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Omega Healed

Zeke.

He’s a human, but the animal in me doesn’t care. I crave him, and whatever it takes I’m making him mine.

Dr. Zeke Harper is used to caring for others, but his interest in new patient Liam Parker is purely selfish and purely carnal. But now he’s falling fast, and his carnal desires are starting to feel more like fate. A human fated mate might be unheard of, but Zeke is prepared to put everything on the line for his unlikely match. 

Liam.

My days are numbered, so why do I feel like I could live forever in his arms?

After receiving a life shattering diagnosis Liam wants nothing more than to enjoy what time he has left.  Emboldened by his impending fate he asks his hot new doctor on a date, all while leaving out the details of his grim fate. The last thing he expects is to have his every notion of how the world works altered by a surprise pregnancy. With a baby in the mix will his secret bring them together or tear them apart?
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1. Liam

Doctor’s offices always gave me the creeps. It didn’t matter how nice they tried to decorate, or what fancy colors they painted the walls. They were all filled with the same aroma of sterility and death. Well okay, maybe death was melodramatic, but the stench of the sick at least. They might as well just stick to plain white everything and cut the act. No one was fooled. I wasn’t going to enjoy hearing that I had months to live any better in a room with eggshell walls and a nice bookcase.

This particular office was no different. The cream walls and bright photographs lining the waiting room just made me want to bolt. Unfortunately, interim professors had a very limited number of service providers to pick from. It was either here or student wellness on campus, so there really was no other option.

“William Parker.” The perky woman at reception called out my name and a shudder ran through my body. Visions of childhood scoldings from my parents ran through my head.

“Liam,” I muttered under my breath, not that it really mattered. 

I trudged after her and found myself in another room attempting to look inviting with seafoam green walls and an assortment of ocean photography. I sat on the table, hoping to get this over with quickly. I knew the drill, poke and prod and send me on my way. 

To be fair, it wasn’t the worst office I had seen. Nothing could top Dr. Glinda Evers down in Kentucky. She used every shade of pink imaginable, and none of them were complementary. Even her lab coat was an awful shade of bubblegum pink. Ugh. It made me sick just thinking about it.

There was a quick knock at the door, and without waiting for an answer in walked a man who made me forget all the nasty thoughts running through my head.

“Sorry to keep you waiting William, I’m Dr. Zeke Harper,” he said with a brilliant white smile. 

His sun kissed skin and golden eyes made him look almost otherworldly. Like he was a bronzed god sent to intimidate us mere mortals with his toned arms and devious smile.  Even seated I could tell that he was taller than me, something I wasn’t especially used to at six foot two.  His presence was overwhelming, and all I could think about was running my hands across his olive skin. I wanted him to hold me down and… incredible, I had to snap out of it.

 “Liam,” I managed to get out in the most graceless manner possible.

“Ah, sorry. Liam then,” he said with a smile that melted my insides. “I see that you’re in for a yearly physical?”

“Yeah, for the school,” I responded with a nod.

“Oh? Must be a new policy. I thought they just wanted vaccination records for students,” he said as he flipped through the papers I had filled out.

“I’m actually a professor for some of the summer courses,” I said, blushing red. He clearly did not see me as I saw him.

“Oh, my mistake,” he said, still smiling widely. Nothing seemed to catch him off guard. He breezed through the awkward moments like they were nonexistent. How nice it must be to have such confidence. “This shouldn’t take too long. Just a few tests and we’ll have you out of here in no time.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. He was captivating, and here I was absolutely devoid of charm. This was exactly why I never had a real boyfriend. Anytime someone I liked spoke to me I practically shut down.

He started simply, measuring my height and weight. Nothing to be embarrassed about there, although I wouldn’t mind putting on a few pounds of muscle. My last doctor had advised I cut back on the gym though, so I would have to deal with being lean for the time being. 

“All right, now I’m going to listen to your breathing,” he said, pulling the stethoscope from his neck.

He slid his instrument beneath my loose shirt, placing it against my bare chest. I shuddered involuntarily. They were always so cold. Cold and sterile, exactly what the seafoam green walls were trying to mask.

“Sorry about that,” he apologized like he could read my mind. 

“Take a couple deep breaths for me,” he said as he moved the cold instrument. “You can calm down. I won’t bite.”

My heart was racing as he listened, and conjuring up images of the hot doctor biting the crook of my neck was doing nothing to slow it down. His fingertips brushed lightly against my bare chest as he moved the instrument, sending my heart racing even harder. 

The doctor raised a brow but made no comment. This was probably a common occurrence for him. I was just one of many patients who got easily worked up when a handsome doctor was running his hands over them.

“That should be everything, unless you have anything to add. We weren’t able to get your records transferred over yet, so I haven’t been able to look at your medical history.”

“Nope, it should all be on that paper,” I lied. 

Two years ago a doctor had somberly informed me that I had an irregularity in my heart. After a full battery of tests they determined I had arrhythmogenic right ventricular cardiomyopathy. ARVC, the four worst letters I had heard in my life. I thought my life was over then and there, but here I was two years later still kicking, and fortunately not much worse for the wear.  Eventually though, I would start to deteriorate. It was inevitable and it could happen quickly.

It was a harmless lie really. No doctor in the world could fix my heart. My family had wasted so many hours and so much money trying to deny it, but it was hopeless. Better not to trouble the handsome doctor with my morbid fate. This way he could keep treating me like a person, and not a walking corpse.

“Great. You can check in with Alexa on the way out and she’ll make sure your information gets back to the university,” Dr. Harper said with one last smile before ushering me out the door.

I followed the narrow hallway back to the front desk and was greeted once again by the receptionist, Alexa.

“He’s dreamy isn’t he?” she asked with a giggle, and I mentally cursed the blush still painted across my cheeks. Was I really so transparent?

“So, If you could just sign off here I will verify your insurance information and we should be all set,” she said returning to the business at hand and pushing a clipboard towards me.

I signed the paper and absentmindedly turned the pen over in my hand as I waited for her to confirm my insurance information. This would be it then, no reason to come back. No reason to run into the handsome doctor who sent electricity down my spine with a quick brush of his fingertips. That wouldn’t do.

I pulled out my wallet and hastily scrawled an invitation to dinner across my business card before I could talk myself out of it. The information was a little out of date, but I hadn’t changed my cell in years. 

“Could you give this to the doctor?” I asked, sliding the card face down across the desk to Alexa. My skin was on fire. I was never this bold, but our brief encounter had me wanting more. Worst case, he never called and I had to find a new doctor if I came down with the flu. I could deal with that. 

“Of course,” she said with a wide grin and a sparkle in her eye that said she was absolutely going to read what I wrote as soon as I walked out the door.

Walking out of the office I was immediately assaulted by the summer heat. I squinted against the bright sun and held up a hand to find where I had parked my car.  For the first time in a while things were looking up. My dream job started next week, and with any luck I had a hot date planned.

It wasn’t until I finally walked into my mostly empty apartment that I realized I was a fool to be so hopeful. I opened my wallet to put away my insurance card and immediately my stomach dropped. There was my business card front and center. The one and only business card I had in my wallet. Meaning I had left someone else’s card for the handsome doctor. Incredible. 

He could just look up my number right? They had it on file and everything. Or would that be a violation of patient privacy? I really hoped he would violate my privacy, and maybe the rest of me while he was at it. 

I ran my hand through my hair with a sigh. Typical. From the outside looking in my bad luck would almost be comical. I thought I had the worst of it when I found out my heart was conspiring to kill me, but now I couldn’t even get laid. What a joke.


2. Zeke

Interesting.

I turned the card over in my hand, taking in the message scribbled over the name of a mechanic from Kentucky. An odd choice not to use his own card, but then I wasn’t sure teachers had much use for business cards to begin with. 

‘Coffee tomorrow? 6pm @ Long Shots’

I would have thought a professor would have better handwriting. Not that I was in a place to judge as a doctor. My bad handwriting was right up there among the best of them. Or worst of them rather. I also thought a professor would have better taste in coffee joints, but I could probably blame that on him being new to town.

“I take it you already read this?” I asked Alexa. She was like a little sister to me ever since we were kids. Which is exactly why I knew she snooped.

“Well I had to make sure it wasn’t a threat or something, right?” she asked, brushing off the invasion of privacy. Sometimes I thought she was too clever for her own good. 

“I can see why you would be concerned. He did look very threatening in his polo shirt,” I said with a shake of my head, suppressing the desire to roll my eyes.  

“You seem to remember him well,” Alexa pressed. I knew what she was getting at. She wanted to know if I was going to meet him for coffee.

“What’s my schedule like for tomorrow?” I asked with a little sigh. It was useless to try and keep something like this a secret from her, she would pry it out of me one way or another.

“You should be free after four. I can keep the rest of the day open if you’d like,” she said with a wide grin.

“Fine, keep it open.” I gave in. 

Alexa practically squealed as she nodded, “Of course.” I really needed to find someone to set her up with so she would stop meddling in my love life.  I had to admit though, I was excited for tomorrow.

It probably wouldn’t amount to much. After all he was human, and I was something more. Not many men could handle being in a relationship with a wolf shifter. Even so, I couldn’t deny the tiny spark I had felt between us. He deserved a chance at least before I wrote him off. Plus, it took some balls to ask out your doctor at an appointment. I gave him some credit for that move.

“He didn’t leave a number,” I mused more to myself than for Alexa’s sake.

“Kind of romantic don’t you think,” Alexa gave her opinion anyways.

“We’ll see. Either that or he’s not sure he’s going to show up and doesn’t want me to track him down,” I replied with a sly grin. He had no way to know it, but if I wanted to track him down it would be easy. I still remembered his scent, all nerves and stress as I examined him. It had been intoxicating.

The next day was packed with patients, and luckily the hours passed by quickly. I hardly had any time to stress over if I was making the right call dating a patient, and at a quarter to six I headed out. 

“Have fun!” Alexa called after me as I left the office with a wave. 

The coffee shop was nearby, and even leaving at the last minute I was there right on time. My heart fluttered as I pulled open the wide glass doors to the café and I couldn’t help smiling to myself. I was always confident with patients. It helped that I was one of the best at what I did and I knew it. When people came to see me they needed only one thing. To be healed. The world outside the office was a whole different ballpark. 

He caught my eye immediately, seated alone in the back corner where the sun couldn’t quite reach. He must have gotten here early. His palms were laid flat on the table and I could tell he was making an effort to gaze out the window so that our eyes wouldn’t meet when I walked in. Something about his shyness warmed my core. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to tease him or hold him and tell him everything would be all right. Probably both, but possibly not in that order.

I strode across the café and pulled out the chair opposite my date.

“Hey Liam,” I said with a casual smile as I took my seat. He looked up at me with big brown doe eyes like he could sense the predator in me. I changed my mind; I couldn’t tease the little lamb. Wrapping him in my arms was still a definite option though.

“Hey,” he choked out before clearing his throat. “I uh, didn’t know what you’d want so I haven’t ordered or anything.”

“I’ll get it,” I offered. “What do you want?”

“Cappuccino.” He blushed as he offered the solitary word. God he was adorable. Just one word was enough to make my wolf want to protect him. I had to dismiss my own instincts, there was nothing he needed protection from in a tiny little café. 

“Be right back,” I said before heading to the counter. This way he would have a couple minutes to gather himself, and hopefully we could have an actual conversation when I got back. Despite myself my heart was racing too. No one had ever had me unhinged like this before, especially not when we just met.

I placed the cappuccino on the table before him and watched as he slowly brought the ceramic mug to his mouth. He inhaled deeply before parting his lips and taking a sip of the hot foam. I wondered what those thick lips of his tasted like.

“A hot cup of coffee is heaven,” he said before taking another long sip.

“I always burn myself if I try that,” I said with a chuckle. It was nice to hear a fully formed sentence from him.

“Not me. I like everything hot,” he said grinning back at me, oblivious to his words.

Like your men? I wanted to ask. But if he blushed any harder I would have to check if he was coming down with something. 

“So you’re a professor? What do you teach?” I asked a safer question.

“Math,” he said, his eyes lighting up like a Christmas tree. “I’m only an adjunct professor for some remedial summer courses, but there might be a position opening up for fall. Even if I could get on as a researcher that would be a dream.” 

“Researching math?” I asked skeptically.  I thought that had mostly been sorted by the ancient Greeks.

He laughed and I enjoyed the inviting cadence of his voice. It was like we had shared some intimate secret instead of mundane pleasantries. He had the best dimples when he smiled, and I wanted nothing more than to run kisses along those deep creases.

“Yes, researching math. I know it seems odd but it’s actually a huge field,” He said, so much more animated now that he was coming out of his shell. 

“So do you prefer the research to teaching?” I asked, running my fingers along the warm rim of my coffee cup. Still too hot to drink.

“Not at all,” he said emphatically, “I love teaching. Especially math. So many people feel like it’s impossible, or useless in real life.  It’s like a sort of logic game trying to find that explanation that clicks for each particular student.”

I laughed at his explanation. “So it’s not really about helping people then?”

“Not particularly,” he admitted with a smile and the shake of his head, “but it sounds really bad when you put it like that.”

“I think it’s nice. You enjoy a challenge, and the students get a better education for it,” I said with an approving nod.

“I’m going to steal that line for next time,” he said taking another sip of his coffee. 

“So are you from around here?” he asked as he set down his mug. Half full. Probably still too soon to invite him back to my place. Why was every movement he made drawing me to him?

“Yeah, born and raised. Most of my family lives around here too,” I said, conveniently leaving out that by family I meant my pack of wolf shifters. That was a bit much to explain on a first date. My parents passed when I was young, but the pack had taken me in and kept me safe. I could never repay them for what they had done for me, and because they were my family they never expected it.

“You must be close then,” he said with a touch of sadness to his voice.

“We are. I’m lucky. How about your family?” I asked in return, trying to turn the subject before I revealed too much.

“They’re back in Connecticut. We aren’t all that close,” he said, leaning back in his chair as though he wanted to put physical distance between himself and even the mention of his family. I immediately regretted asking. The last thing I wanted to do was put more distance between us. 

His scent was overwhelming me, and all I wanted to do was pull him across the table and taste that cappuccino on his tongue. 

“So where are you staying?” I asked instead.

“I’ve got an apartment on the other side of town, but so far all that’s in it is a couch and my computer. I really need to get some more furniture.”

“You should let me help. I’ve got an eye for decorating,” I offered, searching for another opportunity to spend time with Liam. 

“Did you decorate your office?” he asked, the skepticism in his voice not nearly as veiled as he thought it was. Maybe Bambi had some bite after all.

“No,” I said with a laugh, “That was Tom. He insisted on hanging his photographs in every room.”

“Who’s Tom?” Liam asked innocently, finishing off his drink.

“He’s my cousin,” I said, adding another lie to the pile. Telling him that he was part of my pack wasn’t an option. I would tell every white lie I had to not to scare this one away. Something about him had me captivated, and I would do anything to keep him close.

