “I just want some semblance of normalcy or familiarity.” 
 
    “Amen,” a few of the brothers agreed.  
 
    I met Castillo’s gaze, and his eyes went wide, hearing what was in my head. He gave a slow nod, and when I asked officially, seemed proud of my desire to help in that way. He muttered something to his mates and disappeared. 
 
    “What are you up to?” Trevor asked quietly. 
 
    “Hopefully easing some pain,” I muttered, shooting a quick glance to Gerald. After the party last night and the Hales had left, Tristan and some of the hounds had admitted the guilt and pain that came off Gerald when they talked about leaving home was horrible, as he’d made the final call as the oldest, walking away from being the prestigious Hale heir and all of that. 
 
    And his father thought it was all because of angel bullshit. No, that wasn’t right, and I could be a good way of proving the brothers were right and Hale Sr. was the fucked up one. 
 
    We agreed to meet up in an hour after Jared Magnus told us that was what Castillo said. I gave Trevor a quick kiss and hurried off with Jared, knowing he was going to get the rest of the Magnuses involved and I wanted Barry at my back for this. He had a fast reaction time, probably having learned that early to survive his fucked up family. 
 
    And he understood fucked up families, which was why this mission was perfect for him. 
 
    “You really hate bullies,” Barry chuckled several minutes later after I filled him in. “Yeah, I’m in, Brother. Let’s go kick some ass and fuck up some assholes.” 
 
    I smiled widely at him. “Sounds like fun. We can exercise some more demons another time maybe going after my dad and that football coach.” 
 
    He frowned. “I thought he was pretty decent to you?” 
 
    I snorted. “His wife was a teacher and basically used me like a young stud, and he knew it. I was too young to get it all or understand how bad it was because of the situation, but I’d always been around fucked up, so I didn’t… She did damage to me, as that was my first sex. She also coached the cheerleaders—people knew, and instead of doing what they should, they passed me around like a sex toy.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll definitely fuck them up another time,” he growled, having that reaction just about anytime I told him about my past. Which was why I didn’t tell him all that much. He had enough shit of his own. Then again, I’d helped him with that, so it was good he wanted to have my back too. 
 
    We met up with all the Hales and the archangels, Michael nodding when I confirmed I really wanted to go with the plan. Then we were somewhere else, standing outside a fancy, fancy mansion… Along with all the Hales. Not just the Hales on our side, no, I’d had the archangels pull all the Hales alive there for this so there was no chance of people turning shit around later. 
 
    I walked right over to Trevor’s dad, Michael showing me his face so I knew, and slugged him in the face. “Hi, I’m Dublin Carey, Nephilim and Trevor’s mate, so yeah, if a Nephilim is his mate, then he’s not on the wrong side of this, is he, Father?” 
 
    “Holy shit, your mate’s got balls the size of Mars,” one of Trevor’s brothers whispered. 
 
    Alexander Hale—their father—recovered and went for me. I just smirked when Barry clapped his hands and sent the guy and his whole litter flying. 
 
    “You are not crusaders in some righteous quest to keep the balance,” I continued, moving towards them. “You were born Hellhounds, and yes, you are the repo man, but you were lied to about who to take. You knew you were forced to work for the cheating side because of the trap which you let your own wife fall into. That doesn’t make you loyal. It makes you just as evil.  
 
    “You are not neutral, you are the pathetic wimp who becomes a bully too instead of being strong and fighting. Your sons fought. They fought against you. They fought against Hell and helped our side. You were born a Hellhound, but it was your choice to be the Devil’s fucking lap dog. And that’s all you are. You’re not king or some noble. You’re the lap dog who chose to be the puppet on his master’s strings instead of becoming a real boy.” 
 
    “Release me so I can squash this bug,” he snarled, shooting a look at Barry that would kill if it could. “And you’re dead next.” 
 
    “Well, sure, I’ll release you so you can do that,” Barry drawled. “Wow, you are dense.” 
 
