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      Cole met Levi’s eyes, and Levi’s chest heaved. Did Gran have mics installed, or just cameras?

      “I guess—” Levi gulped “—I guess this continues. Me and you.”

      Cole’s throat went dry. With Levi smelling like jasmine and sex... “How far do you want to take this?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      Were they just kissing, or would Cole end up tangled with Levi in bed, sliding into the heat of Levi’s body?

      His heart thumping, Cole shut the front door, locking it.

      Levi hadn’t moved from where he’d stopped. And Cole couldn’t help closing the distance between them, until their shoes bumped and the heat of Levi’s body emanated into his chest. Levi craned his neck to look at Cole, his throat exposed, that scar on his shoulder silvery against his skin.

      That had been Cole’s bonding mark.

      Cole fought down the rumble in his chest, gently cradling Levi’s face in his palm. Levi could stop him at any point. Instead, Levi stood still, his breathing shallow, his eyes wide.

      “Are you afraid?” Cole whispered.

      Slowly, Levi shook his head. Then he tiptoed, slanting his lips in invitation, and Cole couldn’t help himself. Just leaned in and claimed Levi’s mouth, savoring the sweet, exquisite brush of their lips.
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      In a perfect world, the ground would be covered in flowers, the air would smell like fresh-baked bread, and there would be ten half-naked alphas in Levi’s shabby apartment, fixing every little broken thing.

      Their muscles would flex, sweat would glisten on their bodies, and they would do all the cooking. Maybe five of them would join him in bed, and maybe Levi would finally not spend his heat alone, for once.

      And he wouldn’t have to worry about being kicked out of his rental apartment, scrambling for a new shelter over his head.

      You may rent this place for the next three years, the scowling landlord had said. Except he’d neglected to point out the fine print: By signing this contract, you agree to a one-week notice to terminate the contract.

      It was only when Mr. Miser had hammered on Levi’s door, with the fine print on the contract now highlighted, that Levi had realized the mistake he’d made. But it was just another mistake on top of his pile of mistakes, wasn’t it?

      “Earth to Levi,” Ollie said in his ear.

      Levi’s heart stuttered; he blinked himself back to the music shop. “Yeah?”

      “Do you need a break?” His boss and friend, Ollie, peered worriedly at him. “You’ve been in a daze the whole evening.”

      Levi shrugged, his cheeks burning. Anyone could smell that he was in heat—the musk that wafted off his skin told far too much. His bones ached with need, and he wanted to curl up against someone, and just be held. Between his legs. Preferably naked.

      And yet... he didn’t want to go home. There wasn’t anyone waiting for him. Levi’s things were half-packed in cardboard boxes, and he’d been feeling like a stranger there.

      He had three days left to get out of the apartment. The landlord had found a better-paying tenant, and he’d been hammering on Levi’s door every night at 11PM, yelling at Levi to get the hell out of there.

      Levi sighed. “I’m fine. I just... I’m just distracted.”

      “By Cole?” Ollie perked up, looking hopeful.

      Not him again. Levi covered his face. “Why do you have to do this to me, Ollie?”

      Because that was his weakest spot. Cole.

      Ever since Levi had glimpsed his ex in Ollie’s shop last year, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Cole. Cole was the alpha who had left his mark on Levi, and the alpha with whom Levi had broken up, after a five-year relationship.

      Cole was the alpha who had given Levi a baby, and the same alpha who had looked so shattered when Levi miscarried.

      They hadn’t broken up because of that, though. That was something else, but the miscarriage had only made it worse.

      “But you still like him,” Ollie said, looking a little more uncertain now.

      Well... yes. Levi did still like Cole, despite everything that had happened. “I’m not getting back with him.”

      “He doesn’t have an omega,” Ollie added.

      That was a pity, wasn’t it? Because Levi knew what Cole looked like: tall, strapping, blond and green-eyed, with that handsome smile he always gave his brothers.

      A couple of times recently, Levi had glimpsed Cole shirtless, those pecs defined, those abs warm and solid, inviting touch. Cole’s pants had ridden low, the V of his hips diving tantalizingly behind his waistband. Levi had had to fight to keep his briefs from dropping.

      Guess who Levi had been jerking off to the last few nights.

      A long time ago, Levi had known every inch of Cole. Cole had been his first everything—his first kiss, his first alpha, the very first person who had touched him inside, and made him come.

      If anything, Cole had only grown more attractive over the years. It didn’t help that Cole was Ollie’s brother, and more often than not, Cole visited Ollie’s music shop, scooping Ollie’s son into his arms.

      That alpha wanted a baby. Levi saw it, clear as anything.

      But Levi couldn’t give him a child. After he’d miscarried Cole’s baby and they’d broken up, Levi had gone on to get pregnant again... only to lose every other child he’d managed to conceive.

      After five miscarriages... the thought of pregnancy made his throat squeeze tight.

      He’d buried every single one of those children with his own hands. He couldn’t do it again. Couldn’t get together with another alpha, only to witness their disappointment when they found out he couldn’t have children.

      Especially someone like Cole.

      And yet... Levi remembered the heat of Cole’s embrace. He remembered Cole sniffing at his scent glands, so proud of marking him. He remembered Cole swapping lunches with him, Cole punching Levi’s bullies in middle school.

      Once upon a time, Cole had slid Levi’s thick glasses back onto his face, and he’d said, You’re beautiful. Even with your glasses on. Your looks aren’t what’s important.

      Back then, Levi had exchanged his glasses for contact lenses, because he’d wanted to be pretty for Cole. These days... he’d hidden back behind his glasses. He wasn’t sure which alpha would think him attractive anymore.

      “I heard there was a bad fire recently,” Ollie said, rocking his seven-month-old. “Cole was there. He told me he got out just in time.”

      Levi gulped. What if Cole hadn’t gotten out in time? Gods, that wasn’t something he wanted to hear.

      The thought of Cole and fires brought back another memory, though—one that made Levi’s throat tighten with guilt. He remembered fire and scars, and screams of agony. That had led to the fraying of his bond.

      “Look, I have to do something,” Levi said, unwilling to linger on those depressing thoughts. “Why don’t you go home, and I’ll close shop?”

      Ollie was about to answer when Levi’s phone buzzed. Levi jumped, pulling it out of his pocket. Gran.

      “She’s sick, isn’t she?” Ollie asked, peering over Levi’s shoulder. “Take the call. I’ll close.”

      Levi’s heart sank even further. It was late. 9PM. Was Gran only calling to chat? Or did she have something worse to tell him?

      Sending Ollie a strained smile, Levi hit the Answer button. “Gran?”

      “Levi!” Gran’s voice rang tinnily over the line. “How’s my favorite grandson?”

      Levi glanced out the shopfront windows, at the shadowy downtown streets. Gran’s calls always filled him with dread. She’d always been such a solid rock in his life, and to know she was ill... “I’m okay. How’re you doing? Are you feeling better?”

      “Fine, fine.” Gran chuckled. Levi could hear the creak of her rocking chair, her knitting needles clicking through a sweater in the background. “I’m getting by. I heard from your mother that your landlord’s kicking you out.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      “Where are you moving to, then?”

      “I... I don’t know. I haven’t decided.”

      “Well, that husband of yours will think of something. Are you pregnant yet?”

      Levi closed his eyes, his heart clenching. He had to tell her the truth. But... Gran was ill, and he didn’t want to divulge just how long he’d been telling this lie. “H-he’s not my husband. Just—just my boyfriend.”

      At the other end of the counter, Ollie turned slowly, his expression incredulous. You have a boyfriend? he mouthed.

      Levi shook his head and put a finger over his mouth, signaling for Ollie to keep silent. Then he ducked into the backroom of the shop, so at least he wouldn’t see Ollie’s reaction to him lying to his gran. Because this already sucked enough.

      “Ah,” Gran said. “But you’re planning on getting married, aren’t you? I can’t wait for you to have great-grandchildren. My knitting group is having a family picture competition next month, you know. I told all of them I’d submit a picture of you and your husband and your babies.”

      “I don’t have kids,” Levi said, shoving his head against the backroom wall. I can’t have kids. “You know that, Gran. And I’m not married.”

      She chuckled. “Well, it’s not against the rules to borrow a couple of children for a picture.”

      Levi stifled his groan, his skin too tight. “I don’t know where I’ll find children.”

      Well, he did know, except he still hadn’t brought his ‘boyfriend’ home to meet her.

      “You’ll find some,” Gran said confidently. “I know you will.”

      As though it were so easy to pretend someone else’s children were his own.

      “I’ll try,” Levi said, his heart sore.

      He thumbed the side of his phone, waiting for Gran to hang up. One of these days, Levi swore that he’d come clean about his lies. Sooner than later.

      “I have an idea,” Gran said suddenly, her needles going silent. “Remember that old house right at the edge of Meadowfall where I used to live? You always visited me there when you were little.”

      Yeah, Levi remembered it. The house sat on a sprawling compound with its own driveway and a humongous swimming pool and jacuzzi, and there was even a creek on the corner of the property, buried in a birch forest.

      And the house—Levi had played hide and seek in its many rooms, racing up one set of stairs and down the other.

      That was the house of his dreams.

      “I’m giving it to you,” Gran said. “But on some conditions.”

      Levi froze. “Wait, you can’t be giving that to me. That’s impossible!”

      Gran snorted. “That’s not impossible. I own it.”

      Levi stared unseeingly at the boxes of supplies in the backroom. “But there’s Mom and Dad. You could give the house to them. Or to my aunts or uncles. Or to my brothers—”

      “I’d like to give you the house because you’re my favorite,” Gran said patiently. “On the condition that you and your husband fix up that shabby guesthouse on the corner of the property. And also... on the condition that you give me a great-grandchild by the end of the year.”

      Levi bit his lip hard. He didn’t need any of that. Not the husband, not the grandchild, and most certainly not the house.

      But that house... if his guess was right, that house was worth at least a million dollars. And it had high ceilings and large French windows, pretty wooden trim in the kitchen, and a fireplace in almost every room.

      His heart thumped for it.

      “You can live there in the meantime,” Gran said. “Bring your husband and come collect the keys.”

      “Oh,” Levi said faintly. “I’ll be there when we get some time. We’ve been... packing.”

      Gran made a sympathetic noise. “I’ll be awake until ten. If you drop by soon, you could even sleep in that house tonight.”

      Levi ended the call, his thoughts whizzing in his mind. How was he going to find a stand-in boyfriend? How could he even carry on the lie like this?

      He couldn’t get any old alpha to be his boyfriend, because he needed someone he could trust with that house. The house was most important.

      I should turn down the offer. I should just tell her the truth.

      But if Gran found out that Levi couldn’t have children... she would be so disappointed.

      Gran had seven children, twenty grandchildren, and Levi felt like a failure whenever she talked about his cousins having their second babies.

      If he told her... she would think of him as a disappointment, wouldn’t she? And he was her favorite grandchild, too. She had high expectations of him. That just made things so much worse.

      Levi tucked his phone in his pocket, barely listening to the voices outside the backroom. A baby squealed. Ollie murmured. There was another voice.

      If Gran knew... she would retract the offer. She’d tell Levi to go live with her, or maybe give him some money for another place to rent.

      But that house... it held so many memories. And... And Levi had visited that place with Cole, a long time ago. Cole had danced with him in the cobblestone courtyard, with the full moon shining down on them both.

      If Gran split the house between all of Levi’s aunts and uncles and cousins... Everyone would want the money. That house would be sold to a faceless new owner, and Levi would never see it again.

      Just one year, Levi thought. I’ll live there for a year, and then I’ll return it to Gran.

      But he still needed a boyfriend for that, didn’t he?

      Dazedly, Levi stepped out of the backroom. Ollie glanced up, his forehead furrowed.

      “You have a boyfriend?” Ollie asked, flabbergasted.

      “No,” Levi said. “But how do I get one? I’d like one by 10PM.”

      Ollie looked across the counter.

      And there, with Ollie’s baby cradled in his arms, stood Cole. Strong, T-shirt stretched across his pecs, his arms muscular, like he could crush iron or something.

      Levi froze. Cole couldn’t be here. Worse, Cole couldn’t have heard his pathetic plea for a boyfriend. Not when Levi had been the one to break up with him.

      Levi’s skin crawled. He fidgeted in the doorway. Then, when the urge got too much to bear, he sneaked a glance back at Cole’s face.

      Cole’s expression was unreadable. But everything else about him was familiar: the confident way he held himself, his maplewood scent, his gaze trailing down Levi’s body, head to feet. Levi’s throat went dry.

      He remembered Cole pressing him into beds and couches, remembered Cole nudging his thighs open, large fingers circling Levi’s hole. Just teasing him until he writhed. Cole had murmured in Levi’s ear, You’re beautiful, and he’d thrust his cock between Levi’s cheeks. It’s all yours, Cole had said. Where do you want it?

      Cole was an alpha Levi would give so much to tangle with again.

      But he wasn’t Levi’s anymore.

      “Cole,” Ollie said with growing excitement. “I’m sure he wouldn’t mind being your boyfriend.”
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      Cole stepped into Olivier’s Strings, the bells on the door jingling. His first instinct was to sniff—strangely enough, he’d been doing that ever since Ollie had asked if he could smell Levi.

      And there was that jasmine scent, fresh amongst the woodsy scents of alphas, the grassy scents of betas, and the floral scents of omegas.

      It was familiar. Comforting. Felt like part of Cole’s past unfurled with that scent, and he found his bearings again.

      He held onto the scent for a moment, just savoring its presence.

      Cole remembered everything about that omega. Levi’s smile. His bright eyes, the way he’d tucked his head under Cole’s chin and said, I’m pregnant.

      Except eight years ago, Levi had also said, We should be seeing other people. And he had left, tears trailing down his cheeks.

      Cole swallowed hard. It had been his fault.

      Back then, Levi had been babysitting for a single-parent friend of his. The ten-year-old charge had invited a bunch of his friends over, and it had been a commotion in the family’s backyard.

      Cole had found a bundle of fireworks, telling the kids, Wanna see a grand light show?

      They’d yelled yes. Cole had fired one, red and blue sparks bursting in the night sky. Then one of the kids had wanted to set one off, too, so Cole had held the kid’s hands to help light the fireworks.

      Somehow, on the third firework, something had gone wrong with the packaging. Instead of flying straight up into the sky, the firework had swerved to the side, into the house. In the dry heat of summer, the blaze had consumed those walls in a heartbeat.