“I don’t know, I kind of have particular tastes,” he said, trailing off.

“You could some see my place,” I offered a little too eagerly, “then you’d know if we mesh.”

“Sure, I’m free whenever. Classes don’t start until next week,” he smiled at me.

“How about now?” I asked, not willing to wait a second longer than I had to. 


3. Liam

I followed Zeke into his top floor apartment, and immediately had to agree, his taste was fantastic. Everything was sleek and open. My eyes were immediately drawn to the shiny chrome kitchen with dark marble counters and perfect accents of color. The mix of blacks, whites, and metallic were a stark contrast to the beige and seafoam offices where he spent his days. 

“I don’t think it’s going to work. I would need a million dollars to make my apartment look like this,” I said as I took in the details. It certainly wasn’t something I could imitate on a teacher’s salary at the very least.

“I told you I didn’t have anything to do with the office,” Zeke said in mock defense as he hung up his light jacket and made his way to the kitchen.

“Wine?” he offered, pulling the bottle from the lattice under the counter.

“Yes please,” I replied as I hung my own jacket alongside his. 

He was a doctor so I had assumed he wasn’t hurting for money, but this was on a whole different level. Large windows looked over the lake and the forest beyond that. The view alone was worth a fortune even before you accounted for the lavish furnishings. It reminded me of where I grew up, well it would if my parents traded the colonial for modern. The price tag was familiar though, and it made me a bit uncomfortable. I knew better than most that money can’t buy happiness.

“It’s a great view, isn’t it?” Zeke asked, handing me my glass of wine and taking a sip of his own. He seemed to prefer wine to coffee. I don’t think he had more than a sip of his Americano.

“Gorgeous,” I agreed. “I haven’t seen this many stars since I spent the summers on my grandparent's farm.”

“You like the outdoors then? Camping?” Zeke asked.

“Not so much,” I admitted. “I’m more of an admire from afar sort of a guy when it comes to the wilderness. It was mostly to get me out of the way so my parents could summer in Europe without me.”

“Not me, I love to be out in the forest. It just has an entirely different feel. Like the pace of life is altered when you’re surrounded by nature,” Zeke said. I never would have pegged him for a nature lover. Although if he was out hiking all the time that would explain his toned body and sun kissed skin.

“Maybe I just haven’t given it enough of a chance,” I said with a shrug.

I took a gulp of my wine, trying to calm my racing heart. Zeke was standing mere inches from me, and goosebumps trailed up and down my arms where I could practically feel the energy between us. I shivered at the intensity.

“Are you cold?” Zeke asked, his golden eyes staring into mine, and I froze under his gaze.

“No,” I replied meekly. I wanted him so badly, but I was completely captivated by his stare.  Unable to make the first move even with the wine pumping through my veins. 

“Let me warm you up,” he said, snaking his arm around me and drawing me close. I set my glass next to his on the end table and let his arms envelop me entirely. His palms pressed hard against my back as he brought me flush against him. He took my lips in his and I shut my eyes, letting only the sensation of his kiss fill my world. 

The sparks between us ignited. He clawed at my shirt, and after brief fumbling peeled it from my body. His fingertips felt so good against my hot skin. None of the chill remained as he dug his fingers into my back, claiming me as he kissed down my throat possessively.  He never stopped his attentions as he looped his fingers through my pants and pulled them to the floor in one motion, letting my stiff cock spring out before me.

I leaned against him as he nipped at my neck, promising to mark me as his. I didn’t care if I had to teach in turtlenecks all summer, this was worth it. His hard erection bobbed against mine through his shorts as he pressed in close, his fully clothed form rubbing against my nakedness. 

He pinned me against the huge glass window and I moaned as the cold glass met my flesh. My cock was soon in his grip and pure animal desire welled up within me. He nibbled at my skin as he pumped, bringing me so close to the edge. Just when I thought I would spill he stopped, bringing his hand up to tangle in my hair.

I pawed at his clothing as he continued to ravage my body with his lips and teeth, until finally I had him on equal ground, naked before me. He was even more impressive like this. Every inch of his muscled body was perfection. I wouldn’t have thought a doctor had the time to devote himself to the gym, but I wasn’t going to argue with the results of whatever he was doing. 

I wanted to slide to my knees before him and wrap my lips around him, but I was still pinned hard against the window. I wasn’t going to move unless he permitted it. 

“Turn around,” he ordered, his deep voice gone husky with lust. I gladly obeyed, letting my donkey press against his thick erection.  He teased at my hole, running his head against the opening. I pressed back, inviting him inside.

With a quick dab of spit he slid inside me easily.  I groaned out his name as he plunged inside me, filling my need with his hard heat and hitting just the right spots. Stroke after stroke he filled me and I was throbbing for more. He wrapped his arms around me and took my stiff length in his hand, working it up and down as he continued to move inside me. 

A chill caught my naked skin and I shuddered in pleasure. Every move Zeke made brought my pleasure closer to its peak. I ground back against him, urging him to continue, and his groans told me he was as close to the edge as me. With one final push he spilled inside me, filling me with his warmth. Even as he came his hand never stopped. All the sensations combined were too much for me. I gave in and erupted as well, leaving a sticky mess on my lover’s hand. 

I leaned back against him, and he placed a chaste kiss on the crook of my neck. 

“Shower?” he asked.

“Yeah,” was all I could get out, still letting the warm afterglow flood my body.

I followed him into the bathroom where the shower was already pouring. Steam rose from the water, filling the bathroom with its misty heat and clouding the large mirror that took up almost an entire wall. That could be fun. Maybe next time. I stepped in and let the heat sink into my pores. I rolled my neck, letting the pressure of the water lightly massage my shoulders. 

Zeke ran his deft hands down my back, lathering me up with soap. These fingers had performed miracles, but now they were all mine. He couldn’t heal my heart, but in that moment he was everything I needed.

I didn’t want to admit to myself how scared I had been till now. How hard walking away from my family to start my own life had been, especially knowing that my time was limited. Being with Zeke brought everything to the forefront as he provided the human connection I had been missing for so long.

I pulled him closer, pressing my wet skin against his, and was treated to another of those amazing smiles. It was almost funny. I had been so convinced for so long that a doctor couldn’t fix me, and here one was doing just that.

We dried off and fell into bed together, still intertwined. The bliss of the evening warmed me as I drifted to sleep. I was going to let myself enjoy this. However long it lasted.

 


4. Zeke

I woke with a groan and stretched out my arms. Oh. For a moment I had forgotten I wasn’t alone. I wrapped my arms possessively around my mate and pulled him close against my chest so that I could feel him breathing against me. He smelled like my body wash. He smelled like mine. I brushed my lips against Liam’s ear gently.

“Good morning,” I whispered with a grin.

To my amusement he pulled away from me dramatically. “That tickles,” he mumbled, rolling free of my grip. He clearly wasn’t a morning person. I leaned over and kissed his cheek before hopping out of bed.  I couldn’t stand sleeping the morning away, but I was happy to let Liam indulge. He looked so peaceful as he drifted back to his dreams.

I pulled a light jacket over my head and stuffed my phone in my shorts pocket. Nothing quite cleared my head like a good run and I had plenty to think over. The air was already tinged with the heat of the day when I stepped outside. It was going to be another record setter.

I took off around the lake, heading down my favorite path from the docks to the forest and back around. I let my mind wander as the fresh scent of summer filled my lungs, and the deep beat of my music drummed in my ears.  It had been a long time since I felt so light and carefree. 

Scenes from the night before flooded my mind. The flurry of hands and flesh pressed against each other. The rush of heat rising between us. It was more than just that though. I felt just as strongly when I looked into his eyes across the table at the café as I did with him pinned up against my window. Whatever spark there was between us I wanted to find a way to make it last. That meant telling him about my wolf side though, and I wasn’t sure a logical math professor was going to be thrilled to date a shapeshifter. Maybe I would have to let that side of me remain secret for at least a few dates. 

He probably wouldn’t believe me. Not at first. I had to smile at my mind's image of his shocked expression when he found out. Luckily it was easy enough to prove. Well, assuming he gave me a chance to show him it was. A hint of nerves bubbled up in my gut, but I shoved them back down. I was getting ahead of myself. For now all I needed to focus on was getting to know him better. There was no need to rush.

The sun was fully up now, and beads of sweat were trickling down my chest. I had gotten lost in thought and pushed harder than usual.  I looped back, ready for a shower.

I opened the door to my apartment and immediately caught the scent of breakfast in the air. 

“You cooked?” I said with surprise as I peeled away the jacket from my sweaty skin. A rush of cool air shivered down my spine. The air conditioner had been a wise investment.

“Yeah, hope you don’t mind. Your kitchen was hard to resist,” Liam said with a shy grin. 

“Just my kitchen? “ I teased as I leaned up against the counter, enjoying the sight of Liam making himself at home. Something about him in the kitchen in nothing but his boxers made my heart beat faster. “Glad someone gets to use it though.  I never do with my hours.”

“Me too actually. Dinners are usually takeout in my office or pizza in the lab. But I do make a mean omelet,” he said with a grin, shoving a plate of eggs across the counter to me.

“These are scrambled though,” I pointed out bluntly.

“I might have gotten a little ambitious with my flipping,” he said with a bashful grin.

“Thanks,” I chuckled, digging my fork into the eggs.

“Look, I won’t be offended if you want me to leave. I just wanted to repay you a little for a great night,” he said. His words were casual but I wondered if he really meant them. The last thing I wanted was for him to leave. I was sure he had to sense the heat between us just the same as I did.

“No. Stay,” I blurted out. Real smooth. “We could do something. Furnish your apartment or spend the day on the lake. I haven’t taken the boat out yet this summer, it will be fun.” 

“You have a boat?” he asked.

“I’m a doctor. A boat and a golf club membership are practically part of the Hippocratic Oath.” I walked around the counter and pulled him close to me. “It would be nice to spend the day together.” 

“Yeah, it would,” Liam agreed, averting his gaze to the wall behind me as he flushed red. I took his chin in my hand so that our eyes could meet. He was adorable when he was shy, but I wanted to know that he wasn’t just trying to please me. He stared back at me, letting the silence fill the room.

I pulled him forward, letting my warm lips taste his. He pushed back for more, greedily devouring my mouth. When we parted I found a new intensity in his eyes, a longing that I couldn’t deny. 

“Let’s go then,” I decided. Human or not, this man was going to be mine. I could taste our destiny on his lips.

 


5. Liam

My heart was racing about a mile a minute and it had nothing to do with my condition. Every time Zeke’s hand casually brushed against mine I felt my cheeks grow hot as I fumbled around like a school boy with a crush. 

“Over here,” he said as he pulled my hand in his, dragging me down the dock towards his boat. To my relief it wasn’t as fancy as I expected. I had grown up surrounded by people flaunting their wealth with their yachts and their handbags. It was the last thing I wanted in a date.

“I like it,” I said taking in the modest sailboat.

“Hope you weren’t expecting something grander. I restored it myself,” Zeke said, placing a hand on the old sailboat and absolutely glowing with pride. Was there anything he couldn’t do with his hands?

“By yourself?” I asked, thoroughly impressed. 

“Well mostly. It’s important not to overestimate your abilities when your project can sink to the bottom of a lake,” he said with a laugh.

“Smart,” I joined in his laughter, it was infectious. I couldn’t remember the last time I was so carefree. Just being near Zeke made me feel like my worries were far away. 

“Hop on.” Zeke extended his hand to me, and effortlessly pulled me onto the boat. “Want the tour before we head out?”

“Of course,” I agreed. I was curious to see what he had done with the interior. After his apartment I was sure it would impress.

I followed him down the narrow stairs to the cabin. Like his apartment it was a wide open space, but the feel was entirely different. There was a small kitchenette in one corner and a futon in the other. If his apartment felt like a luxury hotel then this was more a college dorm. 

“You decorated this too?” I asked with a wide grin. 

“Guilty,” he admitted. “It suits the boat though, don’t you think? Not everything needs to be modern.”

“Or finished?” I teased.

“It’s getting there,” he protested. “Besides, you don’t even have a bed. I don’t think you can judge,” he teased right back, wrapping his arms around me and rocking gently with the sway of the boat.

“Ouch,” I said with mock hurt, all the while falling deeper into his arms. How odd to feel so comfortable after a mere day together. This was probably just the eagerness of something new, but I wanted to believe it was more. At the same time I hoped it wasn’t. I couldn’t go falling in love when my heart had an expiration date. Our relationship would have to end with the summer, but that was all the more reason to cherish it while I could.

He pressed his warm lips against my forehead and all thoughts of my morbid fate floated away. With him it was easy to live in the moment. With a light sigh I leaned my head against his shoulder, letting his body support mine.

“What do you say we actually take this thing out?” he whispered against my skin.

“I suppose” I relented, pulling away from my lover. Something about him was irresistible, and I would have been just as happy to spend the day cuddled up together on his sad futon in the corner. 

We reemerged into the sunlight and Zeke walked from bow to stern, making sure that everything was set for us to head out.

“So you usually sail this all by yourself?” I asked as he made the last of his inspections.

“Sometimes. I have all the rigging for furling and reefing ran to the wheel so it’s pretty manageable,” He said with a shrug.

“Sounds like a dream. My parents wouldn’t even let me touch the boat growing up,” I said with a shake of my head. 

“Parents can be like that. I’ve heard there’s some great sailing in Connecticut though.”

“Oh, the boat was usually docked by our Florida house. Mom thought the water in the harbor back home was too choppy,” I said with a laugh.

“Ah, one of those kids.” Zeke said with a knowing smile. I tried not to let it get under my skin when people judged me for my family's wealth. After all, the past was in the past, but with Zeke it stung deeper.

“Yeah, but not anymore,” I said, hoping that he would agree. That wasn’t how I wanted to be perceived. I had played the game for years, but I walked away from all of that.

“I’m just teasing. You obviously didn’t go into academics for the wealth and extravagance. It takes guts to leave all that behind and follow your passion,” H=he said warmly.

“Thanks,” I muttered meekly, unsure of what to say. I wasn’t used to taking compliments.  “Are we ready to go then?” I asked, eager to talk about something other than myself.

“All set,” he said. He cast off the dock lines and we slowly drifted towards the open lake. We weren’t the only ones on the water. It was a beautiful day and the shimmer off the lake was utterly inviting. There were a multitude of boats drifting along just like us, but somehow I felt like we were in our own little world.

The main sail caught the wind and before I knew it the scenery was passing us by, and the wind was brushing though my hair. I closed my eyes and let the scent of the water fill my lungs. Maybe I could get used to spending more time outdoors. Especially if it meant spending more time with Zeke.

Zeke adjusted the sails and we slowed to a crawl, bobbing and swaying on the water. He sat beside me and let out a contented sigh.