    “We need to move this along,” Castillo muttered.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and frowned as I saw all the archangels acting a bit squirrelly. I flinched as I remembered, but Barry had told me about them doing that in the presence of their family. “You want to smite them?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Chamuel snickered, shaking his head. “The eldest litter has souls so black it’s—they might rank in the top ten I’ve ever seen before. I didn’t have much to do with live souls, but still this is—” 
 
    “I did, and they’re top twenty-five for me,” Ariel drawled. “They’re somewhere right below Genghis Khan. They’ve done a lot more than collect souls. Demons can’t kill, but love to collect early. I have a feeling we found some of their henchmen.” 
 
    “And I’m the embarrassment!” Gerald roared, launching at their father, but his brothers blocked him in time. “You didn’t even save our mother! Even the Devil has lines he won’t cross. Why on earth would I want to take over your great legacy? Hitman for Hell? Yes, such a fucking honor, you sociopath.” 
 
    There was a list of obscenities that came out of Alexander’s mouth, but then Michael silenced him, rolling his eyes at the crazy that came out of the hound’s mouth. “The mate of your kin asked you all be brought here because your kin has been worried about you. I can tell from some of your hearts you have no desire to side with us. Understand you cannot be neutral. There is a trap before you retire to retire you. That is why Hales never retire.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Gerald called out when people started muttering disbelief, his brothers releasing him. “Father admitted it to us. The Lundbergs know about the trap and have survived it. Only Dante’s family survives otherwise. If you do not believe this is about the apocalypse, please believe that and keep yourselves safe.” He gestured to me. “Look at his soul. It’s pure, but there is a standing order to collect his soul.” 
 
    “And I did not sell it,” I said, getting where he was going. “You guys can all tell lies, right? You know I’m telling the truth. My mother sold my soul in a loophole a demon found. The whole plan was to make Nephilim or—I don’t know, I don’t get all of that. I do know that you guys are born into your jobs and there’s no shame in being the repo man, but there are souls you’re collecting you shouldn’t and Hell is cheating.” 
 
    “Right, like that’s news to us,” one of the many Hales not on our side drawled. There had to be at least two hundred. 
 
    Wow, they took baby making seriously. Then again, they were hundreds and hundreds of years old, so that was a lot of time to have babies. And when they could pop out five or six at a time… That was a lot of fucking Hales. 
 
    “Then please think about switching sides,” Gerald implored them. “No one forced us to go. Hell sent humans with dark souls to attack the underage Nephilim and were killed so Hell could get more numbers. We are pawns to them. Even if you believe nothing else, you’ve seen that or you’re lying to yourselves.” 
 
    “How do we know we won’t go from one side’s pawn to the other side’s pawn?” someone called out. “The Devil we know sucks but well…” The guy shot a nervous glance at the archangels as if clearly saying they weren’t known for being all that nice either. 
 
    That was pretty fair actually. 
 
    “We sort of deserve that reputation,” Ariel admitted, shrugging when her siblings sent her shocked looks. “We’re known for smiting. That would be worrisome as a factor too.” 
 
    “Yes, but you also made it rain jelly beans for the class who all aced a math test,” I defended, glancing out at the group. “No side is perfect. Your family came at precarious times, and that was met with fear, but they ate breakfast at the cafeteria today, and people said hi, they waved. You have to make an effort, but that’s life.” 
 
    “We have a set guard shift most every day, but they are not long shifts,” Ashton said, probably being more productive in saying what was asked of them. “And everything is provided for us. That is all they ask of us. Anything else is volunteer.” 
 
    “We go with you, and we can’t ever leave again,” one female called out, and I sort of understood that. “We’ll be traitors and hunted just as you are. We’d volunteer for a prison.” 
 