      They hadn’t known it at the time, but Levi’s friend and employer, Micah, had been sleeping in the house.

      The fire had trapped Micah in there, and given him third-degree burns. They’d only heard his screams when it was too late.

      As a result of that fire, Micah was disfigured for life—Cole had seen the guy being carried out by firefighters, unconscious, his skin charred.

      Micah had fainted from the smoke inhalation, and he’d had to fight for his life at the hospital. Cole had visited with Levi; Levi had been trembling next to him the whole time. Cole had prayed to every god he knew to keep Micah alive.

      You should be Micah’s alpha instead, Levi had said when Micah recovered. He’s been looking for an alpha, but he’s so worried about finding one now. His face is all scarred.

      It doesn’t work like that, Cole had told him. I’m not leaving you.

      They’d disagreed on that. And every time Levi visited Micah, he’d only grown more distant from Cole—Levi believed himself to be the one at fault for the accident. He hadn’t even been the one to launch the fireworks, but he’d invited Cole to the party.

      In the end, the accident had driven a wedge into their bond, and driven them apart.

      A couple of times, Cole had considered talking to Levi again, just to find out how he was doing. He hadn’t the heart to look for another omega. Not when he’d disappointed Levi, not when he’d caused Micah’s house to burn down, and he’d given Micah horrendous scars for life.

      As an alpha, he should’ve been helping people, not hurting them.

      It was why Cole worked at the fire station now. To make up for the things he’d done wrong.

      And yet... it never felt like enough. Not when Micah still wore the scars to this day, not when Cole still remembered the moment Levi said, We should break up.

      For the past few years, Cole had been contributing to Micah’s childcare bills in secret. He’d done it to assuage the guilt in his chest, but it never seemed like enough. What could you possibly do, when you’d ruined a person’s entire life?

      The door to Olivier’s Strings jangled shut. Past the rows of violins and guitars, Cole found his brother behind the counter, hardly a customer here now that it was closing time.

      Cole stared at Ollie across the counter, his thoughts a mess. He was here to visit his nephew—that was it.

      Except Cole couldn’t help sniffing at the jasmine scent, too. Because it cheered him up, knowing that Levi was safe with Ollie in the shop.

      Behind the counter, Ollie frowned. “Levi’s in the backroom. He just said he has a boyfriend.”

      That brought all of Cole’s thoughts crashing back down. “What?”

      Olivier shrugged and glanced at the backroom entrance. Past that, there was the low murmur of Levi’s voice, all soft and mellow, just like Cole remembered.

      He wanted to hear it again. Wanted to just... hold Levi. Breathe him in. Except...

      “He has a boyfriend,” Cole said, the words sour on his tongue. He had no right to feel possessive. And yet, jealousy snarled in his gut.

      Because Levi had been his, a long time ago. Levi had smiled up at Cole, he’d pulled Cole’s face close to his own, and whispered, Kiss me.

      Cole had kissed him thoroughly, countless times.

      Olivier shrugged. “I’ve never smelled any alpha’s scent on him for long. But he’s calling his gran, so he might be fibbing.”

      That calmed Cole down somewhat. I shouldn’t be feeling this way. It’s not like he has a place for me in his life.

      Levi was the one who had left.

      The voice in the backroom fell silent. Cole stood with Olivier, reaching out for Taylor. Ollie handed his son over, and Cole held the baby. Wondered if Levi had ever gotten pregnant again.

      Once upon a time, Cole had envisioned a family with the three of them—Levi, himself, and the baby in Levi’s belly. Except Levi’s body had rejected the child, and Cole’s heart had splintered.

      Time and again, he’d wondered what that baby would’ve grown up to look like.

      Taylor babbled at Cole, seven months old and so damn adorable.

      Levi stepped out of the backroom then, his gaze locking onto Olivier.

      Cole stopped breathing. Just admired the fall of Levi’s auburn hair, the sheen on his pink lips, the slope of his thin shoulders. He was still beautiful, but he’d hidden those hazel eyes behind a pair of thick black glasses.

      “You have a boyfriend?” Ollie asked immediately.

      “No,” Levi said, looking distraught. “But how do I get one? I’d like one by 10PM.”

      Cole hadn’t even been thinking of a solution. He’d just been looking at Levi, feasting his eyes.

      But Ollie looked right at Cole, and said, “Cole. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind being your boyfriend.”

      And then Levi looked over, like he hadn’t even realized Cole was in the shop at all.

      For the first time in years, their eyes met. A tingle slid down Cole’s spine. Then Levi’s gaze darted to the baby in Cole’s arms, before gliding down Cole’s chest, to his hips. Like he was undressing Cole in his mind.

      An answering coil of warmth pooled inside Cole. Levi was interested, wasn’t he? There was a distinct heat scent in the shop, and it was most certainly not Olivier’s.

      Which meant that heady musk belonged to Levi, and Levi’s thoughts were probably in the gutter.

      It sent a sharp, visceral jolt of desire through Cole’s veins. Cole wanted to step closer, wanted to breathe that musk off Levi’s skin. He wanted to hear Levi moan against his lips.

      He swallowed. That would be a colossally bad idea, spending more time with Levi. Cole would just get his heart broken again. It had taken a damn long time to mend it.

      “You guys would be so good together,” Olivier said.

      “No,” Cole and Levi said at the same time.

      Olivier smiled a slow smile, that bastard.

      “I’m closing shop,” he said. “Levi, your shift ends now. And Cole, I’m taking Taylor back.”

      “But I just got here,” Cole said, bobbing the boy in his arms. Taylor giggled, patting Cole’s chest.

      Ollie retrieved his son, leaving Cole’s arms cold and empty. “Levi needs help. You’re going to help him.”

      Cole hesitated. Even if he was willing... Levi wouldn’t accept his help.

      But Levi sighed heavily, trudging toward the front door. Cole’s heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t talked to Levi in forever, either.

      He followed Levi out, reaching up to catch the door that Levi was holding open. For the briefest moment, their fingers tangled, Levi’s skin warm against Cole’s.

      Levi snatched his hand back like he’d been burned.

      Cole swallowed. Does my touch turn you off now?

      The shop door closed behind them, leaving them alone on the empty downtown street, a few cars parked next to the sidewalk. It was the most time alone he’d gotten with Levi in a while, and the silence between them stretched.

      But Levi was standing next to him, not running away, and that was something.

      Cole tucked his hands into his pockets. “Haven’t spoken to you in a while.”

      Levi shrugged, scuffing his shoe on the sidewalk. The last time they’d been in the same place for any amount of time... That was at Ollie’s wedding, and Levi had avoided Cole as much as he could.

      “I could ask a couple guys at the station if you need short-term help,” Cole said.

      Then he imagined one of those alphas holding Levi, taking Levi to bed, and something possessive snarled in his gut. Especially when Levi smelled like an omega in heat, when he smelled like Cole’s.

      Levi fidgeted. “It’s long-term help. A year.”

      “You want a boyfriend for a year?”

      Levi shrugged, unable to meet his eyes. “Yeah. Actually, it isn’t even a boyfriend I want. I just need someone to stand in as one.”

      That sounded weird. “What for?”

      “My—my Gran’s sick.” Levi sighed, like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. “She’s offered me a place to stay. I... told her I’d grab the keys with my boyfriend.”

      “And you don’t have one.” Hope fluttered in Cole’s chest, unbidden.

      Levi shook his head, reaching under his glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose. “She wants a great-grandchild if I move in, but I’m not planning to stay that long. I just... I don’t know. I shouldn’t accept it.”

      Except Levi’s expression—he looked wistful, longing. And that made something in Cole’s chest swell.

      He knew the warmth of this omega in his arms. A year wasn’t that long. Hell, Levi didn’t even want a boyfriend. There wasn’t any real commitment, so Cole couldn’t fuck up again.

      If Cole could stop himself from falling back in love...

      “Do you want the baby?” Cole blurted.

      Levi made to speak, stopping himself. He tried again a couple times, and finally said, “Maybe.” Then he laughed, self-deprecating. “I just want the house. It’s the one I used to visit. The—the one with the cobblestone courtyard.”

      Yeah, Cole remembered that mansion. He remembered grabbing Levi and jumping with him into the pool, and they’d made a grand old splash. Levi had surfaced and grinned, shoving his hands into Cole’s pants.

      Gods, they’d been so young and carefree back then.

      “I’ll take the baby if you don’t want it,” Cole said. “No strings attached?”

      Levi’s eyes widened. “You... you what?”

      “I’ll take the baby,” Cole said. “Especially if it’s mine.”

      And yours.

      Levi’s ears turned a bright red. He looked away, his tongue darting over his lips. “We’ll... we’ll see about that. The baby isn’t necessary if I break the agreement before a year, I think.”

      “You don’t want to live there for more than a year?”

      Levi shook his head. “Just one is enough. Then I’ll return the house to her.”

      It didn’t make sense, but at the same time, it did. Because Levi was self-sacrificing like that. Cole knew this best, out of everyone. Somehow, instead of making him angry now, it only tugged at his heart.

      “So the boyfriend,” Cole said. “You have anyone in mind?”

      Levi glanced at the time on his phone. “She said she’d be awake until 10. That’s in forty-five minutes, and it takes twenty minutes to drive. So... I have twenty minutes to find a pretend boyfriend.”

      “Where are you planning on finding one?”

      Levi’s throat worked. He met Cole’s eyes, then looked quickly away. “I... don’t know.”

      It wasn’t like there was anyone yelling on the streets wanting to volunteer. And Cole wasn’t particularly inclined on giving Levi away at the station. Not without punching whoever ended up sleeping with Levi.

      “It doesn’t have to be tonight,” Levi mumbled. “I just wanted to get the keys.”

      “You want the house that much, huh?”

      Levi rolled his shoulders, but Cole heard the yes that Levi didn’t voice.

      “I’m just nostalgic.” Levi smiled crookedly. “It’s a year-long commitment. I don’t need anyone putting up with that.”

      “It wouldn’t be much pretending, would it?”

      “I don’t know. Twice-a-month visits, maybe dinners, maybe family gatherings.” Levi winced. “Oh, gods, I don’t want to lie to everyone.”

      Twice a month seemed okay. Enough distance to not break Cole’s heart. Cole swallowed. “I could do it.”

      Levi’s gaze flew up to meet his. “You—You would?” he croaked.

      Cole shrugged. “It’s just dinners, right? I could, yeah.”

      He ignored the way his heart thumped. Levi as his again? Even if it was a pretense... It seemed as good an excuse as any to just hold that omega.

      Cole wet his lips, reaching over to catch Levi’s hand. “If I get into this with you... I’m gonna have to touch you. To make things look real. You okay with that?”
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      Levi’s hand was warm against his, his skin a little dry, his fingertips soft. Cole rubbed their thumbs together, then realized he wasn’t supposed to be doing that. He held his breath, wondering if he should’ve stopped.

      But Levi seemed not to mind. Was it because he was in heat, or...?

      “I guess it’s fine,” Levi said, a blush rising on his cheeks. “You can touch me. But—but only when it’s necessary.”

      Then he pulled his hand away, and Cole fought the pang of disappointment in his chest.

      “I’ll drive,” Levi said. “I know the route.”

      Disappointed, Cole followed Levi back into the shop, where Ollie looked at them with interest.

      “It’s a trial,” Levi said loudly.

      Olivier’s face lit up like the sun, though. Cole wished he could say, We’re just faking it. But they were doing this on Levi’s terms. That meant Levi got to decide who found out it was real.

      In the employee parking lot, Cole climbed into Levi’s car. Breathed in the scent of jasmine all around him. It was familiar, and yet so new.

      And with the musk of Levi’s heat... part of Cole stirred, the part that tightened his pants.

      “You got a car,” Cole said.

      Levi rolled his eyes. “I bought a fourth-hand one when I was nineteen. Then I sold it for this, which is secondhand.”

      “It’s nice,” Cole said, glancing at the clean center console. Mostly, he couldn’t keep his eyes off Levi, after Levi had repeatedly hidden himself away when they’d bumped into each other before this.

      Levi was slim, his jaw sharp, his lips pressed thin with concentration. He didn’t look so different from when they were eighteen, just a little older. His clothes still clung to his narrow chest, his slender thighs. And he was ever so pretty, with or without those glasses.

      “Stop looking at me,” Levi muttered, turning the car onto the street.

      “You know I’d have to look at you anyway, right? When we get to your Gran’s. And if we’re sticking with this, I’ll be looking at you through the rest of the year.”

      “It’s just in front of my Gran, so... maybe twice a month. It’s not that much.”

      It did sound good, though. Twice a month, when Cole could touch Levi, and it would be okay.

      Did he still love Levi? Cole didn’t know. But with the way his instincts said to crowd in close to Levi, protect him... Maybe. Probably.

      They drove into the richer side of town, where houses lay on larger plots of land, and tall hedges and iron gates hid away some properties.

      Levi parked in front of a small house, surrounded by raised beds of crops and just one other car. A light came on behind the living room curtains.

      “She’s living here instead of that big house?” Cole asked, surprised.

      “She said that house was way too big for her.” Levi shrugged. “It’s so pretty, though.”

      They got out of the car. At the doorstep, Cole wrapped his arm around Levi, and pulled him close. Levi’s breath hitched; he stood stiffly against Cole.

      “Relax,” Cole murmured, leaning to whisper in his ear. “You’re supposed to be used to me.”

      Then he stroked his palm down Levi’s spine to calm him, like he’d done years before.

      Levi trembled, his eyes growing wide. Did he... still like Cole’s touch?

      The door swung open, Levi’s grandmother in her nightgown and hair curlers. “Levi!” she exclaimed, craning her neck to meet Cole’s eyes. “And—oh, Levi, you didn’t tell me it was Cole you married!”

      Well, that was awkward.

      Levi cringed. “We aren’t married, Gran. We’re just—just boyfriends.”

      “Yeah,” Cole said. “We’ve been talking about it, though.”

      Levi smiled, but it looked more like a wince.

      “Come in, come in,” Gran said, hugging both of them. She looked older than Cole remembered—more wrinkles, her hair whiter, her arms thinner. “I made some tea for you.”

      We’re staying for an hour? Cole hadn’t expected that. In hindsight, he should’ve expected it, because it was Levi’s gran they were visiting.

      “It must be late for you,” Gran said, coughing into her elbow. “I’ll get you the keys, and you can head on to your new home.”

      And then she smiled meaningfully at them. “I’m sure Cole wants to start on the baby-making as soon as you can.”