“You know, you’re the first person I’ve brought out here other than family,” Zeke said, leaning back and letting the sun warm his bronzed skin. It was a true act of restraint not to reach out and run my fingers along the perfect lines of his body.

“I’m truly honored,” I said playfully.

“We should come out for sunset next time. It’s beautiful out here,” Zeke said.

“We could bring some wine. Maybe a picnic,” I suggested.

“How about next weekend?” 

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I said, grinning like an idiot.

 


6. Zeke

My weekend with Liam was like a fairy tale. Being around him was intoxicating and I lost track of everything when I gazed into his eyes. Before I knew it our brief time together had passed and the real world was intruding once more. I trudged into the office, filled with an unusual sense of dread for the coming day. I had always loved my work, but now it felt more like an impediment keeping me from Liam.  

“Good morning,” Alexa greeted me with a chipper smile as I walked through the door. She had probably been waiting all weekend to see how my date with Liam turned out. I was lucky she hadn’t bombarded me with texts that night. I would have to remember that next time she was driving me mad. 

“It went really well,” I said answering her unasked question. No point in dancing around it. If things kept going this well he would have to meet the pack eventually. Alexa would probably be a good first choice. 

“Really?” she asked, unable to hide her eagerness. “So tell me everything then.”

“Well we had coffee, and then we went sailing yesterday,” I said, outlining the broad strokes of our weekend together.

“So he spent the night then?” she asked with a sly grin. 

“I’m starting to think you’d do better in a detective’s office than a doctor’s office,” I said, not denying she was right.

“So is he the one then? Your fated mate?” Alexa asked with wide eyes. Visions of our wedding were already dancing through her mind. Alexa loved nothing more than planning a party. 

“He’s a human, I don’t think it works that way,” I said as casually as I could muster. We wolves believed that each of us had a soul mate, our fated mate. It was supposed to be a connection unlike any other. I had seen it with my own eyes with Rex and Lucas, but that couldn’t be Liam and I as much as I wanted it.

“Why not?” Alexa asked, but I had no real answer to give.

“Alexa, I’ve never heard of someone being fated with a human,” I said plainly.

“So? It’s not like we know every shifter ever to walk the forest. And besides, I can see it all over your face. You want me to be right.”

I did. I desperately wanted Liam to be my mate, but that meant I would have to come clean. Tell him what I was and hope that he could accept it. There was a reason that shifters didn’t reveal ourselves to humans. They had a great way of making everything different from them into a monster. 

“Maybe,” I admitted. 

“Well you can brood over it later, your eight thirty is waiting for you,” Alexa said.

“I don’t brood,” I said with a smile. “You must be confusing me with our fearless leader.”

“Whatever you say,” Alexa said, brushing me off.

I was more distracted than I thought to leave a patient waiting. I tried to push all thoughts of Liam from my mind. The patients had to come first right now.

“Lucas,” I said with more surprise than I should have as I walked through the door. That’s what I got for not reading the chart.

“Zeke, it’s good to see you,” Lucas greeted me with a smile and a protective hand on his stomach. It felt like their wedding had just been yesterday, and now baby two was already on the way. I guess Rex had made increasing our pack his personal mission.

“You too. I’m surprised Rex didn’t come,” I said as I took my seat opposite my Alpha’s mate.

“He tried to. I had to convince him that it was more important to the family that he keep his job than be here for a routine appointment,” Lucas said, shaking his head. Even apart I could tell how much they cared for each other.

“So when you and Rex met, did you know right away that he was your mate?” I asked, probably too directly, but Alexa’s comments were still gnawing at my brain.

“Pretty much. It was like everything else just kind of faded away and all I wanted was to be together,” Lucas said his eyes growing misty as he spoke. “Sorry, my pregnancy brain is making me all mushy,” he laughed as he wiped at his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“Just curious,” I said. “Now let’s check on the little bean.”

“So are you graduating next semester?” I asked.

“After the summer actually. Just a couple general classes left and I’m free,” he said with a grin. I knew how hard he had been working to make enough time for school and family. Even with only an established career to contend with I didn’t know how I would fit in a baby.

“Well congrats. I know you’ve worked hard for it,” I said as I flipped on the ultrasound machine and set to work.

“She looks healthy, strong heartbeat, all her fingers and toes,” I said pointing at the monitor.

“She?” Lucas asked.

Oh shoot. How could I forget they were waiting?

“Or he,” I tried to recover, but it was too late.

“A little girl,” Lucas said, enamored with the monitor. “Rex is going to be pissed you know,” he warned, still grinning like a love-struck fool.

“Yeah, I know.” I said with a heavy sigh. One more thing to deal with. 

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, but I was still cursing my big mouth as I walked through my front door.  Suddenly, all my work thoughts were stopped in their tracks by the sweet aroma of Chinese food wafting in the air.

“I hope you don’t mind. Alexa gave me your spare key,” Liam greeted me with a hesitant smile.

“Did you make all this?” I asked.

“No, I make eggs remember,” he said, handing me a glass of my own wine. I liked how easily he made himself at home. “I just picked this up and put it on some real plates.” 

“This is exactly what I needed tonight,” I said, taking my seat at the counter. I had a real dining set, but I couldn’t remember if it had ever actually been used.

“Good, but I have to admit I had an ulterior motive,” Liam said as he sat beside me.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“I was hoping you could distract me from thinking about my class tomorrow,” he said.

“You aren’t excited?” I asked with surprise. After our coffee date it had seemed like he was so eager for his new job.

“I am, it’s just been a while since I taught an actual lecture. I spent most of last semester holed up in the lab,” he said with a sheepish laugh.

“You’ll do great,” I said, running my fingers down his jaw. “And I would be happy to distract you.”

I devoured his lips, much tastier than the Chinese food that lay forgotten before me. He pushed back against me, his teeth scraping against my soft bottom lip. I pulled at his shirt and tugged it over his head, tossing it to the floor.

Stumbling steps carried us down the hall as we left a trail of discarded clothing in our wake. 

We crashed against the bedroom door, a flurry of heat and passion. I pawed at the handle, never letting my lips part from his, until it finally burst open admitting us to the bedroom. I flipped the light switch and plunged us into the darkness together.

 


7. Liam 

My phone boomed that dreaded cheerful tune in my ear that always made me wince awake. Ugh, already? I hit snooze and snuggled up to Zeke's still sleeping form. He was a heavy sleeper. Another few minutes, and another alarm.

"You should get up," Zeke groaned beside me.

"It's still dark," I countered weakly, pulling the comforter over my head. Zeke wrapped his arms around me and muttered in my ear.

"Go teach some kids how to multiply," he said, and I could practically hear the smirk.

"Fine, fine," I groaned as I began to drag myself from the bed only to be pulled back by Zeke’s fingers wrapped tight around my wrist. I leaned in and pressed my lips against his. He gently rubbed his thumb across my wrist and released my arm with a smile. I could get used to waking up like this.

I pulled on last night’s clothes. Not exactly what I had planned on wearing for my first day, but another night with Zeke was worth sacrificing my first impression. No one expected a math professor to be all that put together anyway.

Zeke had fallen back to sleep and was lightly snoring as I closed the bedroom door behind me. I tried not to be overly jealous.

The low hum from the crowd of students filled the auditorium. I hadn’t realized just how big a class of seventy students would be. My stomach turned as I took in all of their distracted faces. It had been a few months since I taught a class, but I didn’t expect to be this nervous. 

 The clock ticked over to seven and I cleared my throat. The buzz of chatter began to soften. 

“Welcome to Math 112, Intermediate Algebra for non-science majors,” I began, my stomach still churning.  

It wasn’t a challenging lecture, but I couldn’t quiet my nerves until the very end of class when the students were casually filing out of the room. I’d have to take some stomach medicine before my afternoon class. It was probably nothing, but after the medical problems I’d had in the last few years anything out of the ordinary rattled me a little.

My phone chirped in my pocket and with a swipe of my finger all the knots in my stomach loosened.

You did amazing. -Z

I couldn’t contain the small smile that spread across my lips. First at how sweet he was, and second at how he actually signed his text messages. 

“Am I interrupting, professor?” asked the bright eyed blonde standing before me. In my daze I hadn’t even noticed one of my new students approach me.

“Oh sorry, not at all. Did you have a question?” I asked, setting my phone to the side.

 “It’s about the finals schedule. I have surgery scheduled for that week and the doctor thinks I’ll be off my feet for at least a couple weeks. Is there any way I could do the test beforehand?”

I couldn’t imagine he was going to have much success if he was already trying to bend the schedule to his needs. Still, I of all people knew how much of a toll medical issues could take. 

“Here, I have a note,” he said, thrusting the paper towards me. 

The scrawling was almost illegible, typical for a doctor, but the signature caught my eye.

“Zeke?” I blurted out without thinking. 

“Oh, you know Zeke?” Lucas asked, his demeanor growing relaxed almost instantly. Why relaxed? And was Zeke really going to be operating on him? I didn’t think that usually fell under the purview of a small clinic doctor. I thought the only surgery family doctors usually performed was delivering babies, and that obviously wasn’t the case.

“Yeah, I do. I’ll have to speak with the dean, but I don’t imagine it should be a problem,” I said as I tucked the note in with my papers.

Well, it was no problem other than the extra test I was going to have to create just for him. I was sympathetic though. If I had been trying to graduate during my tour of doctors there’s no way my professors would have made an exception for me.

“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” he said.

“I’ll see you in class tomorrow –“ I trailed off. What was his name? I should have read that note more carefully.

“Lucas. See you tomorrow,” he said before turning to leave.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more here than it seemed. I would have to ask Zeke about it later, but for the time being I needed to focus on prepping for my next class. And hunting down some stomach medicine.


8. Zeke

It was a strange feeling to be so preoccupied with someone else. I went through my days half in a daze and half thinking through every little story I wanted to tell Liam about my day. Before I knew it a whole week had elapsed, and we were quickly falling into a routine. We parted each morning with a kiss, talked through the mundane details of our day over dinner, and fell into bed in each other’s arms. Liam’s apartment was still bare, and I found myself wondering why he even needed it in the first place.

I was mindlessly filling out paperwork when a woman’s scream in the waiting room perked me back to full attention. I rushed down the hallway, and could barely believe what I was seeing.  My worst nightmare was laid out before my eyes. Liam was lying limp and lifeless on the floor, his limbs jutting out at awkward angles.

“What happened?” I asked, my voice hoarse and harsh. I took a deep breath. I had to remain calm and assess the situation. Liam needed me to keep my cool.

“He stood up and he just collapsed,” the older woman hunched beside him said in a shaky voice.

“Help me bring him back,” Alan said at my side. I hadn’t even seen him arrive, but I was relieved to see him. We had worked together for years, and I had a deep respect for his abilities. 

We carried Liam between us to the examination room and laid him flat on the table. My heart was racing, but it had nothing to do with the physical exertion.

“You have to let me handle this Zeke,” Alan said calmly.

“No,” I said loudly. I wouldn’t even hear it. It was my job to protect Liam. The primal need to care for him was pushing the last drops of common sense from my brain as the wolf inside me raged, refusing to leave his side for even a moment.

“Zeke, you can’t treat someone you’re in a relationship with,” Alan said calmly.

He was right. I knew it, but I wouldn’t listen.

“I’m not leaving,” I protested through gritted teeth.

“Fine,” Alan relented. 

We were wasting time. I rolled Liam on his side while Alan monitored his breathing. Every second that he was unconscious the situation grew worse. We had to wake him and we had to do it fast.

“His breathing is normal, he should have come to by now. Does he have any underlying conditions?” 

“No, nothing,” I shook my head.  A dark, helpless feeling began to creep over me as I realized I had no idea what was wrong.

It was like a miracle when his eyes finally opened. He glanced around the room, his eyes moving from Alan to myself, and it took everything not to kiss him right then. I had never been more relieved.

“What happened?” Liam asked, still pale.

“You passed out in the waiting room,” I said, stroking his hair gently in a moment of impulse. It was unprofessional, but I needed him to know how I felt.

“Zeke, I need to speak with Dr. Rodgers alone.” His words were cold, and his eyes refused to meet mine.

“Okay,” I said, trying to keep the defeat in my heart out of my voice. I wanted to argue but it wasn’t my place. We had known each other all of a week, and yet my heart sank. I wanted him to trust me. To need me. Instead, I let myself out of the room without another word.

Alexa was waiting in the hallway, but I just brushed past. I didn’t need her running commentary. I didn’t need anything but to know what Liam was keeping from me. 


9. Liam

“Do you have any idea why you fainted?” the doctor asked me, his eyebrows knit together as if he were trying to understand some puzzle. It was probably quite the mystery.  A healthy twenty-eight year old in decent shape with no medical history to speak of suddenly collapsing. Only there was a history. I had just hidden it well.

“I have ARVC.” I said, keeping my eyes on the ground. Doctors generally didn’t appreciate being lied to.

“That’s a serious condition. Does Zeke know?” he asked.

“No,” I answered. 

“I see. Well, as I’m sure you know it’s important that your condition is monitored. You should have made us aware at your first appointment.” He said, maintaining a careful even tone that reminded me of my mother. It was worse than being yelled at.

“You’re not going to tell him, right?” I asked. All I needed to know was that I could hang on to Zeke, if only for a little longer. I knew I couldn’t expect more than the summer, but that was short enough. I couldn’t lose him already.

“No. I won’t disclose your medical information. Now I need to run a few tests to make sure that you’re okay to leave today. Otherwise we’ll need to send you over to Twin Hope Medical and have you admitted,” he said. 

“Fine,” I agreed. My stomach was doing flips as a million things ran through my mind. Had my heart gotten worse so quickly? The last doctor said I should have a couple good years before the deterioration accelerated. And Zeke. I’m sure he was pissed at getting kicked out like that. He had to assume I didn't trust him. Or worse, he figured out I’d been lying to him. Only a lie of omission, but I doubted that would lessen the sting of betrayal.

The doctor quickly drew a small vial of blood. This was the easy stuff. I was a pro at being poked and prodded.

“For what it’s worth, I think you should tell him. You’re just going to drive a wedge between you if you keep it a secret,” Dr. Rodgers said before leaving to take my sample to the lab.

Now came the real reason I hated doctors’ offices. It wasn’t the smell or the décor, it was the waiting. Waiting to see just how bad my life was going to get, because it was never good news.

Dr. Rodgers returned and his face was unreadable. The careful look of a doctor who knew his words would change their patient’s life forever. Incredible. I had seen this before. I was right and something had gotten even worse with my heart. They were going to admit me to the hospital and then my short summer of freedom would be over. No more teaching. No more Zeke. I had been a fool to think I would have a few years of normalcy. Nothing was ever easy.

 Every worst case scenario played through my mind as I scoured the doctor’s face. Was I going to need a transplant, or was it too late? Was I one little arrhythmia from never waking up. I tried to steel my nerves, but my stomach wouldn’t cooperate. I noted the small waste bin in the corner, but hoped I wouldn’t need to use it.