    “That’s not the plan,” Barry countered, gesturing to himself. “We’ve got an army coming, but until we are baptized and trained, yes, there—” 
 
    “Some here plan to immediately report this and what they learn,” Castillo warned, looking at a few litters in particular. “Safety comes at a cost. That’s what we’ll say, but even if it’s a temporary prison—” 
 
    “It’s a really nice fucking prison,” Sebastian promised. “I mean, awesome cooks and so much land to run around on. A super swank castle we stay at and just about anything you can think of. Fuck, the archangels have restaurant theme days, and there’s a theater. There’s a few libraries. Someone put in a nightclub, and I can’t think of what else it could even need. Coffee better than Starbucks, and fine, no mall, but how many of you ever go to a mall?” 
 
    I went to add to that when I noticed Alexander and his litter looking like they were being repeatedly smacked against the ground. I realized it was Barry and stared at him with wide eyes. “Having fun?” 
 
    He shrugged, cutting it out. “It’s not like we get a lot of live subjects to use our powers on. Not a lot of volunteers either since we’re figuring out more we can do every day. I’m not getting tired. I keep letting them up and knocking them back down and I’m not getting tired. Do I have limitless power? There’s gotta be a limit or battery if the angels have it, right?” 
 
    “And things are never boring,” Gerald drawled, gesturing to Barry. “Yeah, they’re super evil and slipping shit into the water that bespelled us. Yesterday they had a huge party with a food slingshot to amuse us hounds while drinking margaritas. Most of you have never even been around demons, and believe me that once you are, you will beg to switch sides.” 
 
    “You don’t have to decide now,” Trevor quickly added. “Think on it and contact us.” He quickly glanced at Ariel who smiled.  
 
    “Yes, we now know who will call to lay a trap and won’t answer them. The others have only to call for one of us and we will come.” Her eyes turned dark as she looked out at the group. “But not alone. Don’t be stupid and forfeit your lives in a ploy for Hell because if you call us and try to trap us, you will not survive it.” 
 
    “Okay, so not limitless power,” Barry admitted, giving Castillo a worried look. 
 
    He chuckled, and suddenly Alexander and his whole litter were bound with seriously big chains and a bunch of locks. “That will keep them occupied. We have all of your belongings and brought them to the Lundberg ballroom.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Gerald muttered, turning away. Then he spun around and faster than I could track, raced over to his dad and kicked him in the face. “That’s for Mother and our aunts. They were family even if she wasn’t your mate. You don’t deserve a mate, you piece of shit. You didn’t even deserve Mother.” He spat in his face and turned back to us. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “This was your home,” Alexander snarled. “You are now banished from it. I disown all of you!” 
 
    “This was home when Mother was alive,” Trevor sneered. “It was a prison the moment she died. A prison with an insane tyrant of a warden. You act like disowning us is a bad thing. Fuck, I hate being your son. You look down your nose at us, embarrassed with us, but the feeling is quite mutual, Alexander.” 
 
    And with that we left, scoring a major win for the good guys. At least a moral one.  
 
    Fuck bullies and their bullshit. They’d get theirs in the end. They always did even if it wasn’t in life.  
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    “You know I thought Barry exaggerated a bit at how hot you guys run, but he really wasn’t,” Dublin muttered as I snuggled against him. 
 
    “Is that your way of complaining I’m too clingy?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I said,” he drawled, rolling us so his body was smushing me into the bed. “Is that better? Is that what you wanted more of?” 
 
    “Brat. Absolute brat,” I gasped, trying to laugh and talk at the same time. 
 
    “Yup, that’s me. Make sure I hydrate more because I’m seriously going to sweat all night with the space heater name Trevor invading my bed.” 
 
    I pinched his side. “I was invited. It’s not invading then.” 
 
    “Well, it’s only temporary until you guys figure out what you’re building and build it.” He turned so we could see each other. “What were you whispering about with Mark and Luke at dinner? That’s becoming a theme the past few weeks, and I’m not sure I like it.” 
 
    “They want us to build Hogwarts, I swear they do,” I admitted, letting out a giggle. “Now they want a dining hall that’s glass and can have a projector that changes like in the books. They want a pool with real fish to swim along. Frogs too because the frogs need somewhere to hang out and we can make the lily pads.” 
 