      Levi spluttered. Cole just stared. He’d been a lot younger when he’d first met Gran. She hadn’t been so forward at that point.

      Gran poured them two cups of tea. Cole took one, sipping. It tasted like a mix of green tea and... rice?

      “It’s a special blend from Japan.” Gran poured a cup for herself. “It’s said to increase strength and fertility. Although... you don’t need it, do you?” She sniffed at Levi. “I’m surprised Cole didn’t keep you home! You’re in heat!”

      And, what, fuck him? Cole swallowed. When he’d said he would pretend to be Levi’s boyfriend, he hadn’t expected to be talking about their sex lives, or lack thereof.

      “Gran!” Levi groaned, covering his face. “We don’t talk about that!”

      “Well, someone has to,” she said pointedly. Gran coughed again. “You need someone pushing you along in life, Levi. And you too, Cole.”

      “I’ll see to it that Levi gets... his heat sated,” Cole said, clearing his throat. He wouldn’t, because this was just a pretense, but... well. The thought of having Levi pinned beneath him, panting with the intensity of his heat, presenting himself...

      The thought of Levi’s body snug around his cock...

      Cole forced his thoughts away from that. He wasn’t supposed to spring a hard-on anywhere around Levi, not without things getting even more awkward.

      Gran pulled her phone out, unlocking its screen. To Cole’s surprise, it was one of the very latest smartphone models, with a home screen and apps and everything.

      Then again, she did own that million-dollar property Levi wanted so much.

      “I wanted to show you this thing the security guy installed for me,” Gran said, tottering over to them. Then she thrust the phone in their faces. “Isn’t it so handy? I tap on any room on the floor plan of the house, and it shows me what’s going on there in real time!”

      Cole stared. On the screen, there lay a sprawling plan of the mansion: three distinct levels. Gran tapped on a room on the second floor—the kitchen.

      At once, the screen switched to a video feed of a vast kitchen, with an island counter in the middle.

      “The video is green because it’s on night-mode,” Gran explained, zooming in on the video. “I had a rat infestation there one time. It took us installing the cameras to find out where the nests were. So if you need me to watch out for any strange goings-on at night, all you have to do is tell me!”

      Cole stared. Levi’s mouth had fallen open. “So... So you’ll be watching us with the security cameras?” Levi asked in a small, choked voice.

      “Gods, no!” Gran waved dismissively. “I wouldn’t do that!” But she tapped on her phone, frowning. “Now, how do you close this app?”

      The phone returned to the screen with the floor plans. Gran tapped around, and opened up a video feed of one of the bathrooms.

      The bathrooms, too? Cole stared at the phone in sick fascination. “Is there anywhere you don’t have cameras installed?”

      Gran scrunched up her face. “I don’t think so. I was so mad at that infestation, I said to the video guy, To hell with it! Install cameras in all the rooms! And that’s how we found the rats’ nests.”

      She wandered off with her phone, leaving Cole and Levi on the couch, staring in horror after her.

      “All the rooms have video,” Levi said flatly, as though he couldn’t believe it. “I’ve changed my mind, Gran. You can have the house back. I’ll live elsewhere.”

      “Pshaw!” Gran thrust the keys into Levi’s hand. “There. Remember, Levi and Cole. I want that guesthouse fixed up nicely, and I want to see a grandchild this time next year. Now, off you go. Get on it.”

      “Thanks for the tea,” Cole remembered to say.

      Gran waved. As they closed the door, Cole heard her muttering, “How do I close this app? I don’t want to look at the bedrooms, either!”

      They got into the car, making sure the doors were shut. Then Levi banged his forehead against the steering wheel.

      “The bedrooms have cameras! And the bathrooms, too!” He made a soft, hopeless sound, hugging the steering wheel. “I don’t want to live there anymore.”

      Yeah, with all those night-vision cameras peeking into every room... that was just creepy. “Why are you even doing this?” Cole asked.

      “I’m getting kicked out of my apartment. My mom told Gran about it, and Gran called me with the offer. I stupidly accepted.”

      “She’s probably seen you naked as a baby,” Cole said. “The cameras don’t really matter, do they?”

      “Except she thinks I’m living with you! What if she pulls open a video, and she sees only me? She’ll catch on that I was lying about you.” Levi hid his face, hunching his shoulders.

      “You could turn her down and rent another apartment.”

      “But...” Levi heaved a sigh, turning the keys over in his hand. “Gran’s sick. And I also... I also wanted to live in that house. If something h-happens to Gran, everybody will want a piece of the property. It’d be sold and I’d never get to see it again.”

      Levi sounded so miserable that Cole’s heart softened.

      He reached over, closing Levi’s hand around the keys. “Then we’ll go look at the place. Decide if you wanna stay there.”

      “It isn’t just me,” Levi said quietly. “If I move in, you’d have to as well.”

      Levi looked torn and vulnerable; he needed someone. Cole’s pulse quickened.

      “It’ll be fine,” Cole murmured. “It’s a mansion, right? We can take different rooms. It’s not the end of the world.”

      Levi was silent for a while. “You’re really okay with moving in?”

      Cole shrugged. “I’m living alone. My rental contract ends soon, anyway. It doesn’t matter where I stay.”

      “Oh.” Levi pulled his hands out from under Cole’s, his cheeks darkening. Then he started the car, reversing out of Gran’s driveway. “I guess we can... decide when we get there.”

      The property wasn’t too far from Gran’s current home. When they pulled into the long driveway, the lights on either side of the road lit up, section by section, as though leading the way to the manor.

      Cole looked askance at the lights. “Does your Gran have those lights connected to her phone, too?”

      Levi winced. “I don’t know. But I wouldn’t put it past her. She has a lot of money.”

      “So we’d have to assume that she could be watching us at any moment,” Cole said slowly.

      “I guess.” Levi sighed. “Look, I didn’t mean to pull you into this. I certainly can’t expect you to put up with this for a year.”

      Being watched was nothing like stepping into a burning building, and Cole did that regularly. He shrugged. “I’m pretty hardy. We’ll see.”

      It wasn’t just that, though. Cole was coming to the realization that... he wouldn’t mind living close to Levi. Just being able to smell him every day. See that beautiful face.

      Gods, Cole was a sap, wasn’t he? They weren’t even back together, or anything.

      Levi drove up to the roundabout in front of the house. The roundabout surrounded a three-tiered marble fountain, and to one side, a maze of bushes led to the rest of the garden. Definitely more than what Cole could afford with his paycheck.

      “How did your gran even afford all this?” he asked.

      Levi shrugged. “I’ll ask her one of these days.”

      They climbed the gold-lit stairs up one story, to the front door on the second level. Inside the house, the foyer lights had already been turned on.

      “Creepiness aside, this is pretty sweet,” Cole said, his voice echoing around the marble-lined foyer. “Feels like only royalty would live here.”

      “It’ll take some getting used to,” Levi agreed, glancing around the place.

      Then the lights in the next room turned on. Cole’s hair stood on end; Levi sucked in a sharp breath.

      So maybe Gran was still keeping an eye on them. Or at least, she was attempting to make the house more welcoming.

      Cole met Levi’s eyes, and Levi’s chest heaved. Did Gran have mics installed, or just cameras?

      “I guess—” Levi gulped “—I guess this continues. Me and you.”

      Cole’s throat went dry. With Levi smelling like jasmine and sex... “How far do you want to take this?”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      Were they just kissing, or would Cole end up tangled with Levi in bed, sliding into the heat of Levi’s body?

      His heart thumping, Cole shut the front door, locking it.

      Levi hadn’t moved from where he’d stopped. And Cole couldn’t help closing the distance between them, until their shoes bumped and the heat of Levi’s body emanated into his chest. Levi craned his neck to look at Cole, his throat exposed, that scar on his shoulder silvery against his skin.

      That had been Cole’s bonding mark.

      Cole fought down the rumble in his chest, gently cradling Levi’s face in his palm. Levi could stop him at any point. Instead, Levi stood still, his breathing shallow, his eyes wide.

      “Are you afraid?” Cole whispered.

      Slowly, Levi shook his head. Then he tiptoed, slanting his lips in invitation, and Cole couldn’t help himself. Just leaned in and claimed Levi’s mouth, savoring the sweet, exquisite brush of their lips.

      Levi groaned, musk rolling off his body. He felt so familiar, so good. Cole wished he could learn this omega again. Wished he could stroke down Levi’s chest, down between his legs, see if Levi’s cock would respond to his touch.

      Something yanked behind Cole’s stomach. Something that shot right down his spine, to his cock, and Cole was so hard he fucking hurt.

      He wheezed. Shoved Levi against the wall and kissed him hard, only to have Levi writhe against him, his lips parting for Cole, his tongue tangling with Cole’s in an electric dance.

      “More,” Levi breathed against his lips. “Cole.”

      Gods, he was saying Cole’s name. And Cole nudged Levi’s lips open wider, sliding into his mouth. Levi tasted like tea and cookies, and when Cole reached down, he found Levi hard behind his pants. Levi shuddered, jerking into his palm, his cock hungry.

      They weren’t bondmates anymore. They weren’t even lovers. But this... Cole had known everything about Levi’s body, once upon a time.

      And if Cole didn’t stop this right now... They’d fuck before the night was over. Levi would regret it.

      “I’m in a rut,” Cole whispered against Levi’s lips, his pants so tight he could spear through fabric. “I should leave.”
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      Cole broke the kiss, his chest heaving, his pupils blown wide. Levi’s body ached with the loss of his warmth.

      “No,” Levi breathed, curling his fists into Cole’s belt. “Stay.”

      Cole froze, his eyes growing dark. “You know what it means if I stay.”

      Yeah, Levi knew. It was a risk. But his cock throbbed, his body ached, and he needed something thick inside him. “Tell me.”

      Cole’s breath shuddered out. Then he leaned in close, bracing one arm against the wall, right next to Levi’s head. And his face was just inches away, his gaze locked on Levi.

      “If I stay,” Cole whispered, his breath hot on Levi’s lips, “you’re gonna find yourself stripped naked, bent over, and I’m gonna open that hole with my cock.”

      Levi’s insides grew molten-hot. His hole squeezed at those words, and his mouth went dry.

      He hadn’t been fucked in so long. Who better to do that with, than the alpha who knew a hundred ways to make Levi come?

      “There’s a spot inside me,” Levi whispered. “That needs to be filled.”

      Cole groaned, reaching between them. He yanked Levi’s shirt out of his pants, reaching under it to splay his hand across Levi’s chest. Cole’s hand was big, callused, and Levi knew Cole could feel the thrum of his heart.

      “I have a condom,” Cole breathed, wetting his lips. “So I can only fuck you once.”

      Levi dripped in anticipation. “Good enough.”

      He shoved his hand past Cole’s waistband, finding the thick, hot length of Cole’s cock. The very thing that would fit up against Levi’s ass, push into his hole, and fill him up. Levi moaned.

      “Fuck.” Cole tugged Levi’s hand out of his pants. Then he flattened Levi’s palm on the outside of his jeans, right over his cock, and dragged it down his length. “Hard for you. Gonna fit all of this inside.”

      Gods, he was big. Levi’s breath stuck in his throat. He squeezed Cole’s cock. Reached up to open Cole’s pants, his hands trembling with need.

      Except Cole grabbed Levi’s hands and pinned them against the wall, leaning in to kiss him deep. He slid into Levi’s mouth, his soft, damp tongue learning Levi again, before reaching deeper, sliding out, and plunging back inside.

      Just like how he’d fill Levi’s body with his fingers, or his cock. Gods, that thick cock.

      Levi writhed, his body aching. He hadn’t been touched in so long. And when Cole trailed damp kisses down his jaw, to his neck, Levi didn’t even protest.

      This was a pretense. They weren’t in a relationship, they weren’t anyone important to each other. And yet... Cole closed his lips around Levi’s scent gland, right over his bonding mark. Then he sucked.

      Pleasure twisted down Levi’s nerves. His hips bucked uncontrollably, a whimper falling from his lips. Cole rumbled. “Want something?”

      “Yes,” Levi hissed.

      “Tell me.”

      “Touch my cock.”

      Cole chuckled. “Maybe.”

      Then he shoved his thigh between Levi’s legs, just enough to nudge at Levi’s balls through his pants. That left Levi’s cock hard, neglected, dripping into his briefs.

      “I need more, Cole.”

      Cole growled. “Say that again.”

      “I need more,” Levi panted, rolling his hips, trying to seek pressure against Cole’s thigh.

      Except Cole leaned away. “No. Say my name.”

      That was too intimate. And yet... they were pretending to be lovers. It was okay to. “Cole,” Levi breathed. “Fuck me.”

      Cole groaned, musk rolling off his skin. He released Levi’s hands, turning him around to face the wall. Then he cupped Levi’s ass, shoving his fingers up against that vulnerable spot between Levi’s cheeks, where his opening was.

      Levi jerked against him. Cole knew exactly where Levi wanted to be touched.

      “Bend over,” Cole rasped in his ear, his breath heavy. “Lift your ass up.”

      Levi’s face burned. On any other day, he would’ve found this crazy. Levi would’ve hightailed it out of here. Cole wouldn’t want anything to do with him.

      But this was different. So he obeyed, angling his hips up so that, if Cole stripped him of his clothes, Levi’s hole would be right there, Cole’s for the taking.

      “Very nice,” Cole growled, his breath rushing out of him. “Gonna fit my cock inside.”

      After the drought in Levi’s partners, Cole’s words were so filthy. They sent blood pooling between Levi’s legs, made his body squeeze tight. Levi blushed, thankful that Cole couldn’t see his reaction.

      “So fuck me,” Levi muttered. “Quit stalling.”

      Cole barked a laugh. “This is stalling?”

      He reached around Levi, yanking Levi’s pants open. The pressure at his hips eased. Levi’s cock strained upward, tenting his briefs. Cole found it easily, rumbling when he wrapped his hot hand around Levi’s cock, squeezing it.

      Pleasure jolted down Levi’s spine; he arched, jerking helplessly into Cole’s hand.

      This wasn’t what he’d planned for tonight. Not meeting his ex, and certainly not fucking into Cole’s fingers.

      “You haven’t forgotten my touch,” Cole whispered, pulling Levi up onto tiptoes. Then he pressed the length of his covered cock against Levi’s ass, pumping Levi lightly through his briefs. “So fucking wet.”