“Liam,” he began in that somber doctor voice that always filled me with dread. “You’re pregnant,” he said the words very carefully.

I laughed. What else could I do but laugh? This was some kind of sick joke. Tell me something so absurd and impossible that it made what was really wrong seem better by comparison. I had to give it to him, this was a new one.

“I know this news is unexpected,” he said.

“Unexpected?” I interrupted, unable to contain myself. “Men don’t get pregnant. That’s impossible.”

“Not exactly. I really think Zeke should be here for this if you don’t mind,” the doctor said.

“Fine, bring him in,” I said with a wave of my hand. 

It took only a moment to call in Zeke from where he was waiting in the hall. He shifted his weight nervously as he stood beside me. Clearly this was a surprise to him as well. 

 “Zeke, your esteemed colleague here seems to think that men can have babies,” I said with a laugh.  I knew I shouldn’t make light of Dr. Rodger’s apparent descent into madness, but it was such a relief not to get more bad news about my heart.

“You’re pregnant?” Zeke asked, looking from me to Dr. Rodgers. All the mirth left me, forming a mass of confusion in its place. He was taking this seriously.

“That’s not possible,” I said matter of factly, my eyebrows furrowed as I stared him down. I was starting to wonder if I was the only sane one in the room.

“It is possible,” Zeke said taking my hands in his.  “Liam, the truth is I’m not entirely human. I have another form.” 

“Is this some kind of revenge?” I asked with a sneer as I pulled my hands away sharply. “He told you the truth and now you’re trying to get back at me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about Liam. Look, I can show you,” he pleaded with me.

Zeke stepped back, leaving a good few feet between us. The air was charged with tension but I never could have imagined what was about to take place. 

Zeke began by stripping down, peeling off every layer until he was stark naked before me and Dr. Rodgers. I wanted to interrupt and ask what he was up to, but the energy in the room kept me rooted in place. Zeke closed his eyes, and with a few deep breaths his form began to change. Thick hair sprouted from his golden skin in messy tufts until a dense white undercoat enveloped his entire body. The light fur was quickly covered by a second coat of sleek gray. His face grew long and a snout replaced his strong jaw. His ears morphed and settled as two alert triangles atop his head, moving at the slightest of sounds. He was on all fours now and it was impossible to deny what he had become.

His eyes opened, still golden and staring straight at me. It was still him, I could see it there. My boyfriend was a wolf, and it was more than I could take.

All the blood drained from my body and the world went fuzzy around me. I stumbled forward. A wolf? This had to be some kind of nightmare. I tried to stay calm, but everything was going dark. The corners of my vision went fuzzy and soon the whole world delved into darkness.

I woke in Zeke’s arms like no time had passed, still in that exam room. I had to admit it wasn’t a dream. 

“Are you all right?” Zeke asked, brushing his fingertips across my cheek.

“Not really. How could I be all right?” I lashed out. Zeke’s face was as white as a sheet and regret instantly bit at my conscience. I couldn’t help it. I wanted to be understanding, but he wasn’t the one who had just had his life fundamentally altered. 

“We can figure this out Liam, you just need some time to process everything.” His eyes were searching mine for some glimmer of hope. I had none to give him.

“My heart can’t handle a baby Zeke,” I said as I sat up, taking his hands in mine in a futile effort to calm my shaking nerves. I traced the back of his hands with my thumbs, trying to memorize every line and curve. I might never hold his strong hands in mine again after this.

“Liam, you’re not alone. We can get through it together. I know it seems impossible to you now, but we can get through it,” Zeke reassured me, unable to hide the pained expression in his eyes. He misunderstood.

Once the words came out of my mouth I couldn’t unsay them. He was going to be hurt that I had kept something so monumental from him. That I had planned on hiding it till the bitter end. I didn’t know if we could survive this, but he had the right to know exactly why this was impossible.

“No I mean literally,” I said more forcefully than intended. Zeke didn’t draw back at all, but the sliver of hope on his face started to fade. My stomach turned at the thought of crushing his dreams of a white picket fence and a pudgy little toddler following in our footsteps. That could never happen for me, even if I accepted the possibility of a man having a baby. 

“Two years ago I was diagnosed with ARVC. I wasted a year of my life getting poked and prodded by doctors across the country. I didn’t want that this time, so I kept it a secret.”

“You should have told me,” Zeke said, pulling away from me and dropping his head. It would have been easier if he was angry. I couldn’t stand this. He was crushed, and I was the instrument of destruction.

“It wasn’t supposed to be serious!” I cried out, unwanted tears burning at the corners of my eyes. He was hurting, and I shouldn’t have lashed out, but the words hung in the air all the same. We both knew it. We had a few great dates and an amazing couple nights together, but that was all. It wasn’t a life or a future.

“You’re wrong,” Zeke said, his voice low and powerful. I stared at the floor, unable to bring myself to look him in the eye. Even now I was such a coward.

“I always took this seriously,” he said, his powerful voice reduced to a hushed rasp. My heart ached that I was causing his distress, but there was nothing I could do. If my heart condition was curable I would have done it from the start. I couldn’t make this right. No one could.

 “And your heart can handle it. Our pregnancies tend to be short, so I have no doubt that with careful monitoring there would be no immediate risk to your well-being,” he said somberly, slipping back into his professional mode for a moment.

“I think we should have some space. You stay at the apartment. You still don’t have any furniture in yours. I’ll stay on the boat. We can talk about this after we’ve cleared our heads.” he said, still refusing to look me in the eye.

I was losing him, and I didn’t know how to fix it. All that fragile trust we had been nurturing was gone, and I had no idea how to regain it. 


10. Zeke

If our first week together had passed as quickly as sand through fingers, the first few days apart were moving like molasses. The boat gently rocked in the harbor, but my mind was too troubled to be lulled to sleep. I dragged myself from the minimal comfort of the old futon I was calling a bed, and went up on the deck.

The night air was invigorating. I loved the smells of summer that clung to the warm breeze this time of year. A light scent of fresh blooms and pine drifted through the air, accompanied by the coos of owls from the forest. I tilted my head back to take in the night sky. The stars were breathtaking out here. It was the main reason I bought a condo on the water, and I wished I could show them to him. A pang of guilt brought me back to earth.

I was going to be a father. My eyes were so focused on Liam I hadn’t let it sink in yet. In a couple short months we would have a kid. Maybe. Hopefully. I tried to shake away my doubt, but alone on the water it had a way of sticking.

“Zeke? You out here alone?” A familiar voice caught my ear.

“Rex,” I greeted my alpha with a grin. He was my leader, but in truth he was more like a brother to me. I should have reached out to him to begin with, but it was a difficult burden to share. Still, no one could understand what I was going through like Rex could. He had put everything on the line to have his mate accepted by the pack, and I might have to do the same.  That was if Liam wanted anything to do with me after the way things went down at the office.

“You look rough,” he said wrapping his arm around my shoulder in a brief hug. Rex had never been very observant of things like that before he had a family. Lucas and Anderson had turned him into a family man, and he emanated a different kind of strength than before. 

“Yeah,” I agreed. I wanted to tell him everything, and yet I didn’t know how to begin. “What brings you out here anyway? Shouldn’t you be at home with Lucas?”

“Cole.” Rex practically spat the name. Cole ran the largest pack in Twin Rivers and they were known for being vicious. They nearly killed Rex’s mate and recently they had shown a total disregard for our treaties. The bad blood between our packs was going to explode violently eventually, and I wasn’t looking forward to the day.

“I thought you had resolved things with them?”

“I thought so too, but they’re still encroaching on our territory. You know how they are, can’t trust any of them. But you’re avoiding the point, what’s wrong?”

“I’ve been seeing this guy,” I admitted.

“And things aren’t going well?” Rex asked, leaning back against the railing. 

“He’s pregnant,” I said bluntly. It was the first time I actually said it out loud and my own words rang in my ears.  I was seeing a guy and now he was pregnant; that was my life now in the simplest of terms.

“And that’s why things aren’t going well? Zeke, if I can handle kids anyone can. It’s instinct. You just have to stop freaking out long enough to realize it’s not the end of the world,” Rex said lightly, taking everything I told him in stride.

“It’s not just that. He’s a human Rex. He had no idea this was even possible until we found out,” I spilled the rest of the truth. No one in our pack’s history had taken a human as a mate. What would I do if Rex forbade it?

“Do you love him?” Rex asked plainly.

“I do, but –” I was interrupted.

“There are no buts Zeke. When I met Lucas I knew from that first instant that we were supposed to be together. Nothing else mattered to me. I was ready to give up everything to be together. That’s what love is. You either do or you don’t. So, do you love him?”

“I do,” I said firmly.

“Then get your trash together and go win him back. Should be a piece of cake if you’ve got fate on your side,” Rex said, making it sound like a simple task.

“Can a fated mate even be human?” I asked. 

“I don’t see why not. I guess you’d be the one to answer that question though. Let me know when you figure it out,” Rex said with a shrug. 

“Thanks Rex,” I said, feeling more at peace with his non answer than I expected. He was more of a leader than I gave him credit for sometimes. 

“Chin up. And bring him by the apartment some time. You guys can babysit. It’s important to get in some practice,” Rex said.

“You would use this as a chance for some free babysitting.” I laughed for the first time in days.

“Me? Never. It’s all for your sake,” Rex said, feigning innocence.

He was right. I needed to get out of my own head and do something for a change. I needed to see him; it couldn’t wait.

 


11. Liam

The silence was maddening. I turned on every light in the sprawling apartment but it provided no warmth. The sleek adornments I had admired so much before just felt cold now that I was alone. I kept the drapes drawn shut, not wanting to chance catching a glimpse of Zeke out on the water. It was a silly thing to worry about. The boat was on the other side of the lake, and I had more important things to be preoccupied with. 

I curled up on the couch and drew a soft blanket around me. The silence was giving me too much time to think. I had made peace with the idea I wouldn’t have a family two years ago. I couldn’t grow old with a lover by my side, or maybe adopt a needy child. With my heart those things were out of the picture. Now it felt like my body was revolting and teasing me with a life I couldn’t have.

I tentatively placed a hand on my stomach, no softer than it had been a week ago. It seemed impossible there could really be a baby in there. I had seen Zeke turn into a wolf before my eyes though, and that didn’t leave a lot of room for denial.

“Are you really in there?” I spoke aloud to my stomach. 

A loud knocking at the door seemed to answer my question and I jumped at the sound. Maybe I could just ignore it. Whoever was there would be expecting Zeke anyways. Another knock, even louder than the first, made me quickly realize they weren’t going anywhere. I opened the door ready to let the visitor know Zeke wasn’t home but was stunned in place when I saw him standing before me.

“Liam, I can’t do this anymore,” Zeke said, stepping in to the apartment. I moved back, not wanting his presence to cloud my judgement.

“Fine, if the boat’s that bad I can go back to my apartment,” I said with a shrug. At least then I wouldn’t be surrounded with reminders of our short time together.

“No, I mean I can’t be without you. We need each other right now. It was a stupid idea to spend time apart,” Zeke said, closing the gap between us. He was so close, but he still felt a world away.

“You’re giving me whiplash,” I replied harshly. “First you need some time alone and now you can’t live without me? Make up your mind.”

“I did. I love you Liam. I want to be with you even if we only have a year together. Even if we only have an hour together. You’re my forever, however long that may be.”

It was all too much too fast. My brain was used to logic, but here there was none. There was no X to solve for, only a hazy cloud of emotions to wade through.  I was torn. I knew what I should do, but my heart wanted to jump and do the exact opposite.

Idiot logic.

I wrapped my arms around Zeke’s neck and pulled him in for a kiss. I desperately pressed my lips to his, searching for the answer. Hoping that his touch could make some sense of my world that was spinning out of control. He loves me. That’s what he said. We moved as one backward deeper into the apartment and the heavy door closed behind us. 

He brought his hand to my neck and gently ran it down my body. I trembled as he touched me, so much more hesitant than the first time. Why? Because I loved him too. The thought rattled through my skull and wouldn’t leave me alone. I didn’t just want him to mess me. I wanted him to cherish me. To slowly wrap me in his arms and make love to me. I wanted the white picket fence and the family. Just for one night, I was going to let myself believe I could have it all.

The air between us was heavy. Thick with the hopes and desire for our future together.  I breathed him in, letting him fill all my senses. His presence was all the aphrodisiac I needed. When he wrapped his arms around me I couldn’t help but give in as the world melted into a sea of colors around me. 

Even between the layers of fabric I could feel the heat of his body drawing me closer. He was like a magnet, his mere existence enough to draw me in. The universe was bringing us together, and I didn’t want to resist any longer. I couldn’t. His kisses didn’t stop even as we pulled the clothes from our bodies so that we stood completely bare pressed up against each other. 

He kissed me up against the back of the couch, pinning my legs between the fabric and his hard body. I could feel his response to my kisses pressing between my legs. He pushed forward again, rubbing his stiff cock against mine. My breath caught in my throat as he continued to thrust back and forth against me, guiding his cock and stroking my length with his. I could already feel the threat of orgasm looming, and I still needed more.

I turned and slowly bent over the back of the couch, spreading myself wide for him. I needed him inside me now. I craved that closeness only he could give me. He slid his digits along my entrance, teasing my puckered hole. His fingers ventured inside me, first one and then two. I moaned as he slowly stretched me, curving his fingers in the most delicious way.

He removed his fingers and finally, blissfully, pushed his hardness inside. I groaned loudly as he hit just the right spots over and over and precum budded on my tip. I could lose it at any second, and the trembling in his thighs told me he felt the same. He pounded against me, and it only took a couple more deep strokes for him to spill his warmth deep inside me. His release tipped me over the edge and my own sticky white seed erupted over my stomach. 

With a sigh I rolled over the back of the couch and sprawled across the cushions. Zeke trekked to the kitchen and returned with a warm wash cloth. He gently wiped the cloth across my stomach to clean the mess we made and laid on the couch beside me. I felt secure nuzzled between the soft cushions of the couch and the firm muscles of my love. 

“So you forgive me for being an idiot?” he asked, lazily running his fingers up and down the slight curve of my arm.

“Only if you forgive me for the same,” I said with a chaste kiss. Everything seemed so much more manageable in his arms.

“Can we talk about it?” he asked, an unusual hesitation in his voice. I was already so used to Zeke taking charge, but now I was in the driver’s seat. 

“I suppose,” I relented. I hadn’t really discussed my condition with anyone but my family. I didn’t want it to affect my professional relationships, and I wasn’t close enough to anyone to spill my big dark secrets. Not until now at least.

“When were you diagnosed?” he asked, his hand still pressed against my skin, steadying me as he spoke.

“About two years ago, and then about constantly for another year.” 

“Second opinions?” he guessed.

“And then some. My parents flew me all over the country. I went to the Mayo Clinic, Johns Hopkins, they all had the same diagnosis as the little clinic on campus. Typical of my parents though, they won’t believe something until they’ve thrown large sums of money at it.”