    “Oh gawd. They do realize it’s not their mansion, right?” 
 
    “Castle. They’ve been very clear it has to be a castle.” 
 
    “Is that what Gerald was talking about with them too?” 
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled, laughing harder when he groaned. “All of my brothers have been talking to them about it as if they have secrets or wild ideas that mates would like so it’s ready for when they find their mates. And kids since Tiffany will live there with her litter. There was a lot of debate on that too, but like seriously, she’s not moving across state lines. We’re talking about buying an abutting property and extending the safe land.” 
 
    “I heard part of that. I don’t blame her for saying they’d stay with you guys because the Lundbergs are too volatile. It’s like the only way they know how to talk is to argue or fight. I heard it’s getting better, but still, that’s not good for kids to be around.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes, because we’re all right on top of each other in the castle. They watch it at meals with the kids, but most times we eat together in Geir’s mansion. I mean, yeah, I hear you, and even the tension they can feel as hounds, but it’s not a bad environment. We argue too. That’s normal. They just blow up.” 
 
    “It’s good you guys are really settling in though,” he murmured, nuzzling my neck. “Anything you want to tell me?” 
 
    I winced, clearing my throat nervously and opening my mouth. I let out a long moan when his hand moved between my legs. He said the spell, and I gasped as I was instantly ready. “Okay, so I’m not in trouble if we’re having sex, right?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s angry sex?” he challenged, turning me on my side and thrusting into me hard all in one go. “Maybe I’ll just stay like this until you tell me as your punishment for my having to find out from other people?” 
 
    “That’s fair, and I’m sorry. I was going to tell you, but then the twins were around yesterday and I forgot. I forgot, I’m sorry. I wasn’t hiding it.” 
 
    “Promise?” he checked, thrusting again when I nodded. “So you want to tell me your version?” 
 
    I frowned as I stared up at him. “Why is there a version?” 
 
    “I’m having a bit of a problem with believing what I heard?” 
 
    “What did that bitch say I did?” I snarled, fisting my hands. 
 
    “Tell me what happened, Trevor,” he pushed, giving me a look that it was time to talk. 
 
    I sighed, reaching up and cupping his cheek, pulling him down for a kiss first. He gave it, but it was quick. “I walked in on her running her mouth, and I’m used to hounds where it’s not a thing to hit a woman when you would hit a man for something. The women are stronger than us. I forgot and went to slug her but remembered at the last second so I punched the wall instead. I didn’t touch her.” 
 
    “That makes a lot more sense than you tried to hit her but missed and got the wall instead.” 
 
    I blinked up at him. “Is she really that slow? She didn’t duck me. She didn’t even see my coming. How I could miss a mouth that big?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “And you said what?” 
 
    “That if I heard her talking about my mate again in a sexual manner, I would knock all her teeth out. It’s creepy. It’s been weeks since we really got together, and she was running her mouth all about you and…” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed me as he started to move his hips. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to walk in on that, and I’m sorry someone I messed around with upset you.” 
 
    “You’re bisexual, and I’m not. It’s a sensitive topic,” I muttered, looking away. 
 
    Dublin froze. “What did she say, Trevor?” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I had to tell him. “That you liked pussy and tits too much to ever go without them. That her ass was better than mine and you love options, which she’s got. She was laughing with her mom friends that it would be less than a month before you hit her up again, and she couldn’t wait to get a good workout and have you scratch all her itches.” 
 
    “Yes, I like tits,” he said after a moment. He leaned over and bit my nipple when I opened my mouth to… Get upset? I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but he stopped me. “Mmm, such nice tits you have.” 
 
    “I have pecs. Men have pecs, darling,” I drawled. 
 
    “Nope, I see firm titties, and her ass is not better than yours. Your ass is way better. No, you don’t have a pussy, but I don’t crave pussy. I crave sex as much as you hounds, and I crave being satisfied. You very much satisfy me.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to argue. “And if you want me to be petty, your blow jobs are way better than hers. And you can tell her I said that.  
 