      Cole touched the damp spot on Levi’s briefs, where Levi’s desire had betrayed him. Before Levi could blush, Cole slipped his fingers past Levi’s briefs, caressing Levi’s bare cock. Levi’s breath shivered out of him. He couldn’t help shoving his cock at Cole, silently begging for Cole to touch him there.

      “Still with the foreskin,” Cole murmured, trailing his fingertip around the opening of Levi’s skin. Sparks of pleasure skittered down Levi’s nerves. “Sensitive.”

      Cole pushed his finger under that skin, his calluses catching on Levi’s tip. Bliss whispered through his nerves; Levi jerked. Cole chuckled darkly. Levi watched with aroused fascination as Cole pulled his finger out, then pushed it back under Levi’s foreskin, like he was fucking Levi there, too.

      Then Cole squeezed Levi’s ass, grinding his fingers against Levi’s hole, his touch muffled through the denim. “Gonna be doing that here,” Cole growled.

      Except he grew impatient, yanking Levi’s jeans down his ass, leaving the thin cotton of Levi’s briefs clinging to his body. Just one layer keeping them apart.

      Levi whimpered, his heat thrumming through his veins, his hunger sending slick trickling out of his hole. All week, he’d been yearning for someone to touch him, someone to open him up, fuck him good and hard.

      Cole sniffed at him, his grip tightening around Levi’s cock. “That made you hot?”

      And his musk rolled through the air between them. Cole was hungry for Levi. Levi’s throat went dry.

      With an arm around Levi’s chest, Cole straightened Levi up, looking over his shoulder. “You weren’t this big earlier.”

      Then he tapped on Levi’s cock, where Levi’s tip had pushed out past his foreskin, dusky and glistening with precome. Levi couldn’t hide his need, not with his cock looking like that.

      He reached down, trying to cover it. Except Cole pulled Levi’s hand off, kissing his shoulder. “Show me. I want to see how hot you get for me.”

      And he dragged Levi’s foreskin down, exposing his entire head. Cole flattened his dry palm against Levi’s tip, then rolled it around that sensitive head, so jolts of pleasure shot down Levi’s spine, almost painful. Levi stiffened and shuddered.

      “Mine,” Cole growled, biting lightly into Levi’s shoulder.

      Do you mean that? Levi stopped breathing. Cole froze against him.

      Seconds later, Cole relaxed, wrapping his fist around Levi’s cock like he hadn’t just blurted the one thing Levi craved to hear, but knew he shouldn’t want.

      Cole had probably said it in case there were mics, and he was worried Levi would take offense.

      To take the awkwardness off, Levi panted, “Aren’t you going to fuck me already?”

      Cole growled, sliding his arm around Levi’s waist. Then he rutted against Levi’s almost-bare ass, his cock a hard line behind his jeans. “Want my cock?”

      “Yes,” Levi hissed, his slick drenching through his briefs.

      It was almost a relief when Cole released him, reaching down to undo his own pants. The zipper rasped, loud in the silent foyer.

      Then Levi felt the nudge of something thick and heavy, a smear of wetness against his lower back. Cole was leaking, too—did he want Levi that much?

      Holding his breath, Levi gasped when Cole fitted his cock into the leg of Levi’s briefs, so the cotton trapped Cole’s cock right against the side of Levi’s sac. Cole was silky. Hot. Probably the biggest Levi had fitted inside him. Levi’s face burned.

      “That’s lewd,” he panted, his hole squeezing with how close Cole was to sliding inside.

      Then Cole’s tip pushed against the front of Levi’s briefs, darkening the material with his precome. It was thick. Hungry for Levi. And Cole gripped Levi’s cheeks, spreading them open to expose his hole.

      Levi scrabbled against the wall, his body taut. Cole was sniffing at his hole. He was going to sink into Levi, stretch Levi open with his cock. Levi whimpered, reaching down to stroke Cole’s length. Cole growled, fucking into his hand, his strokes strong and hungry. Just like how they’d feel inside Levi.

      Levi moaned. He reached behind himself, holding his ass open so Cole wouldn’t have to. “Cole, please.”

      Cole’s breathing hitched. In a swift motion, he’d shoved Levi’s briefs down his thighs. Then he closed his fist loosely around Levi’s cock, murmuring in Levi’s ear, “Fuck my hand.”

      Levi’s skin scorched. Fucking an alpha? That sounded wrong. And yet here Cole was, commanding Levi to. Levi thrust his hips forward, moaning when his foreskin caught against Cole’s palm, then dragged away from his head, sending pleasure sizzling through his nerves.

      “Harder,” Cole growled.

      Levi thrust harder into his hand, chasing his own pleasure. And Cole fitted his cock between Levi’s cheeks, its hot length sliding against Levi’s hole whenever Levi thrust forward. Levi’s hunger spiked, his body squeezing with need.

      Levi’s slick smeared over Cole, until Cole’s cock grew slippery between his cheeks, thick and hungry and promising so much.

      “Cole, Cole—” Levi choked on his moan when Cole’s tip fitted right against his hole, so close to pushing into him.

      “What do you want?” Cole panted, squeezing Levi’s cock, slow and firm, until Levi writhed, right at the edge of his release.

      “I want you to fuck me,” Levi pleaded, rocking against him, not caring the slightest how depraved he looked now.

      Cole released him. Instead of teasing Levi with his cock, Cole pushed his tip against Levi’s hole, opening him up with a swift, firm thrust. Levi stretched around his alpha. Cole’s cock slid into him, big and hot, grinding right against Levi’s prostate. Pleasure burst in his body.

      Levi shuddered. He couldn’t keep standing. Not when Cole fucked hard into him, sheathing his entire cock into Levi’s body.

      “Fuck, Levi.” Cole’s breathing was ragged now, his arm wrapped solidly around Levi’s waist. “You feel so damn good.”

      Levi panted, bereft of words. He couldn’t speak, not when Cole pulled out and slid back in, lighting every single nerve. Levi curled his hands into Cole’s forearm, his breathing puffing out of his mouth, his body tensing up with each stroke of Cole’s cock inside him.

      “More,” Levi said hoarsely.

      Cole groaned, pressing Levi up against the wall. Then he began to thrust, hard, their hips meeting damply, his cock massaging that one sweet spot inside Levi, until Levi trembled in his arms, his balls pulling tight.

      “Can’t—” Levi gasped, rocking back against Cole to take him deeper. “C-can’t hold—”

      Cole anchored Levi to himself and increased his pace, his strokes growing uneven. His cock ground delicious friction into Levi, the crown of his tip catching against Levi’s insides.

      Levi whimpered, trying to hold on. Then Cole roared, fucking deep into Levi, and the thought of Cole coming inside him sent Levi over the edge, sent him spiraling into a sea of pleasure.

      Levi’s toes curled, his spine arched, and his body pulsed with pleasure, so intense he couldn’t speak or breathe.

      He clung to Cole, trembling with the aftershocks of his climax. Cole panted against him, his arms tightening around Levi’s body, his lips warm on Levi’s shoulder. Then he pressed a kiss there, another on Levi’s nape, and one further up, every kiss slow and deliberate.

      Levi’s pulse stuttered. This was... also a pretense. After Levi had pushed Cole away and broken his heart, Cole couldn’t possibly want him again.

      He swallowed, his heart pounding when Cole dragged the scent gland on his wrist down Levi’s chest, marking him with maplewood.

      “Mine,” Cole growled.

      Levi’s heart squeezed. Despite what he’d been telling himself, he wanted so much to belong. Especially to Cole, who was brave and strong. Cole, who had stood up to Levi’s bullies, and... and Cole, who had once been his best friend.

      Levi leaned against the wall, just savoring Cole’s warmth against him, Cole’s strong arms promising safety.

      Not for the first time, Levi wished he hadn’t been so damn selfless. He wished he hadn’t asked Cole to go to Micah, and instead kept Cole for himself. Fat lot of good that had done, when Micah was still disfigured and alone, and Cole didn’t have an omega, either.

      For as long as Micah wore those scars, Levi would always feel guilty about taking an alpha for himself.

      “You okay?” Cole murmured, dragging his palm down Levi’s chest.

      Levi’s heart skipped. He nodded mutely, thinking about pulling away from Cole. This shouldn’t have happened. But Gran could also be watching, and... gods, Cole wasn’t even his boyfriend.

      Levi groaned, covering his face. “I feel guilty about—” lying “—saying those things to my gran.”

      Just in case she had mics installed.

      Cole snorted. “We fuck, and that’s the first thing you say to me right after. Real smooth, Levi.”

      Levi’s face burned. “Sorry.”

      What else could he say? I wish I could have you back?

      Cole’s knot began to swell, a light, growing pressure that stretched Levi inside. Levi shivered at the pleasure, pulling away. He wasn’t ready to spend the duration of that knot with Cole.

      Cole released him. Then he froze. “Shit.”

      “What?” Levi turned, wishing he had Cole back inside him. Cole had felt so good.

      Cole was looking down at his cock. It glistened with Levi’s slick, and a whitish smear of come at its tip. It didn’t look much different from when Levi had last seen it, just bigger.

      “I forgot about the condom,” Cole said with a grimace.

      Oh. Levi stared at Cole’s cock, his thoughts slow as molasses. He was in heat. That meant... his chances of conceiving were sky-high, weren’t they?

      And then he would lose the baby again.

      The first time he’d conceived... He’d talked about baby names with Cole. They’d gone to the departmental stores, picking out baby clothes. They’d dreamed about teaching the baby their hobbies, going on adventures, just being a family.

      The miscarriage had happened out of the blue on a beautiful autumn day. Levi didn’t know why it had happened.

      All he knew was that he’d seen the blood, and he’d realized that thing in the toilet was his baby. He’d fainted, smacking his head against the wall.

      Cole had found him on the floor, half-naked, blood all over his clothes. The grief that followed... it had felt like a sledgehammer to his chest. That same grief that welled up through his lungs now, bringing tears along with it.

      Levi whimpered, pressing his palm against his belly. He wasn’t ready for that kind of disappointment again. He knew he was enough of a failure.

      “Hey,” Cole murmured, cupping his face. “Levi.”

      Levi couldn’t answer.

      Cole brushed the hair away from Levi’s face, his touch gentle. “I’m sorry about the condom,” Cole said, regret flashing through his eyes. “I really am. And I’ll do anything to help, okay? If you conceive.”

      But that wasn’t the issue here. Five other pregnancies, and they’d all failed. What were the chances of this one succeeding?

      “The way I see it,” Cole said, “you could abort the child, or... or you could keep it. If you don’t want to parent, I will.”

      Cole didn’t say more, but his gaze pleaded.

      The tightness in Levi’s chest only grew. “I’m not aborting it.”

      Some of the tension seeped out of Cole’s shoulders. He pulled Levi close, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Thank you.”

      Levi fought down his tears. Don’t you understand? “That’s not the point, Cole. Whether it stays alive is a different thing.”

      Cole froze, horror flickering through his eyes. He still remembered it, then. Wrapping up their fetus, bringing it to Levi’s family property, burying it in that clearing where Levi had conceived on Cole’s eighteenth birthday.

      They’d decided that the baby would’ve been a boy, and they’d named him Jay.

      “Fuck,” Cole said quietly. “You don’t know if... if you can keep it?”

      Levi shook his head, his grief swallowing his voice.

      Cole swore. Then he pulled Levi into a tight hug, rubbing Levi’s back. “All these years... I thought you knew why, and you were hiding it from me.”

      Levi had kept his confusion a secret, hoping it would drive Cole away from himself. It had worked, in a messed-up sort of way. And now they were back at square one, with possibly a baby in Levi’s belly. Another baby he could lose.

      Levi’s heart squeezed tight. He cleared his throat a couple times before he could speak. “I don’t know why it happened. It—It just did.”

      Cole rubbed his back, his lips brushing Levi’s ear. “I’m here,” he murmured. “I don’t know how I can help, but I’ll do my best, okay?”

      Levi buried his face in Cole’s shoulder, his misery suffocating. Best that he expect to lose this baby, so he wouldn’t get his hopes up. But if he could have his very own baby to hold...

      For the longest moment, Cole held him. Levi cried into his shoulder, allowing himself to, for once. Cole stroked his back. Levi’s tears came faster. He wished everything had gone right back then. He wished the accident never happened. He wished Micah had never been hurt. And he wished he’d gotten to keep Cole’s baby and hold that little bundle of joy. Jay would’ve been seven years old now.

      When his misery eventually faded, Levi sniffled, pulling away from Cole. The shoulder of Cole’s shirt had darkened with tears, and his erection had faded. Levi winced.

      Not exactly the best way to meet his ex again.

      “I should go to bed,” Levi mumbled, his nose stopped up. “Thanks for stopping here with me. Here’s the car keys if you want to get home—”

      But Cole narrowed his eyes. “I’m not leaving you tonight.”

      Levi froze, confused. “Why...?”

      “Because you need someone.”

      Levi’s heart missed a beat. Did Cole still care...?

      Cole glanced at the ceiling around them, like he was looking for a camera. Levi’s heart sank. He shouldn’t have gotten his hopes up.

      Cole led the way deeper into the house. Levi trudged after him, pausing when Cole found a bedroom. There was a queen-sized bed in the corner, heavy drapes around the curtain. When Cole flicked on the ensuite bathroom lights, they found a soaking tub, and bright lights around the counter mirror.

      “Go first,” Cole said. “I’ll wait.”

      Levi hesitated in meeting his eyes. After their past, after breaking up, telling Cole he should bond with another omega... Cole was still here. And his gaze was patient, waiting.

      Levi didn’t deserve this, did he?

      He bowed his head, ducking into the bathroom. He found a pair of bathrobes, laying one out for Cole. Then he stepped into the bath, turned the shower on hot, and closed his eyes.

      When he stepped out of the bathroom, he found Cole in an armchair in the corner of the room, on his phone. Cole glanced up, and Levi tugged the bathrobe tighter around his body, embarrassed.

      “The water’s still warm,” Levi mumbled. He crawled into the bed. Wondered if they were sharing it.

      “I want the right side,” Cole said, glancing at the bedroom door. “Closer to the exit.”

      So he could leave?

      “In case I need to show up at the station for emergencies.” Cole wriggled his phone. The left side of the bed butted up against the wall.

      “Oh.” And then Levi felt a little bit better. Cole was staying. Even if he didn’t want Levi... Levi did kind of enjoy having him around, secretly.

      Cole disappeared into the bathroom. Levi squirmed under the covers, listening to Cole’s phone buzzing on the armchair. The room smelled a little musty, unused—and it should. It hadn’t had guests in a while.