“That’s rough. They were probably just scared you know.”

“So was I. It’s not exactly news you want to get in your twenties. Or ever really. I just wanted them to be there for me, not ship me off to doctor after doctor,” I said, unable to hide the hint of anger in my tone.

“But you’ve survived, accomplished your goals,” Zeke praised me.

“Yeah, somewhat. It was a miracle I even landed this job after being out of commission for so long.”

“Well you’re smart, and talented.” 

“And my dad knows the dean of the math department,” I finished his sentence. 

“That doesn’t mean—” 

“It does,” I interrupted. “I know he’s the only reason I got this job. For all the garbage I give them about being focused on money and appearances, it’s not like I’m not using their wealth and connections to my own advantage.”

“So what?” Zeke asked, staring deep into my eyes. “There’s no point in angsting over it now. All we can do is move forward, and try to do better.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Now can we talk about you instead? I can only talk about all my issues for so long.”

“Fine, fine,” Zeke agreed with a chuckle, crinkling his nose as he laughed. “What do you want to know?”

“Could you show me again instead?” I asked, trying not to let my nerves seep into my voice.  I needed to accept both sides of him if we were really going to make this work.

 


12. Zeke

I hadn’t expected to be back out in the cold that very same night, but there I stood. Completely naked and shivering despite the warmth in the breeze. It was more nerves than the temperature that kept me chilled. If Liam freaked out and fainted again, we might not be fated mates after all.

“Maybe you should sit just in case. I won’t be able to catch you as a wolf,” I advised.

“I’m fine Zeke. I wasn’t prepared before and now I am. Just go for it.” Liam sounded confident but I could smell the apprehension radiating off of him. It wasn’t fair really, that I could sense such small changes in him and he was blind by comparison.

“Okay, but remember I warned you.”

I felt the warmth growing inside me as I gave in and let my wolf take over. Even as a human my senses were heightened, but as a wolf there was so much more. My eyes darted to the forest behind Liam. There was no scent of predators but with a pregnant mate I couldn’t take a chance. The urge to protect him stood above all others. It took only a moment for my form to shift entirely, and to his credit Liam seemed to be taking it well.

“Can I touch you?” he asked with only a slight tremble. My human ears might not have even noticed it. It was a vast improvement from the fainting.

I nodded my permission. He reached out his hand to me and let his fingers brush lightly against my fur. I nudged his hand with my face. It was still me, and I needed him to know that. He wouldn’t hesitate like this with me as a human, and there was no need for him to be so scared just because I was in another form.

“It’s rough,” he said with a smile. “Kind of suits you though. More tough than you look.”

He ran his hand more confidently down my back. 

“I think I’d rather cuddle than pet my boyfriend though. Can you change back now?” Liam asked.

I obliged, and shed the warmth of my fur coat for my smooth bare skin. Transforming back was always a jarring feeling for the first few moments, but with Liam I was more steady than usual. He evened me out.

“So I’m your boyfriend now?” I asked as I dressed, unable to contain the wide smile spread across my lips. There had been boyfriends before, but this was the first time the word alone brought me such joy. 

“Well I haven’t slept in my own apartment more than a couple nights, I think you’re pretty neat, I told you my deep dark secret, oh and I’m having your baby, so I hope so.” Liam said, a light blush dusting across his cheeks.

“It’s just nice to hear you say it,” I said honestly.

“So tell me more about being a wolf,” Liam asked eagerly. I could see the spark of interest in his eyes.

“Well, what do you want to know?” I asked. He might as well have asked me to describe being a human, they were both intrinsically part of me.

“Kind of everything,” he said with a grin, not helping to narrow it down in the slightest.

“You are quite the scholar, aren’t you? Well, I was born with this ability, and it’s been normal for me as far back as I can remember. My parents were shifters too, but that isn’t a hundred percent guarantee. It does tend to work out that way though.”

“So then our baby?” Liam asked, tilting his head down as though he were envisioning our little sprout that was growing strong in his belly.

“Could go either way. Genetics are funny like that,” I said. I hadn’t really thought about it until Liam brought it up. With a human parent my child might not be a shifter. It would be a lie to say that wouldn’t disappoint me a little.

“So if shifters can have babies that can’t shift, are there non shifters in your pack too?”

“No. Like I said it’s rare for the child of two shifters to lack the ability. And no one in our pack has ever mated with a human before.” I explained.

“So you’re the first? Is that going to bother people?”

“It could,” I admitted, but I liked to think my pack was more accepting than most. “I doubt it though. Our culture places a high value on fated mates, regardless of any quirks in the relationship.”

“Is that like soulmates?” He asked.

“Kind of. It’s more visceral. Like you can sense their presence from a mile away. Or the threat of losing them could drive you to achieve any goal, no matter how impossible. That’s the sort of stuff they say, at least.”

“And you feel that way about me?”

“All that and more,” I said, leaning in close to my mate. I could feel his breathing hitch for just a moment as my lips grazed against his cheek. 

“Your fated mate, I like that.” The blush on Liam’s face deepened.

“It’s weird to have to explain this. I never thought I would be bringing in an outsider like this.” It was a nice feeling, having someone who I could trust with every part of me. 

“I want to know everything about you Zeke,” Liam said, his breath tickling my skin.

He leaned in and drew me into a deep kiss. 

“What about the rest of your family? Are they all part of your pack too?” Liam asked, and I had to resist the urge to laugh. Still so full of questions. 

“Oh, you mean my many cousins? They are the pack actually. I wasn’t sure how to explain our relationship to you before without giving it all away. We are like a family, but there’s no relation, and not all packs are like that. Some alphas have serious control issues.” 

I didn’t want to burden him with the less than ideal pack dynamics in the area, but it was important he knew not all shifters could be trusted. It was a dangerous time to wander the forest underprepared. 

“I think I met one of those cousins of yours. Lucas is a student in my class. He had a doctor’s note from you.”

“Ah, you’re right. Lucas is our alpha Rex’s mate. He told me he would be missing class to give birth, but I never thought it would be your class,” I said with a grin. It was funny sometimes just how small the world could be.

“So he really was pregnant,” Liam mumbled, more to himself than me.

“You guessed that?” I asked with surprise.

“No, I mean not really. I just wasn’t sure what other operation a family doctor would be preforming,” he explained. I had to admire his sharp mind. Even with no knowledge of pregnancy in men he still boiled the situation down to the most logical conclusion.

“So alpha? Is that like the leader?” Liam asked, launching right back into the questions.

“Every pack is made up of an alpha, betas and omegas. Each group is submissive to the ones before them, but that means different things to different packs. It’s hard to generalize this stuff.”

“And which are you?”

“A beta. Though not always a good subservient one,” I said with a smile.  I always followed Rex when it counted, but we had grown up together. There were plenty of times I hadn’t held back when he wanted my opinion. There were other packs where a word against the alpha was a quick way of becoming a lone wolf, or worse. 

“I can believe that. Which would I be?”

“Well humans don’t really fall into a pack structure, but definitely an omega.” I answered without hesitation. In truth I had mulled over the subject in my head once or twice.

“Why?” he asked, his eyes still brimming with curiosity. I could see at once why he was in education. He devoured new subjects.

“Omegas tend to be the protected. The ones who focus on aspects other than strength, like education for example. They’re also the mothers of the group. Some say it’s the omegas, not the alpha who are really the most important part of a pack,” I explained, and I could almost see the wheels turning as he absorbed every word.

“Anything else?” I asked. I loved how interested he was, but it was really getting late now and we both had to be up for work in the morning.

“Probably. I’ll let you know later when I’m typing up my notes.”

“I can picture that,” I nodded.

“You’re not a half bad lecturer you know. Maybe I’ll let you come guest teach one of my classes,” Liam said as he pulled me close.

“You’re just saying that so you have one less class to plan,” I joked.

“Caught me,” Liam said, grinning so wide I could see the dimples in his cheeks.

“Yeah, I did,” I agreed with a kiss.

 


13. Liam	

Wrangling a room full of young adults while pregnant was both great practice for the baby to come, and also a total nightmare. By the time I got home most days I wanted to do nothing but soak in a bath and rest my poor swollen feet.

I wobbled from the bathroom to the living room in my loosest pajama pants. They had quickly become the only comfortable article of clothing I had left. At this rate I was going to look like I was smuggling watermelons well before the summer break. My students were going to get curious, but I didn’t have the energy to come up with an excuse. Maybe they wouldn’t notice. Attendance in summer classes was never great, and those that did show up had no real interest in the subject.

“You know, I think I might just get a cardboard cutout of myself to run classes while I’m gone,” I said to Zeke as I plopped on the couch without an ounce of grace. This constant bloated feeling was going to get a lot worse before it got better, so I might as well give up trying to be delicate now.

“You don’t think the lack of actual presentations might give you away?” Zeke asked seriously.

“Doubt it. The five kids who come to class can spend the whole hour on their computers just as easily with or without a lecture.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“No. I’m just fat and angry,” I said with a resigned sigh.

“You’re not fat, you’re pregnant. Hey, come over here. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

I just glared. He really expected me to pry myself from the couch when I had finally gotten comfortable.

“I mean I’ll come over there,” he quickly corrected himself.

"Sorry, I shouldn’t take it out on you. I’m just tired,” I apologized.

“It’s okay,” he reassured me with a quick squeeze of my thigh. His touches were like magic, always calming me with ease.

“So what’s up?” I asked. He seemed tense and there was a thick folder set on his lap. I usually enjoyed surprises, but the unease on Zeke’s face was making me wary.

"Liam, there's a clinical trial they're running at St. Joseph's for ARVC patients," Zeke said as he pulled a stack of papers from a manila envelope.

"Zeke, I appreciate it really, but you don't have to." I had gone through this before. There was always a laundry list of requirements, and I never made the cut. 

"You're a perfect candidate. And I never say this to patients, but you're not really my patient, so I'll say it anyway.  I'm almost positive you'll be accepted. Plus, I know a couple of the doctors working on it. We did our undergrad together. Here, at least take a look at the paperwork."

Zeke dropped a thick stack of papers on my lap. Page after page filled with medical information, but I didn't have to look over more than the header to see that this wasn't going to work.

"In Ontario? Like Canada?" I asked as the address caught my eye. He had to be joking. That was a whole world away. The study may as well be on Mars for all the good that did me.

"I could go with you. I can support us for a while, and it's fairly easy to get my license approved to practice in Canada if we stay there," Zeke said as he watched me look over the papers.

"You're just going to drop everything and move? Leave your practice and your pack? You said it yourself, they're family to you. Zeke, this is insane." I wasn’t going to let him drop everything in his life for me.

"Insane or not, I love you. If there's a chance this gives us more time together then it's worth it. I know how hard this condition has been for you. I'll do anything I can to make you happy Liam."

"But this trial starts in three weeks," I said as I placed a hand over my stomach. I had only just begun to change, but there was no doubt that something was in there. "What about the baby?"

"You would have to pick one--" Zeke trailed off. 

His words hit me like a ton of bricks. He didn't have to spell it out, I knew exactly what he meant. To participate in this trial I would have to end the pregnancy.  I had thought about it during those nights alone in the apartment, but in that moment all the doubt and uncertainty cleared away. I wanted to keep our baby.

"We'll find another way then. I can't– I don't want to give up our baby, Zeke."

"You mean it?" Zeke asked.

"It still makes no sense to me how this is even possible, but if we can really do this, and if my heart can handle it, I want this."

"Me too," Zeke said. "And I promise I'll never stop looking for a way to heal you. I want you around for the rest of my life."

“It means a lot though. That you would give up so much for me,” I said, leaning sideways and letting Zeke support me. I knew in that moment that I could always depend on him.  

“Liam, I would give up everything for you.” He said it with a laugh, but I believed the promise in his words.

“I don’t want you to give up everything. I like you just how you are,” I said with a kiss against his temple. “I’ve been thinking about giving something up though.”

“What’s that?” Zeke asked.

“I thought maybe I should break the lease on my apartment. Unless you’d rather I keep it?” I asked, not wanting to presume too much.

“No, I think that’s perfect. There’s plenty of room for you and the baby here. I want you here,” Zeke practically roared in excitement. 

“I’m glad.” It was so easy to make him happy just by being at his side. I could only hope we could keep things harmonious when the baby came. It was going to be the true test of our relationship.

 


14. Liam	

I shifted uneasily on the couch. It had only been a matter of weeks since I tested positive, but I already felt like my body was out of my control. There was no doubt anymore. I was definitely pregnant. My stomach was hanging over my jeans and the fabric of my shirt was growing taut. Well, I could always spend that furniture money on some looser clothes now that I was officially moved in with Zeke. Well, moving was probably too grandiose a term for dropping off my couch at Goodwill and bringing over all my clothes in some duffel bags. 

“You almost ready?” Zeke asked as he grabbed his keys from the table. It was our first official follow up appointment, and we were going to get to see the ultrasound. After today we would have an actual picture of our little olive.

“Yeah, just have to figure out how to stand up,” I called out to him.

“Just remember, only a couple more months,” Zeke said as he walked over and reached out his hands to pull me to my feet.

“Easy for you to say,” I grumbled as I lumbered to my feet. Sweat was already beading on my forehead despite the fans pulling in the cool lake air. Summer had to be the worst time to be pregnant, and it was only going to get more unbearable as the heat ramped up and my stomach got bigger.

“I’ll make it up to you,” Zeke promised, pulling me close to him for a quick kiss. “But right now we have to get going. Alan’s a real stickler for punctuality.”

The breeze pouring in from the windows as we drove to the clinic was a godsend, but all too soon we pulled into the parking lot and the heat was back full force. 

 “Alexa, we’re here for the appointment.” Zeke spoke as soon as we walked in the door. It was a relief to have him deal with those kinds of things.

Zeke continued to talk with the receptionist, but I was eager to get off my feet. I plopped into the first open chair and let the air conditioning soothe me. I was starting to find comfort in the little things that had annoyed me during my first visit to Zeke’s office. Being greeted by the same cream walls and nature photographs was welcoming instead of boring. Being with Zeke helped. He made everything a little more palatable.

I watched Zeke talk with his receptionist, another member of his pack he had told me. They were awfully close, and she sure liked to giggle. I had to take a deep breath. Zeke never so much as looked at anyone besides me, and if he did it wouldn’t be a feisty girl he considered a sister. My hormones were completely out of whack if I was actually getting jealous over something so small. Zeke finished his conversation and walked over to me with a smile. 

“We can head back now,” Zeke said, holding out his hands to help me to my feet once again.

“Thanks,” I said, trying not to groan as I relied on his hands to pry myself from the comfortable chair. 

Dr. Alan Rodgers, Zeke’s business partner, was already waiting for us in the exam room. I knew it was hard for Zeke to give up control and let another doctor take care of me, but it was a testament to Dr. Rodgers' ability that he did it with only a little complaining.