    “I don’t normally, but talking about me is one thing, but you is too far. Talking about us like that is too much. I’m not okay with that, and I’ll talk to her tomorrow to tell her to shut up and set the record straight.” 
 
    “Anything else I’m better at?” I fished, glad he was taking it seriously, but the bitch had bruised my ego some. 
 
    Okay, lots. 
 
    “You’re more flexible. You’re more inventive. You beg, which I love. You’re much older than her, and yet you treat me like an equal. She treated me like the fucking pool boy, but I didn’t really care because…” 
 
    “Because?” I growled, rolling us over and moving my hips in the way he liked. “Her big tits bounced all over?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted, shrugging when I shot him a nasty look. “Would you rather I lie? I can get my tit needs filled by porn if I want, Trev. It’s not a big deal. Women have traumatized me a lot too. Ana thinks I go right to a woman who would mistreat me like my mother. Not sure I buy it because one wanted me for more and was nice to me, but maybe initially I thought she was a bitch. It’s not the parts but the person.” 
 
    “I know, I do know that,” I sighed, stopping. “It’s hard because I love you and you just like me and I can’t give you everything you want.” 
 
    “What did you just say?” he whispered, his fingers digging into my hips. 
 
    I blinked at him a minute and then gasped, covering my face with my hands as if that would really hide me or something. “Nothing. I didn’t say anything. Ignore me.” 
 
    “Is that how you really feel?” he whispered, sounding hopeful, which was the only reason I peeked. I saw the same in his eyes and nodded. 
 
    I yelped as he rolled us again and then proceeded to fuck my brains out, making me yell his name louder and louder with every orgasm. When he finally finished deep inside me, I yelped for another reason as he bit my neck hard. 
 
    “There, now you’re mine,” he declared. “You’ve come all over me, and I bit you, so no more bitches or anyone else. Just the man I love.” 
 
    “Really?” I whispered, my heart soaring. I let out a noise way too close to a squeal as I hugged him to me. “Really, really?” 
 
    “Yes, you goof,” he chuckled, hugging me back. “You’re too adorable not to love completely.” 
 
    “Is it too soon to ask you to mate then?’ 
 
    He looked like he was having a hard time not laughing. “No, we can mate.”  
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    He cleared his throat and sat back on his heels, gently pulling out of me. “You have to top me for that, right? Bite my neck?” 
 
    “Yes.” I studied him as the one word hung in the air. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, sure. Let’s do that.” 
 
    Except I smelled the fear coming off of him. “Dublin, has no one ever topped you?” 
 
    “No.” Again, that word hung in the air. 
 
    I pounced after a moment, taking him down to the bed. “I’m going to rock your world so hard you won’t know what hit you, I promise, but we can seriously wait until you don’t smell of fear, Dublin. There’s no rush. You love me, and I’ve moved into your room. I’m thrilled.” 
 
    “Okay good,” he sighed, sinking into the mattress. “I didn’t think about that before, and it just hit me. I mean, it’s not a big thing, but I’ve never even thought about it. I’m curious because it’s with you, but, wow, maybe one thing at a time.” 
 
    “Yeah, one thing at a time because we have forever together,” I agreed, kissing him silly. He gave tit for tat and then screwed me silly again in the shower just because he could.  
 
    Absolutely he always could. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Find A New Series To Love… 
 
      
 
    The Coming Storm: Shifting Reality 1 
 
    Pack the Maps, Snacks, and Guns 
 
      
 
    The youngest and one of the smallest of his malamute siblings, Chicago Niska is a computer genius with a knack for getting his virtual fingers into any system he wants. While trying to finagle his way out of one tricky situation he and his family are already in by getting information their leaders want, he stumbles across something that will bring the country, if not the world, to a crashing end. 
 
      
 
    Now if they can just get what he found to the right people without getting killed in the process. 
 