      Levi lost himself in thought, jumping when the bathroom door clicked open. Then footsteps padded over, and the bed indented behind him. Levi’s heart flew to his throat.

      He smelled maplewood and soap, and not so much of that smoke-and-ash scent Cole wore. Levi didn’t move. He wasn’t sure what to do, when he hadn’t shared a bed with Cole in so long.

      Cole shuffled under the covers. Then he moved behind Levi, almost too close, and a warm, heavy arm slid around Levi’s waist. Cole’s breath puffed into Levi’s damp hair, and his chest bumped into Levi’s back.

      They were sharing a bed.

      His cheeks warming, Levi pressed his face into the pillow, his heart thundering. Cole’s holding me.

      “You all right?” Cole rumbled, his voice quiet.

      “Yeah,” Levi croaked. And as Cole wrapped himself around Levi, Levi couldn’t help leaning back against him, just soaking up Cole’s warmth, and the weight of his body.

      It felt safe, being in Cole’s arms. Levi didn’t know how he’d forgotten this.

      “I’m gonna sleep,” Cole said. “Gotta get up early. I have a shift tomorrow at eight.”

      “Okay,” Levi breathed.

      “Night.” Then Cole brushed his lips against Levi’s neck, and Levi’s heart squeezed tight.

      None of this was real.
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      He’d fucked Levi. He’d actually gone and fucked Levi, and to make things worse, he’d completely forgotten to use a condom. And Levi had been in heat. What if he’d gotten Levi pregnant?

      Gods, I’m an idiot.

      Cole threw his clothes haphazardly into his moving boxes, his thoughts a mess. Again. Like that other night hadn’t been enough.

      So he’d agreed to play along with this fake-boyfriend thing of Levi’s. That was okay. Except they’d be lying to Levi’s family, and... not only that, but how was he going to explain them getting back together? Or why they’d broken up in the first place?

      Cole had no wish to delve back into the past. That was painful enough. He should’ve quit and left when he could this time, except that would’ve made him a coward, and it would also have left Levi open for some other alpha to claim.

      It made his heart skip a little, knowing Levi now wore his scent.

      And Levi had felt exquisite against him the other night. Not just the fucking, but Levi sleeping against him in bed, his chest softly rising and falling, his face so damn peaceful.

      The next morning, Cole had slipped out of the bedroom the moment he’d woken, his cock too hard and his instincts growling to leave his scent all over Levi. Then he’d gone on his shift at the station, and he hadn’t seen Levi since. Probably a good thing.

      In the middle of packing his dishes, his phone buzzed. Cole glanced at the new message.

      I need some help... please? Levi had texted.

      Cole’s stomach flipped. Didn’t even hesitate before he replied, What with?

      My mom heard I had a boyfriend. Now she wants to meet you. Levi had added a sticker of a person wincing.

      Cole sighed, remembering Levi’s initial promise of two dinners a month. What did Levi feel about that? I’ll be there. Now?

      Levi answered with an address, then Yes, now. Sorry.

      Be right there. It wasn’t like Cole had anything else to do, anyway. He was just holding up his end of the deal. Not that he wanted to kiss those pink lips again, or anything.

      Cole was out of his door in seconds, throwing his red sedan into drive.

      He found Levi’s apartment complex—part of a run-down building on the poorer side of Meadowfall, with the parking lot mostly empty.

      Cole jogged up the stairwell, turning down a dim corridor. Found Levi’s door, knocking on it.

      Further in the apartment, someone yelped. When it swung open, the corridor filled with light, and Levi stood in the doorway, his hair tousled, his mom a couple steps behind him.

      “Mrs. O’Devlin,” Cole said, nodding at her with a smile. She waved back.

      “Sorry,” Levi said under his breath. “I... also kind of needed help packing. And, um.” He waved in the direction of his mom.

      Cole figured he may as well make this look legitimate. He stepped closer to Levi, cupped Levi’s smooth face in his hands, and brought his lips up for a kiss. Levi’s eyes grew wide. He wasn’t expecting a kiss?

      But it wasn’t like Cole could stop right now in front of Levi’s mom. He breathed in Levi’s jasmine scent, dragging their mouths together, slow and sweet like the way he’d used to do.

      Levi still felt so familiar against him, so delicate and beautiful, and Cole’s heart thudded.

      When he broke the kiss, Levi stared at him, wide-eyed, his lips pink and damp, like he needed another kiss.

      Cole leaned in again, figuring he may as well make this look real. Levi squawked, stepping away. “Not in front of Mom,” he squeaked.

      Mrs. O’Devlin chuckled. Like Levi, she was thin and auburn-haired, smile lines on her face. So different from Cole’s own mother. “You’re the same as I remember you, Cole.”

      Didn’t she know he’d broken up with Levi once before? Or maybe Levi never told her the circumstances. Cole stepped forward, pulling her into a hug. She smelled like wild lilies, and she patted him on the back.

      “I hope you’ve been doing well,” Cole said. “It’s been a while.”

      “Yes, it has. I was so surprised when Levi’s gran called to tell me he’s moving into that old mansion with his boyfriend.” Mrs. O’Devlin raised her eyebrows. “And it was you, too. I didn’t know Levi was dating you.”

      Levi squirmed, looking everywhere but at his mom and Cole. “I need to finish packing. Please help?”

      Cole glanced at the half-packed boxes scattered around the tiny apartment. The place was terrible—paint peeling off the walls, the carpets ratty and stained. Yeah, it would be so much better for Levi to move out.

      For the next hour, they worked around the apartment, boxing what few things Levi had left around.

      Then, with Mrs. O’Devlin on the other side of the living room, Levi stepped over with a cold bottle of water, handing it down to Cole. “Here,” Levi said softly. “It’s not much, but thanks.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.” Cole looked pointedly at him.

      “What, so you want a favo—” Levi bit his words off, glancing in his mom’s direction.

      “You can pretend I’m not here, you know,” she said.

      Levi made a face at her. Then he turned back to Cole, looking uncertain.

      “It’s not like you have to kiss me,” Cole said under his breath. Except that only seemed to steel Levi’s resolve.

      Levi crouched next to Cole, smiling warmly like he was absolutely fond of Cole. Then he leaned in, brushed his lips against the corner of Cole’s mouth, and said, “I love you.”

      That... kind of hurt. Cole winced. Levi was definitely lying there, but for a moment, that warm look in Levi’s eyes... It had almost been real.

      And Cole had suddenly realized how much he’d missed having Levi around. Having Levi love him like that. He swallowed hard.

      What would it feel like if you loved me again?

      Cole glanced at Mrs. O’Devlin; there was a faraway look in her eyes. She’d missed his reaction.

      “All done?” Cole asked, changing the subject. “Looks like you don’t have anything else lying around.”

      Levi looked relieved. “Yeah. I just need to move them all to the mansion, and that’ll be it.”

      “I’m so glad you’re back with him, Cole,” Levi’s mom said with bright eyes. “Levi needs someone taking care of him.”

      “I do that,” Cole said. “You won’t have to worry about him.”

      “That’s great.” Mrs. O’Devlin beamed. “You’ve always been my favorite of Levi’s past boyfriends.”

      He had more? Cole glanced at Levi, something growling in his chest. Levi looked away with a wince. But Levi didn’t have any new bonding marks, and he was here, playing Pretend with Cole. He wasn’t with anyone else.

      So maybe this wasn’t so bad, after all.

      Cole blew out a breath, gathering a couple of boxes in his arms. “Let’s get them moved to the new place, then.”
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      “Wait, so... this is really happening. You and Cole.” Ollie looked owlishly at the old bonding mark on Levi’s neck. “It’s been a week, and you haven’t stopped smelling like him.”

      Levi flushed. “It’s complicated.”

      In truth, Cole had insisted on marking Levi with his scent. The other day, when Levi had been visiting with his mom, Cole’s scent had been on his skin, left over from their night of passion. They hadn’t planned for it, but Levi had been lucky to have that marking as proof of their relationship.

      Cole had insisted on marking Levi every morning after that.

      At least, that was what Cole had said.

      But each time, when Cole marked Levi at the front door of the mansion, Cole had worn an odd, unreadable look. His expression had almost been... soft. And Levi’s heart had skipped. He’d fled the house right after, unwilling to let himself slip up.

      Cole belonged in his past. Not his future.

      Except that kiss at his apartment... That had sent tingles up and down Levi’s body.

      “You did also spend your heat with him.” Ollie pinned him with a pointed look. Levi’s cheeks warmed.

      “I, um. We were being watched.”

      Ollie’s eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “Watched?”

      Levi glanced down the aisles of Olivier’s Strings, making sure the customers in the shop weren’t looking over. In a lower tone, he said, “We’re just faking the relationship, you know. But that information doesn’t leave this shop.”

      Like he’d expected, Olivier’s face fell. “But—but... it’s just a sham?”

      Levi shrugged. “I’m staying at my gran’s mansion. The entire place has cameras. And she can look at the feeds in real time on her phone.”

      “So you’re faking everything for the sake of your gran.”

      “Pretty much.” Levi winced. “I just wanted to borrow her mansion for a year. Having a boyfriend was the quickest way.”

      Ollie looked incredulously at him. “That’s it?”

      “She’s sick, Ollie! And that mansion’s important to me.”

      “That... sounds like a really flimsy excuse to get together with your ex.”

      Levi sighed. He knew Ollie wanted to see him and Cole bonding. Ollie had been nudging Levi ever since he’d gotten together with his stepbrother, Eric.

      But it wasn’t as though Levi could just drop things and make up with Cole. Everything came back down to Levi’s infertility, the accident, and Levi’s guilt.

      Speaking of... he owed Micah a visit. And his stomach twisted, all over again. Especially now that he wore Cole’s scent on him. Cole was supposed to have become Micah’s alpha.

      “Look, can I... take my lunch break now?” Levi asked. “I’ve got a book to return.”

      Ollie glanced at the clock. “Sure. I can handle the shop myself.”

      Levi trudged out of the music shop, knowing the visit was long overdue. If he could, he’d have put it off until tomorrow, or next week. But Micah had sent him a text, asking for his copy of Forbidden Blood back.

      After the fire, Micah had moved into an apartment on the other side of town. He’d been doing okay with his son, Levi visiting when he could.

      Levi parked, took the elevator up, and pressed on the doorbell. He turned the book around in his hands, trying not to fidget. What would Micah say when he discovered that Levi had taken Cole back as his ‘boyfriend’?

      Micah answered after a moment, uneven footsteps behind the front door. He unbolted the lock. Then he peeked out and threw the door open, a smile lighting up his blue eyes. “Levi!”

      The thing about visiting Micah was, Levi couldn’t ignore the scars running across Micah’s face, red and blotchy, spreading over his lips and nose and chin. They stretched down his arm, mottling his fingers, too.

      See, if you got to know a person after an injury, you wouldn’t know what he was like before.

      You wouldn’t have seen the beautiful omega with hope in his eyes, you wouldn’t have seen the way he’d brushed his hair, twirling around in flowing shirts, sighing wistfully at the alphas on TV.

      After the accident, Micah had hidden his face for months. He’d brushed on cosmetics whenever Levi had seen him, and he’d stopped sighing at the alphas he used to fawn over.

      He’d stopped wearing pretty clothes, he’d stopped going out, and recently, he’d left off the cosmetics, too, hardly smiling anymore.

      Micah had all but given up, focusing on raising his son, caring little about himself.

      If Levi had never asked Cole over to that party, if he’d stopped Cole and the kids from setting off the fireworks... Micah might still have his old life. He might’ve found an alpha who saw him for who he was.

      Now that Micah was forty, Levi was beginning to wonder if Micah would get many more chances at finding an alpha. He swallowed, his chest tight with remorse.

      “Come on, now. Stop guilting yourself over these things. You do that every time.” Micah frowned, pulling Levi into a hug. “How are you—Oh. Are you seeing Cole again?”

      Levi squirmed. “Kind of. It’s not... permanent or anything.”

      Micah sniffed at him. Because of course he still recognized that maplewood scent. “That boy loved you, you know.”

      Yeah, Levi knew. He thrust the borrowed book at Micah, changing the topic. “Here you go. Those vampires are creepy as hell.”

      Micah grinned and released him. “Aren’t they?”

      “I didn’t know you were reading creepy vampire romance,” Levi said. “Do you want a blood-sucker for yourself, too?”

      “Ha! No, I don’t. I’m good over here.” Micah wriggled his eyebrows. “But some people say these vampires exist.”

      Levi winced. Well, he’d rather not bump into them.

      “Maybe Cole can protect you from the vamps.” Micah laughed. “He’s big and strong, isn’t he?”

      “Very.” Levi glanced around the small apartment, trying to get the conversation away from Cole. “I didn’t think you’d be at home today.”

      “I got a half-day off from the college.” Micah shrugged wryly. “Sometimes I get the chance to.”

      Levi thought back to his part-time college days. He’d been studying, and then he’d stopped after this past semester. He didn’t know where he was going in life, or what he really wanted to do with himself. Studying had only seemed to put off the inevitable.

      Unlike Cole, who seemed pretty set with his firefighting job. And Micah, who was already a professor.

      “Levi... has anyone mentioned that you smell sweet?” Micah frowned, hobbling away to set his book down. When he turned, his gaze dropped to Levi’s abdomen.

      Levi gulped. He’d tried not to think about it. Except he could hear the next-door neighbor’s too-loud radio, and the sun was shining in through the apartment windows, far too bright.

      He would’ve thought he was falling sick... but he’d smelled this same honey scent on himself far too many times.

      “I might be pregnant,” Levi said quietly, a lump in his throat. He couldn’t be. He didn’t want to go through the grief of losing yet another baby.

      Micah’s mouth fell open. “Is it Cole’s?”

      And that wistful look was back in Micah’s eyes, the look Micah had worn right after the accident, when he’d had bandages all over his face, and Cole had hugged Levi right in front of him.

      It wasn’t fair, Micah having to suffer the consequences of what Cole and Levi had done when they’d been teenagers. It hadn’t been fair, either, that Micah had to watch on the sidelines, never experiencing the attraction Cole held for Levi.

      Levi bit his lip, touching his belly. It wasn’t as though any child he conceived would survive. Cole would be under no obligation to stay with Levi.

      “If I... told you to take Cole as your alpha, would you?”

      Micah gaped at him in horror. “No! I’ve told you once, and I’ll tell you again. I can’t do that to you, Levi. Cole is not for me.”