“I’m glad to see you looking much better Liam,” he greeted me. We had met on a stressful day. I was hoping not to have another one.

“I don’t think I thanked you before. I really appreciate everything you did for me,” I said. I hadn’t exactly been kind last time, but in my defense it was a rough experience having everything I thought I knew altered.

“It was my pleasure. Now let’s get you situated so we can get a good look at that baby. I'll give you some privacy to change and then we can get started.”

The loose-fitting gown with no back wasn’t exactly comfortable, but at least it was spacious. I sat on the exam table and Zeke pulled over a chair so he could be right at my side. He gripped my hand tightly and I returned a nervous smile. I would breathe easier once the doctor said everything was looking normal. Whatever normal was for a shifter baby.

Dr. Rodgers knocked lightly on the door before returning. 

“All right, I’m going to put a little gel on your belly so we can get a good transmission,” he said as he prepped me.

He squirted the cold gel on my stomach and it sent a shiver down my spine. It wasn’t all that unpleasant compared to the heat. There was a light pressure as he glided the wand across my belly, and after a few moments we had our first look.

“It’s already so big. Is that the head over there?” I asked, awed by the image of the little life inside me. 

“And there’s the little feet,” Zeke said, pointing them out on the monitor. He had probably seen these images hundreds of times, but now it was different. Now it was his.

“Let me just see if we can find the heartbeat here,” the doctor moved the wand and our baby’s heartbeat filled the room, strong and fast.

“It’s little heart is beating so fast,” I said, unable to hide the worry grasping me tightly. I hadn’t even thought that our child might have the same heart condition as I did, but now it was all that occupied my mind.

“That’s normal. Babies always have a quicker heartbeat,” Zeke reassured me, rubbing his thumb across my arm and giving a quick squeeze. They say doctors make the worst patients, but I had to imagine Zeke would be handling this better than me. 

The doctor turned off the display and I already missed it. It wasn’t a little blob anymore, there were feet and a head with a cute little nose. I was already trying to pinpoint which of us the olive took after more. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to send you home with pictures,” Dr. Rodgers said, as if he could read my mind. I must not be the only expectant parent who wanted to watch their new baby all afternoon.

“Now, I want to discuss your birth plan. With most patients this would be a little premature, but you have special risks and I want to make sure we’re on the same page,” Dr. Rodgers said more seriously. Zeke had been reassuring, but I knew that this was a risk. I didn’t know until today just how willing I was to take it.

“I hadn’t really thought about it much. I know that there will have to be an operation to get it out,” I said, slightly embarrassed to admit my lack of planning. All I had done so far was worry and complain. That wasn’t going to fly anymore. We were going to be parents, and that meant putting our child above everything else.

“With the elevated risks due to your heart condition it’s important that we don’t let you go into labor. At your next appointment we should be able to estimate a time that’s safe for the baby’s development, but should still allow us to perform the operation well before you risk natural labor.”

“How long exactly will I be pregnant? I was lucky to get my job after spending so much time out of the field. I can’t flake out on them now.”

“Liam, we can’t put your job before your health,” Zeke said sharply.

“Well, we can try and schedule the operation during the mid-summer break, but that might be cutting it a bit close. Like I said, we’ll figure it out at the next appointment when we see how the little one is progressing.” 

I was relieved the doctor seemed to have a plan figured out. I didn’t want to put my job on the line if I could help it. Zeke was already supporting me so much, and I had relied on my parents' finances straight through grad school. I was going to have a child now, and I wanted to know that if push came to shove I could provide for this kid on my own. 

“Thank you Dr. Rodgers,” I said, trying to convey just how much I appreciated this visit. Now that I had seen our baby I was more nervous than ever, but even more than that I was excited. 

“Any time. Now Zeke, you make sure to take care of him.  And Liam, no extra stress. If there’s even a hint of strain or pain in your chest or anywhere else I want you to come in right away.”

“Of course,” I agreed, and I actually meant it. I wasn’t the best at taking care of myself, but it was about the baby now. 

 “Do you think we could fit this thing in the car?” I asked Zeke with a motion to the ultrasounds machine as soon as the doctor left us to ourselves.

“Trying to get me fired? Not that I blame you, our baby is absolutely perfect. Maybe we can come back tomorrow just to look some more,” He said and I could hear the pride in his voice. We had made something so precious. Every rough patch we had been through, and all the ones to come, were worth it.

 


15. Zeke

Once we had a picture of the upcoming arrival it was time for the battle of the baby names to begin. I expected it to be fun, but there was a surprising weight to deciding what your child would be called for their whole life. Eliminating things was easy. Nothing too trendy, nothing too common, and nothing that only a celebrity would consider a name. Finding something in the middle ground that we both liked was proving to be the real challenge. Even lying in bed before we drifted off, the battle raged on.

 “What about something kind of classic? Like Wallace?” I suggested, trailing my palm across Liam’s stomach. Before long the baby would be kicking, but so far it had been too light for me to feel. 

“Why not Herbert or Humphrey? If we’re going with full-on old man names,” Liam said with a laugh as he shifted his position. I knew better than to say it to his face, but his stomach was really protruding now, and I liked to see his big belly carrying our child. It was the link between us, a part of us both. For him though, it had proven a major source of discomfort. Every night he wrapped himself with pillows and blankets in odd positions, struggling to get comfortable enough to fall asleep. I had quickly learned to keep to my quarter of the bed and not disturb him.

“How about Charles?” I threw out the name, trying to move in a slightly more age appropriate direction. I couldn’t help it, I was drawn towards stuffy names.

Liam’s face contorted like he had bitten into a lemon. “That’s my father’s name.”

“You don’t talk about your family much,” I noted, trying to be casual, but truthfully I was curious. Aside from a few mentions about his parents sending him on a tour of doctors when he was diagnosed, he had only let a few tidbits about his family slip. It didn’t seem like they were close.

“No. I don’t.”  His blunt words told the whole story. Still, I couldn’t believe that he had nothing else to say.

“You don’t want to let them know about the baby?” I asked. There was no way he really didn’t want his family to be involved in the life of our child. I would give anything for my parents to meet the baby even once. For him to ignore his still living parents at a time like this was something I couldn’t wrap my head around.

“Oh yeah. I’ll call them up and tell them I’m pregnant. Knowing my parents they’ll try to have me committed,” Liam scoffed. 

“We could explain it. Or call it an adoption after the fact.” Explaining a baby wasn’t as difficult as he was making it. I wasn’t going to let him brush this aside over a technicality. 

“Maybe eventually,” Liam said with a sigh, running his hand next to mine across the curve of his stomach. “I don’t want them involved now. Besides, I inconvenienced them enough with my heart.”

“I’m sure they didn’t see it that way,” I said. My heart broke that he thought his parents would see his condition that way.

“You don’t even know my parents.”

“No, but I know you. You overthink things sometimes, and I don’t want you cutting your parents out of your life because you think you’re inconveniencing them.”

“I appreciate it. I’m just not ready to deal with them again,” he said quietly, touching the truth of the matter.

“I just don’t want you to regret anything. You’re the one I care about. If you really don’t want to tell them I’ll support you,” I said, wrapping him protectively in my arms. I wanted to shield him from his burdens, but here I was drudging up new things for him to stress over. It wasn’t fair for me to project my disappointment of not having my parents around for the birth onto him.

“Thanks,” Liam spoke softly. I wasn’t sure he believed me.

“I mean it. We’re going to be a family,” I said with a grin. The idea of us making our own family together still made butterflies flutter in my stomach. 

“We already are a family. You, me, and our little olive,” Liam said patting his belly. He was right of course, and the only thing left to do was make it official, and I already had several ideas brewing on that front.

“Or Olivia maybe? It could be a girl,” I suggested with a grin.

“Oh! She kicked. Right here, put your hand here,” Liam exclaimed, taking my hand in his and positioning it on his stomach. Sure enough there it was, just the lightest little kick against my hand. Another sign that our baby was in there, growing strong. Everything felt like it was going so fast, and yet it still seemed to be taking forever. I was already eager for the joy of holding our child in my arms for the first time.

“I think she heard you,” Liam said with confidence. 

“I think you’re right,” I agreed, and I was sure there would never be a dull moment in our house if we were really having our own little princess.

Feeling the baby kick spurred me on even more. Even as we slowly sank into sleep, I was thinking over and over how lucky I was to be building my family. There was just one more important step to take.

 


16. Liam

The sun was beaming in the wide open windows and even at nine in the morning it was already inching towards ninety degrees. I was just thankful that it was finally the weekend, and I wouldn’t have to commute or stand in front of a room of students pretending they didn’t notice how fat I was getting. At least none of them were observant enough to pick out why I was really packing on the pounds. It was funny the way our brains worked. We would trick ourselves into seeing things in a way that made sense to us, even if our explanation was completely wrong. I had to wonder if I had ever run into a pregnant shifter before Lucas and not even known it.

 “I was thinking we could take the boat out, spend the day on the water. You could use some relaxation,” Zeke suggested.

He was so energetic first thing in the morning. I was still groggy and trying to work out the kink that was forming in my back from sleeping awkwardly. There was no comfortable way to sleep with a big pregnancy belly. I could never put up with this for nine months. I thanked my lucky stars to have a shorter sentence.

“I don’t know. My stomach’s been a bit off,” I hesitated. Spending the day on the water sounded romantic and fun, but it also sounded like a lot of moving and activity for my swollen feet and uneasy stomach.

“We can use the motor, no tilting. It’s the perfect day and we could use some sun,” Zeke said already pulling food out of the fridge for our makeshift picnic.

He sounded really invested, and I had turned us into total homebodies for the last couple months. I could stand to spend one day out in the gorgeous weather on my hot boyfriend’s boat.

“Okay,” I said, and I tried to sound excited about it. Truthfully, nothing about lugging my bloated body around in the summer heat sounded fun, but I would do it to make him happy. He had been amazing for me through this pregnancy, so the least I could do was an afternoon on the lake.

When we got to the boat, picnic basket in hand, it was just as hot as I predicted. My only hope was that the breeze would keep me from boiling in the sun. At least I had slathered on enough sun screen to keep my skin from burning. 

“Let me help you up.” Zeke placed his hands on either side of me and effortlessly lifted me aboard the boat. 

“Show off,” I muttered, but my heart was fluttering. Even heavily pregnant and dripping with sweat, his strong arms made me feel light and airy.

He climbed aboard with the picnic basket in hand. His agility reminded me more of a cat than a wolf, but I doubted he would appreciate the observation.

“I just need to make sure everything is safe and we’re good to go. There’s somewhere I want to show you,” Zeke said, still grinning widely. I couldn’t decide if he was up to something, or just that excited we actually left the house for once, but I was happy to see him so enthusiastic about the day ahead either way.

Just as Zeke promised it took hardly any time at all for us to get underway. I had to admit, the gentle breeze and smell of water in the air did make me feel better. I would have to let Zeke talk me into things more often. He had yet to lead me astray.

"See, doesn't it feel better out here than boiling in that apartment?" Zeke asked by my side.

"We could have just turned the AC on you know," I teased. "It is nice though, thanks for making me come."

"I didn't make you, I just pushed you a little is all," Zeke said with a laugh. "Are you hungry?" he asked as he dug into the lunch we had brought.

"I'm incredibly pregnant, I'm always hungry." I said. It was too early for lunch but I didn't care. One of the few perks of pregnancy was getting to decide when and how many meals to take.

"Excellent point,” Zeke said as he spread our meal before me. He was always doing these little things to make sure I was taken care of.

"So where are you taking me?" I asked before crunching into a cracker.

"That is a secret. You'll like it though, I promise."

It was funny that I had fallen in love with someone intent on making every little activity an adventure. I had spent so many years growing up locked in my room, trying to get away from the outside world. I was happy enough, spending my hours studying, but something had always been missing. Zeke was intent on dragging me out of my shell, and I was surprised to find I hardly minded.

"It's just up ahead, here let me help you up," Zeke said. He pulled me to my feet and I found myself caught up in his excitement. What could be out here in the middle of the lake that was so interesting? He stood behind me and wrapped his arms around mine, his hand resting firmly on my belly. The olive danced inside me at his touch, like it already knew the presence of its father.

The boat pulled past a massive rock, jutting out of the water at least ten feet, and there was a small collection of sandbars scattered in the shallow water beyond.  Each sandy ridge had a word across it, dug in deep, blocky letters.

"Will, you, marry, me" I read out each word before the meaning hit me. A proposal? He did this, for me.

"I thought you'd never ask," Zeke spoke in my ear, the deep purr of his voice radiating inside me. He pressed a small box in my hand, and I popped it open to reveal a smooth golden band. Tears were pouring down my cheeks, and my shoulders shook as heavy sobs wracked my body. 

"You have to answer," he prodded me gently.

"Yes," I managed through my tears. "Yes I'll marry you."

Zeke plucked the ring from the silky black box and slid it on my finger. Proof that I was his.

"When did you have time to do this?" I asked, my breathing calming.

"This morning."

"It still is morning," I said with a laugh. I never wanted him to stop surprising me.

I didn't think the moment could get any more perfect. I was absolutely content, but I should have known not to tempt fate. A sharp pain ripped through my gut and I doubled over in pain. Zeke held me upright and slowly lowered me to the ground.

"What's wrong?" he asked in a panic. His eyes were wide and the near permanent grin on his face was drawn into a deep frown.

"It's my stomach. I think the baby is coming.”

His face went white, and I knew that I was in trouble. The one thing Dr. Rodgers had stressed above all else was that I wasn’t to go into labor. I guess even now I wasn't very good at following doctor's orders.

"I have to get us to shore. We need to get you into the clinic now."

"Okay," I agreed. The pain had subsided, but I didn't want to move for fear I would make something worse.

"I promise I'll keep you safe," Zeke kissed my forehead before running to the helm. I laid back, trying to focus on my breathing and the heat of the sun. We had been so sure I wouldn't go into labor I hadn't prepared for it at all. The boat was moving now, but I was too disoriented to focus on where we were going.

Another pain ripped through my body, running from my back to my stomach.

"I know you want out, but you need to wait," I tried to reason with the baby through gritted teeth. It was no use as another pain pulsed through me, though thankfully less harsh than the last. I lost track of time, caught up in wave after wave of pain. 

"We're almost there," Zeke called out, but he sounded miles away. My head was hazy, and my body felt heavy. I just wanted to close my eyes and drift off, but I fought to stay awake.  I had fallen from my perch of happiness so quickly, but I wouldn't stay down without a fight.

 


17. Zeke

I sped as fast as I dared towards the clinic. With Liam's heart condition a hospital really was the better choice, but they would have no way of dealing with his pregnancy. I glanced over at his barely conscious form strapped in beside me. His head lolled to one side, and his breathing was still ragged. Idiot. I should have known better than to take him out somewhere isolated when his surgery date was so near. If the worst happened and I lost either of them, I would never be able to forgive myself. 