      
 
    On the run across the country to the Paranormal Parliament in the hopes of helping all supernatural kind, he and his older brothers don’t have many options for refuge when every law enforcement agency is after them. There’s only one group in the area that has the power and protection they need to shake the heat… And it’s the one place where there seems to be a great deal of history between two of his brothers and the one vouching for them. 
 
      
 
    But is the price for the help they need more than they’re willing to pay? 
 
      
 
    Family always comes first to Chicago, so he makes a deal with the devil, and a few vampires on the side, to get the help they need to survive the mission ahead. And after a night of passion and a fantasy come true, Chicago has allies he never dreamed of—one even willing to risk his life, joining their mission to spark a relationship with Chicago. There’s not time for love when you’re trying to save the world though… Is there? 
 
      
 
    Things never go as planned, and instead of finding the man of his dreams, Chicago realizes he might end up with a broken heart at the end of the journey. It seems silly to worry about that though when millions of lives are at stake if they don’t get the information he found to the right people. Funny how Chicago can’t seem to focus on much else given it’s his first love and his family will probably live with Aurelo’s coven… If they’re still alive by the time they reach their leaders. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Avoiding Hell’s Gate: Hounds of Hell 1 
 
    They Just Come to Collect… It’s Nothing Personal 
 
      
 
    Stryker Magnus is born into a life no one would ever ask for, pray not to have even. But working for Hell has its perks, such as immortality, and Stryker’s far from evil. He’s really just the delivery man who hates his job. 
 
      
 
    Rafe Damas lives a lonely life, ignored by his only remaining family—his father. When Stryker and his brothers walk into his life, he’s in shock to learn the hounds of Hell are real… And they are there for him. 
 
    But when Stryker goes from trying to take his soul to Hell to protecting him, Rafe starts to fall hard for the man. How could he not for the man who rescued him and is helping him to see all that he’s missed in life? 
 
      
 
    When he realizes Stryker has a jealous temper and there’s much more going on than Rafe was told, he starts to wonder if he made the right decision to trust Stryker. Even the chance for love—no matter how difficult it may be—has to be better than ending up in Hell, right? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Love’s Deceit: Warrior Camp 1 
 
    Older Doesn’t Mean Wiser 
 
      
 
    Dimitri Anslow has been in love with Alexander since he came to the warrior camp as a twenty-four-year-old pre-transition trainee. Fifty years later, he finally has the perfect plan to be with Alexander, at least physically. 
 
      
 
    After their life changing sex, Alexander tells Dimitri that he doesn’t love or want him. Crushed, Dimitri tries everything he can to forget the man, jumping from guy to guy. As Alexander gives him mixed signals, Dimitri tries to come to terms with the fact that his mate may never be his. 
 
      
 
    Can Dimitri move on from the one that owns his heart or is there something worth fighting for? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Shifters for Sale: SeXlection 1 
 
    The Cost of Happiness Isn’t Always Money 
 
      
 
    Born a slave, Joss grew up alone, uneducated, unloved, and dreading the day he turned eighteen and began servicing those who came to the brothel. It’s a horrible life for the cat shifters who have no rights and aren’t even seen as people. The only highlight is the massive parties the brothels throw once every few months to draw in potential buyers. 
 
      
 
    Joss is about to give up the dream of finding a permanent owner—the hope of every slave. But then the mystery man in the white mask buys him, turning his world upside down. While Joss should hate that, all he wants is to make Dencil happy and solve the man’s problems. Will the cost of Joss’s help be more than he can handle? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Recapturing the Illusion: Open Ended Voyage 1 
 
    Not Available Through Your Travel Agent 
 
      
 
    After six years of never going anywhere, nor getting time to do what he wants, Jonah Mendel is taking a vacation. Needing time away from his demanding job and boss, he decides to finally lose his virginity… Fine, he isn’t a virgin but after a six year dry spell it feels like it. 
 
      
 
    What better way than a two week, exclusive, invitation only cruise where giving fantasies is their forte? 
 