      “But...” Levi bit his lip, his stomach twisting, more so when Micah limped over to him. “I have a few friends. I could set you up on some dates with them.”

      If Levi had stopped Cole from setting off the fireworks, if Levi could transfer all of Micah’s scars onto his own body... It just wasn’t fair that he couldn’t.

      “I have a son, Levi,” Micah said gently. “York is everything to me. I don’t need an alpha.”

      But someday, that seventeen-year-old son of Micah’s would leave and find his own omega. And Micah would be left alone, wouldn’t he?

      “Besides, Cole is far too young for me.” Micah smiled lopsidedly. “You’re, what, twenty-seven now?”

      “Twenty-six.” Levi shrugged. “You aren’t that much older than us.”

      “I’m forty. That’s... far past the optimal child-bearing age, anyway.” Micah glanced at Levi’s belly. “Cole wants that child, doesn’t he? You’re fortunate, you know.”

      Levi gulped. He’d never told Micah about the miscarriages.

      He took Micah’s hands, remembering when Micah had hired him as a fourteen-year-old to help babysit his son. They’d carried on that employer-employee relationship for years.

      To Levi, Micah was... an older brother, someone he loved and wanted the best for.

      “Micah,” Levi said, his throat tight with remorse. “I’m sorry about everything. The accident. And also the scars. And I want to help you any way I can. All you have to do is tell me, okay? And if you ever need an alpha...”

      “Hush.” But Levi glimpsed the flicker of longing in Micah’s eyes, the hopelessness Micah felt. “I’ll be fine. Now, get on with your day. Have you even told Cole about the baby?”

      Levi gulped. “I haven’t.”

      Micah turned him to the door, all but shoving Levi out of the apartment. “Then you’ve got things to do, young man. Get going.”

      Micah shut the door soundly, and bolted it. Levi bit his lip, uncertain if he’d somehow offended Micah. Should he knock? Or send a message?

      The door rattled, as though something had fallen against it. Then, after a while, there came a muffled sob, then another.

      Levi closed his eyes, wishing there was something he could do to make up for his mistakes.
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      “I bought a pregnancy test,” Levi said quietly, looking at his dinner plate.

      Cole froze, glancing up. It had been a week. Cole had been counting the days. He’d figured Levi might start showing some signs today or tomorrow, but he hadn’t wanted to push.

      As discreetly as he could, he sniffed at Levi. He smelled jasmine at first, and his own maplewood scent. And beneath that, there came a faint, almost-undetectable whiff of honey.

      Cole’s heart quickened. He recognized that scent; he’d breathed it off Levi’s skin, a long time ago. But he wasn’t sure what Levi felt toward him, so he fought for a neutral expression. “When are you taking the test?”

      Levi shrugged jerkily. “After dinner, I guess.”

      But that honey scent meant Levi was pregnant. Probably. Cole swallowed, looking at his plate of half-finished food. He wasn’t hungry anymore. He wanted to scoop Levi into his arms.

      Or at least, see the results of the test so he knew his nose wasn’t fooling him somehow.

      Levi had hardly eaten at all, the spaghetti and meatballs still piled high on his plate. He poked at the meatballs, glancing around the vast kitchen—the mahogany cabinets lining the walls, the granite counters, the slate-and-gemstone mosaic backsplash behind the stove.

      “You need to eat,” Cole said. “For... for strength.” He’d almost said, For the baby.

      Levi heaved a sigh. “I don’t feel like eating.”

      “Will it be better if I feed you?” Cole asked. When Levi looked at him incredulously, Cole tilted his head sideways, toward where a camera probably was.

      Levi flushed. “No, that won’t be better.”

      He looked cute like that. Cole tried not to focus on Levi’s glasses, his pink lips, so ready for a kiss. Cole swallowed. Then he cut his meatball into halves with his fork, jabbed a hemisphere, and reached across the table with it.

      Levi stared at the meatball, then at Cole, his eyes growing wide.

      “C’mon,” Cole said, dropping his voice to a growl. “You know you want my balls.”

      Levi froze. Then he snorted, loud and rudely. “Your balls, huh?”

      Cole fought down a smile. “That’s what it is. I made them with my meat.”

      “Oh, gods.” Levi grimaced. “Depending on how you interpret that, it could be pretty gross.”

      But he wasn’t looking quite as miserable anymore, and that was what Cole had been after. Gently, he nudged Levi’s lips with the meatball.

      Levi huffed, the tiniest smile curving his lips. Cole’s heart skipped. Then Levi closed his mouth around the morsel, taking it into his mouth.

      “Yeah, take my meat,” Cole rumbled.

      Levi met Cole’s eyes, his cheeks darkening. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. But swallow before you talk. I don’t want you choking on my balls.”

      “Cole! Gods, you’re obscene.” Levi kicked at his ankles, chewing. But he swallowed, he was talking, and he’d even smiled.

      Better than the last few nights, when they’d eaten dinner in near silence.

      So Cole speared the other half of the meatball, reaching across the table again.

      “You should be eating that,” Levi said, eyeing the food. He wasn’t leaning away, though, so Cole traced the round side of the meatball along Levi’s lips, smearing tomato sauce over his skin.

      Okay, maybe it did look kind of lewd, like rubbing his blunt tip against Levi’s lips. Levi looked up. And Cole pressed the meat lightly against his mouth, teasing him with it.

      “If you tell me no, I’ll stop,” Cole said, meaning it.

      Levi opened his mouth to answer... except he didn’t. Cole tapped the meatball on the corner of his lips, waiting. And Levi pushed his tongue out, licking at the meatball.

      Cole pulled it away. “You’re gonna have to come get it,” he murmured, waving the fork just an inch away from Levi’s mouth. “My balls are all yours if you want them.”

      Levi gulped. But he met Cole’s eyes, leaned in, and closed his mouth around that meatball, puckering his lips so very deliberately. Exactly how he’d wrap them around Cole’s cock.

      Was that just for show, or...?

      Levi blushed, looking away. His mind had gone right into the gutter, too.

      Cole’s pulse stuttered, his blood swooping south. Perhaps this wasn’t the best thing to do right now, with that pregnancy test hanging over their heads.

      He wasn’t in this fake relationship thing for sex. Well, sex would be nice, but... He wasn’t going to force Levi’s hand just because he wanted to get off.

      “Did you like dinner?” Cole asked. “Or did I offend your taste buds with it?”

      Levi chewed, then swallowed. “It’s... not bad.”

      He picked up his fork, spearing a meatball for himself. Cole watched as Levi ate one morsel, then another, his appetite picking up. He finished all the balls on his plate, and eyed the ones Cole hadn’t eaten yet.

      Cole nudged his plate over in invitation.

      Levi frowned. “That’s your dinner.”

      “And I’m sharing it with you.”

      Levi met his eyes, hesitating. So Cole took Levi’s meatball-less plate, and set his own in front of Levi. Tucked into the noodles he’d made, tossed liberally with mushrooms and roasted bell peppers in tomato sauce.

      “This isn’t real,” Levi mumbled, the words so soft that Cole didn’t think a mic could pick it up. “You don’t have to try so hard.”

      Cole paused. Was he even trying? Or... was all this just an excuse to spend time with Levi again?

      Before he could answer, Levi’s expression changed. “I should... get started on the pregnancy test.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Cole said.

      Levi shrugged. He popped one of Cole’s meatballs into his mouth, then left the kitchen, his honey scent trailing behind him.

      Cole followed him to the marble foyer; Levi took a slim box he’d left on one of the side tables, then shut himself into the adjacent bathroom.

      Cole hovered at the door, his pulse skipping. What if he’d just been imagining that honey scent? He couldn’t deny that he wanted that baby. He’d been looking forward to Jay, that little flicker of life he’d talked to in Levi’s belly.

      With his brothers starting a family, Jenn and Taylor’s tiny faces smiling up at him... he’d been wishing for his own.

      Could he promise his baby safety, though? Cole’s stomach twisted.

      The toilet flushed. Levi washed his hands. He hid in the bathroom, silent for minutes.

      Cole knocked on the door. “Can I come in?”

      “No,” Levi said quietly.

      Well, he should have his personal space. And yet... Despite how long they’d been apart, and despite the awkwardness between him and Levi, there was something else, too, in the way Levi had succumbed to Cole’s jokes and smiled.

      That was the real Levi, the one who had been at such ease with Cole. The one Cole was hoping for another glimpse of.

      It felt like forever before the door unlocked, and Levi emerged. He shoved the pregnancy test into Cole’s hands, hurrying away in a whirl of jasmine and honey.

      As Cole looked down, the front door clicked shut.

      Two blue lines.

      Levi was pregnant, and he was carrying Cole’s baby again.

      At first, Cole’s heart soared. There was a baby. It was his. And Levi’s. And it felt like a chance to redo their past. Right their wrongs.

      Cole turned, wanting to grab Levi, hug him. Except the foyer was silent around him, empty.

      The first time Levi had miscarried, he’d sobbed against Cole, his arms wrapped around his belly. Last week, Levi had trembled, terrified of losing a baby again. Right now... where had he gone? He was scared, wasn’t he? Cole’s throat tightened.

      He tucked the kit into his pocket, needing to find Levi, calm him down.

      When he stepped outside, the driveway held both their cars. Wind rustled in the trees, and the dimly-lit garden was still. Levi wasn’t on the front steps, nor the patio around the pool.

      Cole rounded to the back of the house, where the cobblestone courtyard was, its uneven surfaces gleaming under the full moon.

      It was here that they’d spent Levi’s sixteenth birthday, and Cole had waltzed with him in the moonlight. One day, I’m gonna marry you, Cole had promised him, the stars as their witnesses.

      And now, on a stone bench to the side of the courtyard, Levi sat hunched, his frame small, his arms wrapped around himself.

      Cole’s heart squeezed. He crossed the courtyard in swift strides, then slowed at the bench, trying to gauge if Levi wanted to be alone. Gods, he should’ve thought of that before he came rushing over.

      “Hey,” Cole said. When Levi didn’t answer, Cole approached more slowly, stepping onto the grass around the bench. Then he sat gingerly next to Levi, reaching over to stroke Levi’s fingers.

      Levi breathed out, still looking across the courtyard. “Sometimes, I get the feeling that things are too good to be true. Then at other times... I just don’t know anymore.”

      “Why do you say that?” Cole murmured.

      Levi glanced down at his belly, flattening his palm against his abdomen. “I won’t be able to keep this baby.”

      “Why?” Cole blurted, uneasy. Levi had just given him the pregnancy test. It had been positive.

      “Because I’ll probably miscarry it.” Levi closed his eyes.

      “You don’t know that. That was just one pregnancy, Levi.”

      “That was one pregnancy that you saw,” Levi said sharply. Then he sighed. “I lost four others.”

      Cole tensed, his blood running cold. Four other babies? “You—You were pregnant again?”

      Levi shrugged. Then, he sighed. “Yes.” Before Cole could imagine him with other faceless alphas, Levi spoke. “I just... I wanted a baby after you left. I was lonely. So I had a few hookups when I was in heat, and... I’d gotten pregnant. Then I lost the second one. And the third. By the time I lost the fifth one, I’d just... given up.”

      Levi hunched forward, burying his face in his hands. “I’ve never been able to carry a pregnancy to term, Cole.”

      Five pregnancies. Levi had been with other alphas. Cole wanted to growl, but that had been Levi’s choice. Cole hadn’t been his bondmate at that point.

      And then the rest of Levi’s words sank in. Five babies. Levi had lost so many children.

      Cole could only sit in horror, imagining Levi losing baby after baby, his body betraying him. That first miscarriage had wrecked them both. Levi had gone through more of those, and each time... it had ruined him even more, hadn’t it?

      His stomach a tight lump, Cole touched the small of Levi’s back. When Levi didn’t respond, Cole straddled the bench, then wrapped his arms around Levi, pulling Levi against himself.

      “Did you have anyone with you when you miscarried those other times?”

      Levi shook his head. Cole closed his eyes, his heart aching. Had no one held Levi? Levi hadn’t had anyone to tell him that things would be okay. He hadn’t a shoulder to cry on all those years. “Gods, Levi. I—I wish I’d been there.”

      Levi trembled against him, sucking in a shaky breath. “I’m not someone that anyone wants. I can’t bear children. And I know how much you want this one—but it’s not going to survive, Cole. Please don’t get your hopes up.”

      Levi’s voice cracked then. He shoved his hands under his glasses, pressing his palms against his eyes. His shoulders shook.

      Cole’s eyes burned along with him. He swallowed hard, holding Levi as Levi sobbed.

      “I’m here,” Cole said, but his own voice was hoarse. He didn’t know why exactly he was choking up. Maybe it was the thought of losing this baby. Or maybe it was Levi crying in his arms.

      Or maybe it was both, and Cole felt Levi’s disappointment as keenly as Levi himself did.

      Gently, he slipped Levi’s glasses off his face, setting it down on the far edge of the bench so it wouldn’t fall or get crushed. Then Cole brushed his fingers through Levi’s hair and kissed his cheek, pressing his forehead to Levi’s temple. Just held him.

      And maybe Cole needed to hold someone, too. So he wouldn’t be crushed by the thought of losing his baby. Again.

      They sat together for a long moment, Levi with his face buried in his hands, Cole murmuring little comforting words to him, running his hands down Levi’s arms, his sides, his thighs.

      It was only when Levi finally calmed down, when his sniffling slowed and he sagged against Cole’s chest, exhausted, that Cole breathed him in.

      Cole realized Levi smelled like maplewood all over. In stroking him, trying to comfort him, Cole had subconsciously dragged his wrists down Levi’s body, marking Levi with his scent. And now Levi smelled like his. Cole’s heart pattered.

      Levi swallowed thickly. He leaned against Cole, his eyes puffy. “Where... Where are my glasses?”

      Cole remembered then that Levi couldn’t see without them. Wincing, he reached for the glasses, setting them into Levi’s palm.

      Levi swiped at his eyes, then slipped his glasses back on. And Cole realized he missed seeing Levi without those clunky things. Or really, he missed having those glasses off, so he could kiss Levi and not worry about crushing those fragile frames.

      “Sorry. I didn’t... mean to bawl all over you,” Levi mumbled, looking away.

      “It’s not your fault.” Cole rubbed his back. “You needed a cry.”

      After Levi had lost five babies... Cole didn’t know what to say. Did he encourage Levi, and risk Levi’s hopes crashing later? Or did he prepare them to be disappointed from the very start?