Twenty-two minutes to get him to shore, thirteen to get him to the clinic. The clock was racing against me and my usual ability to handle a crisis was failing in a spectacular fashion. It was different. Everything was so different when it was the one you loved with their life hanging in the balance. 

I pulled into the nearest spot, or the nearest two spots more accurately, and rushed from the vehicle. I carefully unbuckled Liam and wrapped my arms around him to lift him from the car. We crashed into the reception area much to the surprise of the patient waiting to be seen.

"Get Alan. Now." I barked at Alexa. Her eyes were wide, but she moved decisively running back to prepare Alan for us. I carried Liam past the door and headed straight for the operating room. 

Alan was already scrubbing in when I got there. I was thankful that after years of sharing a practice he could anticipate me so well. Every second counted here. Nurse Adams was prepping the room, and I was thankful for her too. If Alan had been the only one in the office we would have to wait for someone to come in. I didn't know if Liam had that kind of time. 

I undressed Liam as gently as I could and laid him on the operating table. He looked up at me, frightened, and all I could do was squeeze his hand in mine. If I could bear the burden of his pain I would in an instant. 

"You can't be in here Zeke," Alan said the last words I wanted to hear.

"I need to stay with him Alan. I can't leave him alone." I was desperate.

"Zeke, I can't do this with you hovering. I need all my attention for Liam. Wait outside and I'll update you."

"Okay." I agreed against every inclination I had. Intellectually I knew that he was right. He would work better without me as a distraction, but I couldn't help but feel like I was abandoning Liam when he needed me most. 

"Take good care of him,” I practically demanded from my colleague.

"The best," Alan assured me with determined eyes.

I retreated to my office. At least this way I could be alone while I let guilt and worry overcome any rational thought. I was a doctor, and I thought I understood the risks and difficulties of surgery. I knew nothing until right then.

I sat and stared at the wall. Nothing could distract me from the worry rattling through my brain. Alexa came and sat beside me at some point. She didn’t say a word, but a gentle squeeze on the shoulder let me know she was there to support me. I hadn’t expected it to be like this. We were supposed to have more time. We would come in and everything would be controlled and safe. I would be right there, holding his hand and gazing into his eyes as our baby came into the world. Instead, my stomach was threatening to spill its contents and every passing second was driving the knife of doubt deeper.

The door cracked and I leapt to my feet. Whatever the news, I couldn’t take the waiting any more. 

“Zeke, they’re both fine. But the surgery was a lot for Liam to take,” Alan said choosing his words carefully. “He’s sleeping now, but I can take you in to see your daughter.”

I breathed for what felt like the first time. They were okay. And I had a daughter.

“My daughter?” was all I could think to say.

I followed Alan into the small room where Liam was recovering. Beside him, in a small cradle was our tiny daughter wrapped tightly in a soft blanket. I had cared for patients in this very room so many times, but this family was mine. As quietly as I could I picked the baby out of the crib, held her tight to my chest and inhaled deeply. She smelled so good. I sat in the chair next to Liam’s bed. I was relieved to see how calm he looked in sleep. He was in such agony when I left him. As if he could sense my presence, his eyes fluttered open and a smile spread across his lips as he focused on me and our baby.

“Hey you,” he spoke softly.

“Hey,” I smiled back. “She’s perfect you know? Our little Olivia.”

“Olivia,” Liam muttered dreamily, obviously still feeling the drugs. His eyes were half lidded, and heavy with the promise of sleep, but he still managed a bright smile for our little girl. It was clear as day, he was infatuated with one look. 

“Liam you need your rest. Go back to sleep, we’ll be here when you wake up.”

“Okay, good night. I love you, both of you,” he said before easily drifting back to sleep. 

I rocked Olivia in my arms and she too drifted off. Already so much like her dad. I couldn’t wait to have them both home.

 


18. Liam

“She has your eyes,” I said as I gazed into the face of our beautiful newborn. I was so sure that I was going to die on that day, but looking at her now I didn’t know why I was ever worried. How could anything go wrong when I had this little angel looking out for me? 

“And your smile,” Zeke said, holding out his hand so that Olivia could grasp his fingers. She was already so active, her eyes darting around and her legs wiggling.

It had only been a week since we brought her home, but we were quickly falling into a new routine. Some fast thinking on Dr. Rodgers' part got me put on medical leave and I was eternally grateful. Now I could spend the rest of the summer focusing on my family, though there was a tinge of guilt at the thought of abandoning my students. I had to think they would understand if they knew the real reason.

Dr. Rodgers had made it clear I needed to rest after my operation, but that was a hard thing to come by with a newborn. I slept when she slept, and when she didn’t want to sleep I was the one up ten times a night changing her diaper or singing her an off tune lullaby. Zeke always offered to get up, but he was still working. I wasn’t going to let him exhaust himself just so I could get a couple more hours of sleep.

It was starting to take a toll, but when I held Olivia in my arms it all seemed worth it. She cooed at me and I couldn’t help but smile. Every little moment with her felt like the most important second of my life. 

My phone buzzed on the glass coffee table, ruining the rare tranquil family moment. I handed Olivia to Zeke and picked up to see who the offender was.

“Is this William Parker?” A professional male voice asked on the other end.

“Yes this is Liam,” I muttered, correcting my name.

“Mr. Parker this is Dr. Kim from the Yale New Haven Transplant Center. We have a donor heart that’s a match. We need you to come in immediately.”

I was breathless. This was it. My chance at living a long full life with Zeke and our daughter. I could go gray with Zeke, and watch our daughter grow up. I could be there to see her graduate school, and walk her down the aisle at her own wedding.  I had a chance at so many moments I thought I would miss.

“Mr. Parker are you there?” Dr. Kim asked.

“Yes. I’ll be on the next flight out.” I answered decisively. 

I said goodbye to Dr. Kim and hung up, my stomach tossing and turning in a way reminiscent of the early days of my pregnancy. I was gambling on a future, but the odds were in my favor.

“Who was that?” Zeke asked, his eyes full of concern. 

“They have a heart for me. I have to go back to Connecticut.”

“You’re sure this is what you want?” he asked. I could see the fear behind his eyes. He was a doctor, and he knew just as well as I that even if I pulled through the surgery there was a one in four chance I would be dead within five years. It was a cruel game of roulette, but the prize was worth playing for.

“If this is successful, we can have a whole long life together. That’s worth the risk.” I wanted more than a couple years. I needed a lifetime with my family.

“It’s just so sudden. I didn’t even know you were on the list,” Zeke pointed out.

“Honestly, I wasn’t planning on taking it even if it came through. I thought I would depend on my heart as long as I could. But now, I have so much to fight for. For you. For Olivia.”

“I promised I would do whatever it took to heal you, and if this is the answer we’ll get through it together. Let’s get you to the airport,” Zeke said. I was grateful to have someone who knew how fast things had to move. There wasn’t a second to spare when it came to arranging a transplant. Any time we spent mulling it over would just worsen my odds.

I packed in a frenzy and in no time at all I was past airport security, on my own for the first time in a long time. It was a strange feeling to leave my new family behind. I had come to Twin Rivers expecting nothing more than a summer of teaching, but what I had gotten was so much more important. I knew that I was making the right choice, but it still hurt to leave them behind. 


19. Zeke

Flights and babies were never a match made in heaven, but there was no way I could take our two week old daughter on a plane. Lucky for me, Rex and Lucas were more than willing to take care of her for a few days. Just another benefit of being part of a pack. I knew without a doubt that they would treat Olivia like family.

“You’re a lifesaver you know that?” I thanked Rex again as I gathered my luggage. He had volunteered to come pick Olivia up so I could pack and get going as soon as possible.

“It’s no problem. Besides, her cousins are excited to meet her. Well, Anderson is at least. Jasmine might be a little jealous that there’s another baby so soon,” Rex said with a grin. Lucas had given birth to their second child just a month ago. He never did tell Rex that I let the sex of the baby slip at that appointment, and I had a feeling there was a lot of babysitting in my future as a thank you for that one.

“Now get going, you don’t want to miss your flight,” Rex said, practically pushing me out the door. I was sure he understood how easy it would be to linger and obsess over making sure the baby was going to be all right.

“I don’t even have one booked yet,” I said with a sigh. This wasn’t going to be a fun day no matter what. All I could hope was that it didn’t turn into a tragic one.

As difficult as it was to leave Olivia, it turned out that was the easy part. By the time I was able to book a flight, Liam was already being prepped for surgery. I knew it had to be fast to provide the best outcome possible, but I hadn’t thought he would be going in before I even got to see him again.  By the time my flight landed we would already have an answer. I didn’t even have the luxury of worrying in the hall outside his room this time.

I was surrounded by the buzz of people, all going their different ways, and I felt immensely lonely. I couldn’t even pull out my phone and text Liam. For the first time we were disconnected, and I hated every second of it. He had to pull through this, and then I was going to marry him just as soon as humanly possible. After spending all day rushing, now I was stuck at the mercy of the flight schedule. It would be another long hour before I could board, and longer still till I landed in Connecticut.

The flight itself was blissfully uneventful thanks to the overpriced headphones I picked up in the airport. I quickly realized their worth when the chatty woman sitting beside me launched into a long-winded story for our entire section of the plane to enjoy. I tried to close my eyes and let the music drown out the world, but my worries refused to be satiated. Right now Liam was lying open on the operating table, and I was helpless forty thousand feet in the air.

I was outside the hospital with a quick cab ride from the airport, still toting my luggage beside me. I wanted to rush to Liam’s side but instead I was frozen with fear. The summer had started to turn to fall so quickly I hadn’t noticed, but now I felt a chill running down my spine. He could be dead. The thought resonated through my mind, unwilling to budge as I desperately tried to push it from my thoughts.  I sucked in a deep breath of the chilled air and walked through the front doors to face fate.

“I’m here to see my fiancé. He should be in the ICU, but I’m not sure what room he’s in,” I explained to the nurse at reception.

“What’s your fiancé’s name?” the nurse asked.

“William Parker.” He would hate that I was using his full name.

The nurse typed in his name and raised her brow, but didn’t say anything. She probably thought I was heartless for not being there when she saw what he was in for. 

“And your name is?”

“Zeke Harper.”

“Zeke, Let me take you to Dr. Kim. He’ll want to see you,” she said calmly.

No. That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I followed the nurse down the halls, paying no attention to where we were headed. I would have to be strong for Olivia, but my heart wanted to give out. A life without Liam wasn’t one I was interested in living. 

“Dr. Kim, this is Liam Parker’s fiancé, Dr. Harper.” The nurse introduced me using Liam’s shortened name. They must have met.

“It’s nice to meet you. You’ll be happy to hear that Liam is recovering well.”

I breathed an audible sigh of relief.  “You should have told me that from the start,” I grumbled, my anger tempered by the good news.

“Sorry. It's hospital policy, but I agree for what it’s worth,” Dr. Kim said. “He’s still under from the anesthesia, but I can take you to see him if you’d like.”

“Of course,” I agreed without hesitation.

I put on a surgical mask and gown and was led into Liam’s room. I didn’t think I would be doing this again so soon, and it was even harder to see this time. He was hooked up to a ventilator to aid his breathing, but otherwise he looked just the same as he did sleeping in our bed. I reached out and brushed a stray strand of hair from his sleeping face. Even through the gloves it felt reassuring to touch his skin.

“I should go check in at my hotel. How early can I come tomorrow?”

“As early as you like Dr. Harper. I’ll be sure to inform the nurses.”

“Thank you,” I said, relieved. I wanted to spend as little time apart as possible.

I knew we had a long road ahead of us both. Recovering from a heart transplant was no easy task, and life would never be quite the same. But still, now we had a whole lifetime to look forward to together.

 


20. Liam

The day I had been looking forward to for so long was finally here. I was going home. It was four months to the day since I got that fateful phone call that gifted me a future, and now I was headed back to the real world and back to my family so I could put it to use.

Managing a long distance relationship with a newborn wasn’t the easiest thing I had ever done. But I knew now more than ever that Zeke and I could weather any storm. Once Olivia was old enough Zeke brought her and stayed with me for a while, but my rehabilitation was demanding and after a month they were back in Twin Rivers. It had been a month since I laid eyes on either of them, so this would be our chance to really reconnect as a family. I was practically sprinting through the airport. Dr. Kim had explicitly told me to limit my exercise, but I had to think even he would understand in this situation. 

I passed the final checkpoint, and there he was. Zeke could always catch my eye immediately even in the thickest crowd, a golden marvel standing tall above all others. His face broke into a smile and I had to hold back the tears. He wrapped me in his arms and I pulled him close. Our lips met for the first time in a month, but the spark between us was the same as always. Fated mates, meant to be together. I believed it now.

“I missed you,” he said as we finally pulled apart. His warmth melted me in as it always had. I didn’t want the moment to end.

“I missed you too. Where’s Olivia?” I was certain he would bring her to the airport, but she was nowhere to be seen.

“We’re going to see her now.” 

“What does that mean?” I asked. I wasn’t expecting riddles as a greeting.

“It’s a good surprise, I promise,” Zeke insisted as he grabbed my suitcase. I decided to give in and let him surprise me. After all, I had thoroughly enjoyed all the surprises so far.

We drove down a long winding road to a part of town I wasn’t familiar with. The trees were thick and a late fall crisp hung in the air despite the bright sun. Zeke pulled into the parking lot of an old church with intricate stained glass windows displaying all the saints and angels. I hadn’t been to church in years, and I wasn’t sure what kind of surprise could be waiting within.

“In here,” Zeke said, pulling me by my hand.

“Zeke, I’m not really the praying sort,” I began to protest, but my words went mute when we stepped through the ornate church doors.

A cascade of white flowers engulfed the altar at the end of the aisle where a small group from Zeke’s pack were gathered, all dressed in their best. Olivia stood to the side, a tiny princess in her violet gown. I had missed out on so much. Zeke told me shifter babies aged more quickly, but it struck me how much she had changed while I was healing. I couldn’t make up the time, but I would make sure not to lose any more.

It was absolutely perfect. The seats of the church stood empty, because everyone I needed was right up there, part of our ceremony. Still standing in the entryway, Zeke turned to me and took my hands in his. 

“Liam, if I have anything to say about it we’ve spent our last day apart. I want you by my side for the rest of our years, and I don’t want to wait. Can today be our wedding day?”

“Yes,” I said instantly. I was wearing jeans and an old t-shirt. I still hadn’t lost all the baby weight I wanted to. But none of that mattered. I would get married to this man anywhere, anytime. 

We walked side by side down the aisle. There was no music except the hum of excitement in the air. We reached the altar and I could feel the outpouring of love surrounding us.  Olivia wrapped her arms tight around my legs, and I patted her on the head. It was good to know she was happy to have me back.