      
 
    Part of Whistler Maddos’s job as first mate of the Open Ended is to ensure every guest receives what they are promised. And for Jonah that is the time of his life. But Whistler can’t help wanting Jonah as well… Good thing both desires aren’t mutually exclusive. 
 
      
 
    While making sure the ship and all the extracurricular activities aboard run smoothly, Whistler focuses on teaching Jonah all about paranormal, learning what else there is to life outside of the office, exploring his sexuality, and about Jonah himself. On what was supposed to be a vacation to remember, not everything turns out sunsets and roses. 
 
      
 
    When they not only hit rough water but never ending storms at high seas, how far will they go to be together? And will Jonah even be able to survive Whistler’s tutelage without sacrificing who he is? 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Denver: The Enchanter 1 
 
    9-1-1 Doesn’t Solve Every Problem 
 
      
 
    What daft wanker stepped in it now? That’s the first thing that goes through Dorian Devil’s mind when his phone rings, and he puts his own life on hold to fix someone else’s screw-ups. 
 
      
 
    One call, that’s all anyone ever gets from this enchanter, and Dorian neither makes exceptions nor believes in enabling people not to protect themselves. In order to repair the situation, he must erase the client’s existence from everything. Friends, family, employment… Lovers. Heaven forbid any part of their life is complicated—Dorian doesn’t do complications. 
 
      
 
    Fledgling vampire, Seth Kohler, on the run in Denver, makes his one call to Dorian, unsure of what will happen to him once he raises the paranormal 9-1-1. Turning everything over to Dorian, Seth has to trust in the powers of the Enchanter. Seth, not knowing who or what is hunting him, latches on to Dorian as his personal life support. Will Dorian be able to erase Seth’s existence from Denver or will someone keep on Seth’s trail before Dorian can safely get him to his new life? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Awaken: Crusader #1 
 
    Leave Sleeping Vampires Lie 
 
      
 
    There’s a process, strict guidelines in place for how wake him, and a bloodline specifically in charge of the task and taking charge of Kallikrates. Instead, a stranger comes for him, brings him the sustenance he needs, and intends on leading him on a new crusade. When he emerges from his resting chamber, the world he knew is in ruins. He was allowed to slumber centuries more than normal. 
 
    Why? What happened? Where was the breakdown… And what the hell is that steel beast the guide expects him to step into? It all leaves Kallikrate’s head spinning—languages he knew are unrecognizable, there are whole new continents on maps, and answers aren’t being provided. 
 
      
 
    Yet, somethings never change. Men in power want more of it and to use him as a weapon to get it, treating him rudely. Apparently, they weren’t told, or don’t fully understand, what he is. They will quickly learn their place in life or they will die by his hand and he will simply search for answers on his own… 
 
   
 
      
 
    Pawn: Colosseum University: McCready Crest 1 
 
    Leaders Pick Pawns and the Education Begins 
 
      
 
    Colosseum University—in this arena, paranormals of different species battle to climb a caste system the rest of the world doesn’t even know about.  
 
      
 
    Students are taught it’s a fight to the death to survive, humans who dare visit will probably get eaten by more than lions… And two men may enter, but only one can finish first.  
 
      
 
    Long ago, packs, covens, and the rest of a failing social system were done away with. Instead, crests were implemented, to sprinkle the species equally, while also forcing each new generation to spread their wings, and parents, who might never die, from forever controlling their children. 
 
      
 
    And for someone like Doyle McCready, who knows he’s nothing but a pawn to his parents, the only way to be free of them is to build a crest strong enough… Even if it’s full of issue-laced people like himself. It’s not like Doyle would risk what they’ve built on a whim when he’s committed to their current path. What man would do something as foolish as that for a gorgeous stranger? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Or A Different Genre… 
 
      
 
    The Turning: Dr. Kelly Murphy 1 
 
    One Bite Can Change Everything 
 
      
 
    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Accidentally Wolf: Seraphine Thomas 1 
 
    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Wounded: In My Dreams 1 
 
    Authors Dream Of Their Happiness Too 
 
      
 
    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded?
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