      “You’re stronger than you think,” Cole said quietly. “Getting through all those miscarriages by yourself.”

      Ever so faintly, Levi’s lips twitched up in a smile. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I think a lot of things about you,” Cole blurted. Then he shut up, because he didn’t want to ruin what they had right now, Levi sitting calmly in his arms. Levi wasn’t running. Cole felt a little spark of confidence, that he was able to comfort this omega.

      Levi turned toward him, curiosity glimmering in his eyes. “What do you think about me?” he asked, his nose stopped up.

      “I think you’re capable,” Cole answered, running his hand down Levi’s back. “I think you’re a good person, and you deserve to be happy.”

      Levi looked down at his hands, smiling wistfully. “I can’t give anyone a baby. Gods know I’ve tried.”

      Cole couldn’t help himself. He cupped Levi’s jaw, kissing him just beneath his ear. Levi sucked in a sharp breath.

      “That’s not all of who you are. You know that,” Cole whispered.

      Levi trembled, turning to look uncertainly into Cole’s eyes.

      He was so vulnerable, and he looked like he wanted so badly to believe Cole’s words. Cole leaned in, brushing their lips together. Levi froze, his eyes growing wide.

      “You’re perfect,” Cole murmured against his lips.

      “But I—”

      Cole kissed him again, soft and sweet. Levi’s breath puffed warm on his skin. “I’m sorry,” Cole said. “I know it doesn’t sound like much. But I should’ve been there for you all those years ago. Just—Just so you had a shoulder to cry on when you lost those children.”

      Levi swallowed hard, looking away. “I’m not so great, you know. I... should’ve told you about the miscarriages before you got your hopes up.”

      “Why didn’t you?” Cole asked softly.

      Levi bit his lip so hard that his skin turned white. “I—I was afraid you’d leave.”

      Cole’s heart ached for him. “Well, I’m not leaving.”

      He cupped the back of Levi’s head, kissing him slow and deep.

      Levi’s breathing stuttered; he pulled away. “Why’re you doing this?”

      Then he glanced toward the house, and Cole remembered the cameras. Remembered that they were supposed to be in a fake relationship.

      But out here, in the courtyard... there was no mic that could pick up on their conversation.

      He ran his thumb along Levi’s jaw, just breathing in his jasmine-and-honey scent. “I’m doing this because you need someone.”

      Levi’s cheeks darkened. He glanced away, shy, and Cole’s heart thumped.

      “You don’t love me anymore,” Levi mumbled.

      “I don’t know if I love you,” Cole said. Levi bowed his head. But Cole took Levi’s hand, pressing it against his heart. “All I know is, you still make me feel things.”

      Levi’s eyes grew wide. His throat worked, and Cole cupped his face, kissing Levi slow and deep. Levi groaned, opening for him. His tongue was damp and soft, his nails biting into Cole’s thigh.

      This? It felt real, Levi slipping hesitantly into Cole’s mouth, tasting him. Levi didn’t have to. He could’ve just stayed in his own mouth. Except Cole could feel Levi’s hunger, his need to be comforted.

      Cole tangled their tongues, licking at Levi so Levi moaned. Then Cole pulled away, just the slightest bit.

      “So... So we can have this fake relationship,” Cole whispered against Levi’s lips. “And I don’t expect any commitment from you. But while it goes on, just—just let me kiss you, okay?”

      Levi hesitated. Cole felt raw, letting that slip.

      But Levi breathed out, nodding against him. “Okay.”

      “You can still say no at any time,” Cole added, running his fingers through Levi’s hair. “I’ll understand.”

      Levi pulled away, his lips gleaming with a sheen of damp. Cole admired him, Levi’s skin pale in the moonlight, his lips full, his chest narrow. And beneath his clothes, his belly was flat.

      Cole’s baby was in there. For now, it was still alive.

      “Can I... Can I touch?” Cole murmured, his throat tight.

      Levi nodded.

      His heart thumping, Cole stroked down Levi’s stomach to his belly, gently pressing his palm to that flat abdomen. He couldn’t feel anything yet. He’d never felt his own child kick against his palm.

      And for as long as Levi continued to carry their child, Cole couldn’t help hoping. That this pregnancy would turn out okay. That he would one day hold their baby in his arms.

      Cole pressed his forehead against Levi’s shoulder, slipping his hand under Levi’s shirt, just to touch his bare belly.

      “You’re loved,” Cole whispered, feeling Levi tense up against him. “And you’re beautiful.”

      He didn’t know if he was saying it to Levi, or the baby, or both of them.

      From Levi’s shaky exhale, Levi didn’t know, either.
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      The doorbell rang, jolting Levi out of a heart-thumping dream about Cole. “Wha—”

      It took him a moment to realize he was facing a wall. This wasn’t his bedroom. Then he realized that there was a warm, heavy arm around his waist. Someone’s breath puffed into his hair.

      “Who’s ringing that doorbell?” Cole muttered, his arm tightening around Levi’s waist. “Are they all the way at the gate?”

      Levi gulped, the rest of his dream filtering back into his mind, far too vivid.

      In that dream, he’d been having dinner with Cole in the kitchen. Cole had raked his gaze down Levi’s front and asked, Want something up your ass?

      Levi hadn’t answered. He’d grinned and sidled over to Cole, and his pants had burst open, his cock jutting up nakedly. Cole had taken it into his hot mouth, sucked on it, and Levi had almost come onto his tongue. Except Cole had pulled his own pants open, his thick, hard cock pushing up, hungry for Levi.

      In the dream, Levi’s pants had then vanished. He’d straddled Cole and sat right down onto his cock, and he’d fucked himself on it, his cock dragging against Cole’s abs. Cole had watched him with dark, hungry eyes, and then he’d pinned Levi down on the dinner table and opened him up, his cock plowing into Levi’s body.

      Even now, his body tingled all over at that memory. There was a smear of slick between his asscheeks. Levi gulped. He wasn’t sure how to face Cole, knowing he’d been imagining Cole plunging into him just moments ago.

      “Good dreams?” Cole rumbled behind him.

      Levi’s ears burned. “Um, yes?” he squeaked. He didn’t have to reach down to know that his cock had tented his sleeping shorts, smearing it with precome.

      “I dreamed about you,” Cole murmured, pulling Levi flush against himself. And something hard pressed up against Levi’s ass, something that Levi had been dreaming about inside him. Levi’s breath rushed out.

      They’d both been sleep-fantasizing about each other. And maybe it was fortunate that Levi hadn’t gone and fucked himself on Cole in his sleep. That would’ve been... awkward.

      Since the night of Cole’s rut, they hadn’t had sex. All they’d done was kiss a couple times—in front of Levi’s mom, and then last night.

      And now... Cole’s baby was growing inside Levi. Levi swallowed hard, hope and fear twisting through his chest.

      Soft lips pressed against his nape. Levi froze. Cole brushed his nose against Levi’s shoulder and rumbled, “You smell like musk. Was that from me, or...”

      “I don’t know,” Levi croaked. “Do you cover your bed partners with musk when you sleep with them?”

      Cole chuckled. “I don’t remember. But you were moaning.”

      Levi froze, his skin too tight. He’d been moaning? “What—What did I say?”

      “Nothing I could decipher.” Cole ran his callused hand down Levi’s abdomen, dangerously close to Levi’s sleeping shorts. “Who were you dreaming about?”

      Then he trailed his fingers along the taut fabric of Levi’s shorts, running his fingers over stretched fabric, almost touching Levi’s cock. But that was enough for Cole to learn that Levi was hard. Enough to tease, with Levi’s cock as sensitive as it was right now.

      Cole propped himself up on one elbow, his thick length rubbing invitingly against Levi’s ass.

      “Want something?” Cole whispered, slipping his fingers down Levi’s inner thigh, caressing him there. Then he stroked higher up, just a hairsbreadth away from Levi’s balls.

      Levi moaned, his cock jerking with interest. They weren’t supposed to do this. They were just pretending to be boyfriends. But Cole’s touch sent pleasure humming down his nerves.

      What if they fucked? It wouldn’t make any difference to things now, would it, when Cole had committed to staying in the same place as Levi, when Levi had Cole’s baby in his belly.

      Levi parted his legs, anticipation thumping in his veins. Cole rumbled. Then he cupped Levi’s balls lightly through his shorts, squeezed them, and a jolt went straight up Levi’s spine.

      He bucked his hips, gasping, his cock so hard it could burst. “Cole—”

      The doorbell rang through the mansion, louder and more insistently.

      Cole growled, kissing down Levi’s neck to the scent gland at his shoulder. Then he closed his mouth around it and sucked, and pleasure twisted through Levi’s nerves.

      “Ignore them,” Cole rasped, closing his fist around Levi’s cock. “Let’s get you off. Make you cream your shorts.”

      Levi panted, his cock pulsing in Cole’s hand. He needed more to reach the edge; this wasn’t enough.

      Then his phone began to buzz on the bedside table, and the doorbell jangled. And frustration grew in Levi’s chest.

      “C’mon,” Cole growled. “I want to hear you come. Then we’ll answer the door.”

      “But it’s rude to make them wait,” Levi gasped.

      “Do you want to come, or not?” Cole bit into his shoulder, his teeth sharp points against Levi’s skin.

      Levi squirmed, bucking helplessly into his hand. “Yes!”

      “Good.”

      Cole slipped his hand down Levi’s shorts, pushing two fingers between Levi’s cheeks, right against his hole. Levi’s breathing stuttered. Cole was touching him right there, exactly where he wanted. Cole knew now that Levi had been slick for him.

      Cole pushed against his hole, and Levi’s body opened around him, taking him inside. Cole swirled his fingers. Jammed them hard against Levi’s prostate.

      It felt like he’d flipped a magic switch inside Levi—pleasure flooded through Levi’s body the next moment, and he was throbbing in Cole’s hand, spurting between the sheets. Couldn’t think.

      “Very nice,” Cole said, his voice husky.

      Levi panted, floating on a cloud of bliss. Cole made me come. And he’d done it so fast, so... expertly. Like he’d known exactly what would make Levi hit his climax.

      Levi shouldn’t have been surprised, should he?

      He flopped back against Cole, dazed. Cole’s eyes were dark, intent. He turned away, though, glancing at the phone buzzing behind him. “Looks like your Gran’s calling.”

      Levi groaned, answering the phone when Cole handed it to him. “Hello?”

      “Levi!” Gran said across the line. “I was wondering if you were asleep! I’ve been ringing the bell for ten whole minutes. I almost unlocked the door myself, but I thought you might need some privacy.”

      Cole licked his glistening fingers. Levi’s face burned. The bedroom door wasn’t even shut.

      “I—I just woke up,” he said breathlessly. “Um, come on in. We’ll get dressed.”

      “Good, good,” Gran said. “I’ll make you breakfast. What would you like?”

      Levi squirmed. “You really don’t have to!”

      “Well, then it’s pancakes,” Gran said. She blew a kiss across the line. “See you soon, sleepy boy!”

      She hung up on him, and Levi flopped back onto the bed, covering his face. “She’s coming into the house and making us breakfast. Pancakes.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Cole rumbled.

      “It’s barely 6AM! I’m not even awake yet.”

      Cole snorted. “That’s the time I wake up. But I guess you need your beauty sleep.”

      Probably why Levi had been in the middle of a hot and heavy dream.

      Cole flared his nostrils, blatantly sniffing at Levi. Levi blushed. There was a thick, solid line straining behind Cole’s shorts, and a dark, damp patch at his tip.

      “You’re not obligated to return the favor,” Cole murmured.

      But it had been so long since Levi had a taste. He dragged his eyes away, crawling to the foot of the bed.

      Past the bedroom, the front door slammed.

      They exchanged a look. In moments, Cole was across the bedroom, quietly locking the bedroom door.

      “Not that this hides anything,” he said wryly.

      “It still helps,” Levi said. “Thanks.”

      They washed up in the ensuite bathroom, moving around each other easily. On the days before this, they’d taken turns, avoiding sharing intimate spaces with each other when they could help it.

      Right now, Levi was washing up, Cole pissing behind him. Like it was a routine.

      It had been that way, a long time ago.

      Cole flushed the toilet, glancing over his shoulder. “You mind?”

      Levi shook his head. He dried off his face, watching as Cole shrugged out of his clothes, stepping into the shower. But not before Levi got an eyeful of Cole’s defined pecs, his beautiful abs, and the thick cock still hard between his legs.

      Even though he’d just come, Levi’s cock stirred.

      Before he closed the shower door, Cole glanced up, meeting Levi’s eyes. Levi flushed. Cole had seen him ogling, then. But Cole only smiled, and began to shower.

      He took a while. Levi didn’t blame him, not with Cole still aroused. By the time Cole emerged, with a towel around his waist and droplets of water trickling down his chest, Levi was dressed.

      “Do we go out of the room together, or...?” Levi hesitated.

      “It’s your Gran. I don’t think it matters. I’ll be joining you in the kitchen anyway.” Cole pulled his towel off, turning to the closet for his clothes.

      His erection had faded. Levi couldn’t help wondering what Cole had been thinking about while he was relieving himself of it. This morning, with his fingers inside Levi? Or had he been jerking off to someone else?

      Levi fought down the coil of envy in his gut. He watched the flex of Cole’s muscles as he pulled on a pair of loose-fitting pants, then a shirt that hugged his broad chest.

      Cole cleared his throat. As though he knew Levi was staring.

      Levi flushed—he wasn’t supposed to be attracted to Cole. He bolted from the room, passing the still-packed boxes of things from his apartment.

      This was just an agreement. Cole was Levi’s pretend boyfriend for a year. Then he would move on.

      Somehow, another fifty-one weeks with Cole seemed too short a time.

      The aroma of butter and periwinkle wafted from the kitchen when Levi approached. He straightened his shoulders, pasting a smile onto his face.

      Gran was bustling at the stove in a frilly apron and bright slacks, three pans on the burners. Levi stopped short in the kitchen doorway. “That’s way too much food, Gran!”

      Gran turned, her face wrinkling when she smiled. “Levi, hon!”

      Despite all the times she’d told him about her coughing and pain, she seemed sprightly today. Levi frowned, hurrying over. “Don’t overexert yourself,” he said, ushering her to a chair. “You should rest!”

      “Pssh! I’m fine!” She waved him off, striding back to the stove. “I can do this.”

      “But you said you were suffering from the... that one illness. I can’t remember the name of it.”