The officiant standing at the altar didn’t seem to be a preacher. Instead of the black clerical garb and collar he was dressed in a rich emerald robe with a long golden chain draped around his shoulders. He was quite the sight to see, but his smile seemed genuine. Part of marrying Zeke meant accepting his pack traditions, and I had a suspicion this was our first.

“We gather here today to celebrate the bond between Zeke Harper and Liam Parker,” the man in the emerald robe began, his deep voice booming despite our small numbers.

“They pledge here today, before friends, family, and pack to join their hearts and their lives.  Today we celebrate love in all its forms, and we celebrate the obstacles Zeke and Liam have overcome to stand together before you today.”

“Have you prepared vows?” The man in emerald asked, turning to Zeke. To my surprise he nodded.

“Liam, there have been days I wished things were easier. There have been days I thought I couldn’t survive. But there has never been a day when my love for you wavered. Even through it all, no matter how far apart we were, there has never been a day I didn’t want you by my side.  I love spending my life with you.”

“Zeke, I didn’t prepare anything obviously since I literally found out this was happening five minutes ago,” I said, eliciting a chuckle from my betrothed. “But I don’t need to be prepared with you. It’s enough to know that every day we will be surrounded with love, and family. You’re all I need.”

“The exchange of rings is a physical reminder of the vows and promises exchanged today. Zeke, repeat after me as you place the ring on Liam’s finger,” the officiant instructed.

“With this ring, I pledge my love and devotion for the rest of our days.”

Zeke repeated the words, sliding a thin band next to the larger one from our engagement. The sat together perfectly, a representation of the both of us. He pressed his own ring into my palm and I smiled at him in thanks.

“Now Liam,” the officiant signaled my turn.

“With this ring, I pledge my love and devotion for the rest of our days,” I said as I slid the platinum band over Zeke’s finger.

“With the power vested in me I now pronounce you married. You may now share your first kiss.”

I leaned in and kissed Zeke, like I had so many times before, but it was a magic I could never grow tired of. It was the first kiss of many in our marriage. Zeke scooped Olivia up in his arms and held out his hand to me. We left the church hand in hand to the applause of our witnesses. It wasn’t the homecoming I expected. It was so much better.

 


21. Zeke

In the months following the wedding life was finally coming together. Liam had secured a permanent spot as a research assistant at the university, and with no classes to teach he could follow up with Dr. Kim in Connecticut each month without worrying about falling behind. We were even talking about meeting up with his parents the next time we were in town. It would take time for Liam to bridge the gap with them, but he wanted to try.

With the day-to-day settled, I had big dreams for our honeymoon. I imagined just the two of us shacked up in a tiny little cottage right on the beach. We would spend our days lazily enjoying each other’s body, breaking only for meals and an occasional dip in the refreshing salt water. That wasn’t what I got.

The cold winter air stung at my face, and even through the layers upon layers of ski gear I was freezing.  If only I could shift and find some warmth in my thick winter coat. Most people would probably be alarmed at the sight of a wolf on skis though, so I let the desire pass.

“Are you sure we should be up here? High altitudes can be difficult on the heart.”

“You know Dr. Kim approved it. You’re just upset that you got outnumbered,” Liam said, scrunching up his nose as he teased me. 

“I still think honeymoons should be on a beach somewhere,” I grumbled at his side. My heart was really set on a tropical vacation with margaritas and swimsuits. Instead we were making snowmen in about ten layers of clothes.

“Yeah, but mountains are great for family vacations. Right Olivia?”

“Snow!” Olivia proclaimed proudly, patting her hands on the snowy ground beneath her and giggling like mad. Even on this frigid mountain she melted my heart with her smile.

“I know you were teaching her to say snow while I was at work,” I said with a raised brow.

“You can know all you want, we’re still here aren’t we?” Liam asked with a smug smile that I had to kiss off his face.

“Try and enjoy yourself. I lost three months of watching Olivia grow up, and I’m not ready to leave her for a honeymoon. I promise we’ll have the tropical vacation of your dreams when she’s a little older,” Liam said as he pulled back from my kiss.

“Fine,” I agreed. “How about we head inside for some hot cocoa though? I’m freezing out here.”

Liam agreed with a smile and I picked up Olivia to carry her to the lodge. She threw off her gloves in a fit, not wanting to leave her snowy paradise, and a wail escaped her lips. Maybe Liam hadn’t been bribing her to pick the snow after all, she really seemed to love it. I ran my hand over her head trying to calm her, but when she brought her little hand up to mine, instead of the tiny peach fingers I was used to she was covered in pure white fur.

Liam’s eyes went wide, but I had to laugh at the sight. That was one mystery solved. Even with a human father the shifter genes ran strong.

“See, even little Miss Snow thinks it’s too cold. Don’t you?” I asked, taking her furry hand in mine.”

“Is that normal?” Liam asked.

“Of course. Shifting isn’t something that we can control for at least a few years,” I explained.

“So I might find a wolf pup napping in the nursery?” Liam asked, his worry turned to amusement.

“Only if she’s some sort of prodigy. There might be some ears or a tail, but I’ve never heard of a kid shifting fully before they were about seven.”

“Well, at least I don’t have to worry about life getting boring,” Liam grinned.

“Never,” I promised, wrapping him into a hug with Olivia between us. This was everything I needed here in my arms.  “Now let’s go warm up.”


Thank you for reading!
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Fated Omega

Rex.

That wolf is mine, he just doesn’t know it yet. I could taste him in the air from the second I walked in, and I’m not leaving without him.

One night isn’t enough for Alpha shifter Rex. When he sees Lucas in a crowded bar he has to own him completely. He’ll do whatever it takes to protect his fated mate and keep him by his side. Even if it means going to war with his own pack.

Lucas.

I wasn’t looking for trouble, but he found me all the same. I know better than to get involved, but he’s like an addiction and I just keep sinking deeper.

Lucas has always been a lone wolf, literally and figuratively, but all that changes when leader of the pack Rex saves him from an out of control bar brawl. Now he owes the man his life, but he never expected to fall for him so hard and so fast. Their intense connection is immediate, but when an unexpected pregnancy enters the picture both of their lives are turned upside down.

—

Preview

1. Lucas 

This wasn’t the sort of place I belonged and I knew it. I was just a college kid, not some tough biker looking to throw down. I mean sure I worked out almost religiously, and I could probably handle myself in some misguided drunken brawl, but the other guys here were beyond the level of college fistfights. I still had three months left until my twenty first though. So until I got that magical ID that granted me access to more upstanding bars this dive would have to suffice. It wasn’t so bad really. I just had to keep to myself and the beer kept flowing.

I fidgeted with my phone, swiping from one screen to the next trying to look occupied. My friends were supposed to be here two beers ago, and I had the sinking feeling they weren’t going to show. I let out a sigh and took a deep gulp from my third beer of the evening. I was already feeling light from the alcohol. I really should have eaten something, but I would rather waste my empty calories on the beer than some cheap fried whatever. It was typical of them to stand me up. They’d probably give me some lame excuse on Monday that I would either have to accept or get used to being a loner.

I was already aggravated, and the almost constant clacking of pool balls striking together on my right was grating on my last nerve. It rung out in my sensitive ears above even the trashy rock blasting through the place. The small crowd gathered around the pool table was laughing jovially, and I could easily overhear most of their conversation.

“Man you suck at this. You’re just gonna be giving me all your money,” one of the players taunted the other.

“You so sure of that? Why don’t we make this interesting then? Thousand bucks says the next game is mine,” the shorter, bulky man covered from neck to hands in tattoos egged on his overconfident opponent. I could smell anticipation dripping off of him, and it was immediately obvious he was taking this guy for a ride. A textbook pool shark.

“Dude, he’s just swindling you out of your cash,” I muttered under my breath before taking another swig of my beer.

“You have something to say to my face?” The tattooed con artist turned to face me, and all the bravery drained from my body. I couldn’t back down, but there was no way I could take him in a fight. He had at least fifty pounds on me, and a lower center of gravity. Now that I took a good look at him I saw the scars, both old and fresh, on his arms and chest. Even at a lean and muscular six feet tall I was biting off way more than I could chew. I was no fighter, I was majoring in art history for idiots sake.

He was brandishing his pool cue like a weapon now, and I knew one step in either direction would earn me a swift knock over the head. So I guess the only question remaining was did I want to get knocked out cold lunging forwards or retreating. My stomach was tangled in knots, but if I had to go down I would at least do it fighting.

“Kurt knock that trash off,” Came a deep grumbling voice from the other side of the pool table. 

The mysterious figure stood and I didn’t know how I ever missed him. His presence was intense and I could immediately sense the wolf in him. I stepped back deferentially by instinct. This was no ordinary shifter, just his aura set my blood on fire.

He was hard and muscled, with a cocky grin that seemed to brazenly show the world that he feared nothing.  Pure animal energy radiated off of him and it was all I could do to maintain eye contact when he glanced my way. I had never met another shifter like him. He seemed to almost advertise his status as an alpha predator. His dark brown hair was pushed back away from his piercing gray eyes, and I could have spent hours just staring, but now really wasn’t the time.

“He’s not one of yours Rex, you can’t tell me what to do with him,” The bulky man shot back. 

Rex slowly walked up to Kurt, daring him to make the first move. His eyes were hot with anger, and the easy smile was replaced with a fierce scowl. I was holding my breath, a mixture of fear and adrenaline keeping me rooted to my spot as I watched the power play between these two strangers who held my fate in the balance. I should have just kept my mouth shut.

Kurt was clearly rattled, but refused to step down. I got the feeling that there was more than just this one incident boiling over, and that Rex had been looking to put Kurt in his place for a while. A hush fell over the bar, and only the wailing of a dated hair band filled the quiet.

Kurt bared his teeth, and pulled back his arm to throw the first punch. He was too slow. Rex slammed his fist into the short man’s gut making him stumble backwards. The rest of the bar remained still. I had expected chaos to ensure, but everyone was waiting to see what the outcome would be. Just how much history was there here?

I wondered briefly if I could run for it while they duked it out, but like the rest of the crowd I was stunned into watching the scuffle unfold. I wasn’t one for violence, and I usually ran when I got a whiff of danger in the air, but I was powerless to move. Something deep was drawing me to this Alpha. I couldn’t abandon him before we even met.

Kurt was enraged by the blow he took to the stomach, and swung hard against Rex’s side.  He pummeled his fists into the hard body of the ferocious alpha that had come to my rescue. Rex dodged what he could, but staggered as the blows visibly shook him. Still, he wasn’t going to go down so easily. He let out a guttural scream and swung hard at his opponents head knocking Kurt to the floor. 

As Kurt pulled himself to his feet I caught the glimmer of metal in his right hand. He brandished a knife and seemed eager to make quick work of Rex, even if it took dirty tactics.

“Look out,” I called out shaken from my stupor. I hadn’t even met the guy before but when I thought he was in danger my heart clenched in my chest. I had to act even if I was placing myself in harm’s way.

It all backfired. Rex turned to look at me and Kurt seized the opportunity. He slashed at Rex like a mad dog, catching his arm and leaving a deep cut that was soon gushing crimson. 

That was Kurt’s last mistake of the evening. A wounded alpha was nothing to mess with and Rex was proof. He lashed out viciously, with no mind to tend his wounds. He threw punch after punch, the harsh sounds of his fist hitting soft flesh filled the room. He was growling and snarling as he held nothing back He pressed down hard on the pressure point of Kurt’s forearm to force his hand open and I flinched just imagining the feeling. The knife clattered to the ground and in one fluid motion Rex scooped it off the floor and jammed it hard into Kurt’s thigh. 

Kurt let out an ear piercing wail, and immediately focused all of his attention on the wound. Rex took the opportunity to deliver one final blow, laying Kurt out cold on the floor. His cocky smile was back, but with the blood running down his arm he looked slightly more intimidating.

Without the adrenaline of the competition keeping him going Rex hunched over in pain. Even gushing blood and freshly bruised he remained in control, not crying out like Kurt had. Without thought I rushed to his side. The police could be on their way and I needed to make sure that the man who intervened for my sake didn’t end up locked up for assault. It was the least I could do.

I swung his limp arm over my shoulder and wrapped my arm around his waist for support. “We have to get out of here,” I urged him on, but whether he was actually listening was a mystery. 

Kurt was passed out on the floor, his knife sticking straight out of his thigh and bleeding profusely. The wound wasn’t deep and he would surely survive it, with a brand new scar to add to his collection. We stumbled past him, letting him lie there. Someone more charitable than I would be the one to get him somewhere safe.

Rex’s eyes were hazy, with none of the intense fire from only moments ago. His head lolled to the side and rested against mine and I struggled to keep him upright. He had a good four inches on me, so there was no way to comfortably rest his head on my shoulder and still have him support himself. Every step was a challenge, but we eventually made it to the relative safety of my car.

The dark turn in the night had sobered me up quickly, and there was no way I was sticking around. I quickly pulled out and drove us the only place I could think of, my apartment. 

As I lugged Rex into my home I was immensely grateful to live alone. I had no good explanation for dragging a mostly unconscious, bleeding, six foot four Adonis of a man into my bedroom in the middle of the night. Well at least no concise explanation. 

I kicked open my bedroom door and lead my companion to the bed. As soon as he hit the covers it was lights out and even his minimal help ceased. Great.

I couldn’t be angry though. If he hadn’t stepped in and literally taken a knife for me I would be the one nursing wounds. I had to imagine I would have fared a lot worse in that confrontation than he had. I would probably be the one who ended up with a knife in me on the bar floor. I shuddered at the image. 

His arm was bleeding, but I was going to have to pull off his jacket to get a better look. I carefully undressed him, first pulling off his jacket, and then his shirt. It felt a bit wrong to be undressing an unconscious man in my bed, but I brushed the feeling aside. I had been drawn to him instantly, but this wasn’t about that. He needed my help.

I threw his shirt to the side. It was drenched in blood and one sleeve was almost entirely cut off. He could borrow one of my shirts in the morning, this one was ruined. Despite my mental protestations that this was nothing sexual I couldn’t help but take in the sight of him shirtless. He was completely ripped, and his abs seemed to go on forever. I fought the urge to trace the deep v of his pelvis with my fingers, and refocused my attention on the gash on his arm.

The wolf in me wanted to lick his wounds clean, to show him what good care I could take of him. My inner beast didn’t usually surface for things like this, but ever since I set eyes on Rex it seemed to be taking control. Instead I dabbed a damp cloth along the incision. It was a rough cut and his torn skin was sure to scar.  What a shame to mar such a perfect body. I ran my fingertips gingerly down his arms, providing some comfort even if he wasn’t awake to appreciate it.

With the wound now clean I wrapped it tight in white gauze. With my work complete I could head to the couch and get some sleep for myself, but something kept me there. I watched the steady rise and fall of his chest, unable to pull myself away. 

I knew I shouldn’t, but the rush of the night made me bold and I curled up beside him. His aura calmed me, and the tension of the evening melted away. I quickly fell asleep in the safety of his presence.

Continue now
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