      “See, Gran’s still fighting fit.” She fluttered her hand dismissively, stirring a bowl of batter. “Now, I’m making pancakes. Don’t interrupt me.”

      Levi squirmed. “But—”

      Gran looked pointedly at him. “But where’s your husband?”

      Cole cleared his throat, pausing in the kitchen doorway. “Here. We’re just boyfriends for now.”

      Levi turned. And found Cole with his shirt clinging damply to his chest. He looked handsome, with that tiny smile, his steady gaze coasting down Levi’s body. Levi’s heart skipped.

      “You smell just like a pair of lovebirds,” Gran said, sniffing at Levi.

      Had she smelled the musk from earlier? Or Cole’s scent on him? Levi’s cheeks scorched. “Gran!”

      Gran waved her spatula at him, then seemed to reconsider shooing him off. Instead, she paused, sniffing again. And Levi was suddenly too aware of his honey scent beneath everything else.

      “Oh,” Gran said, her eyebrows rising up her forehead. “You smell like honey, Levi.”

      Levi sagged, wishing he had the foresight to hide his pregnancy scent. “I guess I do.”

      Gran’s smile widened. “You and Cole have done a good thing. Congrats, the both of you.”

      Looking at the bacon and eggs sizzling cheerfully next to the pancakes, Levi didn’t have the heart to say, I think we’ll lose this child, too. He swallowed thickly, glimpsing the way Gran’s smile fell.

      “What’s wrong?” Gran asked in concern.

      Levi opened his mouth to answer. But Cole was beside him the next moment, his strong arm wrapping around Levi’s waist.

      “Levi’s miscarried before,” Cole said quietly. “We don’t know if this one will be successful.”

      Gran’s face fell further. “Oh, hon. This time it’ll be okay.”

      No, it won’t be okay, Levi wanted to say. This pregnancy would have a one-in-six chance of succeeding. And... and he hadn’t told Gran before this. What if she called him out on hiding truths?

      Growing up, Gran had been one of Levi’s biggest encouragers. She’d somehow liked him more than his brothers, and she’d been so positive he could do everything right.

      As much as he loved her, Levi also felt bound by Gran’s expectations. He didn’t want to disappoint her. And the lie about Cole... What if she found out? His stomach twisted.

      “Besides, you’re young. You have plenty of time.” Gran clucked.

      Cole pulled Levi against his chest, kissing his forehead. “We’ll see how it goes,” Cole murmured. “I’ll be here.”

      Gran was right in front of them, and this was probably for show. Levi sighed. But he couldn’t resist leaning into Cole’s strong chest, breathing in his maplewood scent. And beneath that, there was the smoke and ash from Cole’s job.

      “You said we’re supposed to have a grandchild by the end of this year,” Levi mumbled.

      “Next year’s fine, too.” Gran glanced out the kitchen window, at the other roof peeking over the treetops. “But I would like that guesthouse fixed up as soon as you can. The roof needs work. Most other things are intact.”

      “I’ll get on it,” Cole said.

      Levi winced. That fell on his own shoulders, not Cole’s. “But I can do it—”

      “No, you’re not.” Cole narrowed his eyes. “I’m not risking the baby.”

      Gran beamed. “I know a few herbal soup recipes to make you strong,” she said. “And Cole can make them for you, too.”

      “I’m not an invalid,” Levi spluttered.

      “I’ll do it,” Cole said without hesitation.

      That shut Levi up, because no one, save for Gran, had made soups for him in a long time. The last person who had... was Cole.

      Cole dragged his lips up Levi’s neck, then kissed his ear. Gran was still watching. Levi hid his face, embarrassed.

      It was for show, but he’d never done this in front of his gran before. And everything Cole did was far too intimate for public viewing.

      Cole huffed. “You’re cute when you’re shy.”

      Levi lifted his head off Cole’s shoulder. “I’m not shy—”

      Cole kissed him on the lips, light and soft, just a whispering touch. Levi’s heart skipped. And that look in Cole’s eyes, full of warmth... Was it real?

      Levi hadn’t thought he’d been missing out on anything, but the way Cole looked at him, like Levi was the most important person in the world... It made his throat squeeze tight.

      It had been a long time since he’d received a look like that.

      It’s just acting, Levi told himself. He doesn’t mean it.

      That made his heart ache even more, though.

      Gran smiled. “How sweet!”

      Cole smiled, whisking Levi away from the stove. “I’m taking him away for a while. Is that okay, Gran?”

      “Of course,” she said, waving them off. “Give me some time to finish the pancakes. And I’ll make a beef stew for lunch, too.”

      That sounded like a lot of food. But Levi didn’t have time to contemplate it, when Cole dragged him down the hallway to the far side of the house.

      It was only when they stopped in a high-ceilinged room with large French windows on two sides and a fireplace on the third wall, that Cole shut the door behind them, and turned.

      “You okay?” Cole asked, meeting Levi’s eyes.

      Levi was about to say yes. Then he realized that Cole meant the talk about the pregnancy, and Gran being so excited to meet her great-grandchild. Levi sighed, his stomach twisting into knots. “She wants the baby so much, Cole. I don’t want to disappoint her, too.”

      “I don’t care if she’s disappointed.” Cole narrowed his eyes. “Your first priority isn’t her feelings.”

      “Whose feelings, then? Yours?”

      Cole snorted. “No, yours.”

      “But this is her mansion!” Levi mumbled, afraid of Gran overhearing despite how far they’d moved from the kitchen. “I made a deal with her, Cole. A baby by the end of the year.”

      “She said it’s okay if there’s a baby by the end of next year.” Cole looked fiercely at Levi. “I want you to stop putting everyone else’s feelings before yourself. Like your gran. Like... like Micah.”

      They hadn’t talked about Micah in years, but Levi knew the name still made Cole flinch. “I met with him yesterday,” he said quietly.

      Cole grimaced. Carefully, he asked, “How is Micah?”

      A long time ago, just the mention of Micah’s name meant an impending argument. Levi hesitated. “He’s getting by. But he still wishes for an alpha.”

      “And...?”

      Levi gave a strained laugh, embarrassed. “I asked if he wanted you to be his alpha. He said no.”

      Cole snorted. “Of course he’ll say no. I put those scars on his face, Levi. I’m the reason he uses a walking stick.”

      But Cole’s eyes were faraway now, filled with regret. Levi wanted to shoulder that burden so Cole didn’t have to.

      “Well, he’s clearly more capable of bearing children than me,” Levi said, half-afraid Cole would agree, and leave. “If you get together with him, you’ll get the baby you want so much.”

      “He’s older than us,” Cole said. “And besides, that’s not how things work. You can’t just give me away like that.”

      “But after the year’s over—”

      “You think I’ll love an omega just because you tell me to?” Cole backed Levi against the door, his eyes narrowed, his breath falling hot on Levi’s lips.

      It felt like history was repeating itself. Levi gulped. “Yes, I was hoping you would,” he said. “So you’ll love someone who’s actually good for you!”

      “Tell me what someone good for me is,” Cole growled.

      But he was just inches away, his body hot and hard, and that made it so much more difficult to think. Levi gulped. “Someone... someone good. Someone who can have children. Someone who doesn’t keep relying on you for everything.”

      Except Cole narrowed his eyes. “I don’t care about any of that.”

      “You care about Micah.”

      Cole growled. “Because I hurt him, damn it! But I don’t love him, and I’ll never love him the way I loved you.”

      Levi’s heart squeezed tight.

      “We’ve been over this a million times,” Cole said quietly, his eyes burning. “I need you to stop putting everyone before yourself.”

      “Or else what? You’ll leave again?”

      Cole clenched his jaw. “You were the one who left, Levi.”

      “But you threatened to leave, too.”

      “Because you refused to learn to care for yourself.”

      “I tried,” Levi mumbled.

      “You weren’t trying hard enough.” Cole narrowed his eyes. “Being a bondmate doesn’t mean you give your alpha away right after an accident.”

      “Even if I caused the accident?”

      It had seemed like the only way he could compensate for all that hurt. By giving up his most precious person.

      “Yeah,” Cole said. “You pick yourself up, and move on.”

      “Is that why you don’t have an omega, then?”

      Cole shut up. Levi felt a tiny swell of victory. It was short-lived, though. With his history of miscarriages behind him... “I’m not someone that anyone would want.”

      Cole growled, a low, frustrated noise. “What if I said—What if I said you’re still attractive? And that there’s countless alphas who would want you out there?”

      “They haven’t asked me out,” Levi said flatly.

      “That’s because they’re idiots.”

      Cole’s tone was harsh, fierce. And Levi stared, his mind racing. Cole didn’t have a boyfriend when he agreed to this sham. If he thought Levi was attractive, then... “You still like me,” Levi said in a half-whisper, remembering last night.

      Last night, Cole had touched his belly. He’d held Levi when Levi cried, and... what if it hadn’t just been a pretense?

      Cole wet his lips. For the longest time, he stared at Levi, his chest rising and falling. Then he said, “Yeah, I still like you.”

      Levi stopped breathing. He didn’t know what to say to that, when he’d given up on Cole returning, when he’d given up on Cole ever forgiving him for leaving.

      “Then—” Levi gulped “—Then why... This is just... a pretense, isn’t it?”

      Cole was still for another moment. Then he leaned in, slipping his fingers into Levi’s hair, cradling the back of his head.

      “If you want, it’ll continue to be a pretense,” Cole whispered.

      “What if... I don’t want it to be?” Levi asked, his throat too tight. He felt like he was exposing the most vulnerable part of himself.

      Cole met his eyes, his gaze dark, intent. “Then this will be real.”

      And he leaned in, brushing their lips together, his tongue tracing the seam of Levi’s lips. Levi groaned, his body responding to Cole on instinct. He parted his lips for his alpha, pulling him closer. Cole’s scent filled his lungs, his kiss consuming Levi like a roaring flame.

      Cole pressed Levi up against the door, nudging Levi’s mouth open, sliding inside. Their tongues tangled. Cole tasted like the mint of his toothpaste, and he smelled like maplewood and musk, like fire and smoke. Levi wound his hands into Cole’s hair, trying to pull him closer. He needed his alpha marking every inch of his skin.

      He didn’t know how long they kissed, only that his legs had turned into jelly, and Cole’s lips were on his, Cole was holding him like he was ever so precious.

      “Gods,” Cole breathed against Levi’s lips, his large hands skimming down Levi’s back, his teeth nipping at Levi’s lower lip. “I want to make you mine.”

      There was a reason they shouldn’t do this right now, but Levi couldn’t, for the life of him, remember why.

      “So do it,” he whispered.

      Cole broke the kiss, trailing his lips down Levi’s jaw. Then he pressed sucking kisses down Levi’s throat, to the scent gland at the crook of his neck, where Levi was sensitive.

      His breath hot, Cole kissed Levi there. “If I mark you here... It’s permanent.”

      Levi’s heart missed a beat. Cole closed his mouth around the scent gland, where he’d marked Levi once upon a time. Then he sucked, and pleasure hummed through Levi’s body.

      If he marked Levi... then he would take Levi as his own. Levi couldn’t breathe. He wanted that.

      Cole’s teeth brushed his skin, sharp points on Levi’s scent gland.

      But they were going too fast, weren’t they? There was something important that Levi was missing, something like... like his miscarriages. Like Micah’s scars. Like a better life for Cole somewhere out there.

      His heart squeezing tight, Levi planted his hands against Cole’s chest and shoved him off, panting with the force of it.

      “No,” Levi said, his heart aching when the light went out of Cole’s eyes. “I can’t. It’s... it’s too soon.”

      Cole swallowed, taking a deep breath. He rubbed his face, then took another step back. “Yeah,” he said, his disappointment heavy between them. “I understand.”

      But that felt wrong, too.

      “Look, I—” Levi squirmed. “I just meant the bonding mark. But the rest... the stuff about being real... I want that.”

      “You do?” Delight flickered back into Cole’s gaze; he stood a little straighter.

      “Yeah.” Levi blushed, looking away. “Just... just not commitment. I can’t deal with that right now.”

      Slowly, Cole crept forward, slipping his fingers into Levi’s hand. Then he smiled, hesitant and boyish, and Levi’s stomach flipped.

      “So we’re still good,” Cole murmured, meeting Levi’s eyes. “You like me.”

      Levi’s face burned. When Cole offered safety and comfort, when he looked at Levi like that... what wasn’t there to adore about him?

      “I like you,” Levi mumbled, looking at his feet.

      Cole pulled him into a hug, warm and tight, his embrace so very welcome. “I like you too,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of Levi’s head. “Very much.”

      Something eased in Levi’s chest. Something that whispered, This feels like home.

      Faintly, across the house, something crashed. It sounded bad, like an explosion.
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      “Shit,” Cole said. He released Levi, his eyes alert, his body tense. “Kitchen.”

      Levi took Cole’s hand, his ribs squeezing tight. Had something happened to Gran?

      The smoke alarms were silent when they hurried to the kitchen. Pulse racing, Levi followed Cole through the doorway.

      Gran stood far back from the stove, her face pale, her back pressed against the island counter. She wasn’t looking at them, though.

      Before her, on the stove, a pot had dented the burner. Cole glanced up; Levi followed his gaze. On the ceiling high above the stovetop, a lid had lodged itself into the plaster. What kind of force had the pot exploded with?

      “Oh, dear. Oh, dear,” Gran repeated, over and over.

      “Gran,” Cole said, releasing Levi to stop by her side. He scanned her for injuries. “You okay?”

      Gran nodded. But she couldn’t take her eyes off the stove. “Is it safe to touch? I had breakfast ready and I’d prepared a stew. But the pressure cooker... I guess I didn’t close it properly.”

      Levi’s stomach dropped. He couldn’t imagine Gran having been so close to an exploding pot.

      Over Gran’s white curls, Cole met Levi’s eyes. “Here, why don’t you sit down with Levi,” Cole said. “I’ll look everything over and make sure it’s fine.”

      Not for the first time, Levi was thankful for Cole’s presence. He took Gran by the arm, tugging her slowly away from the kitchen.

      “But you have to be careful, too,” Levi said, looking pleadingly at Cole. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Cole cracked a smile. “I’ll make sure not to. Have an omega to claim.”

      That warmed Levi’s insides.

      Cole took a while to check the various appliances, shutting off the electrical circuits in the kitchen. Then he moved the pots and pans away from the stove, found a ladder, and eased the metal lid out of the ceiling. Bits of plaster rained down on the floor, and onto Cole’s flexing biceps.

      Levi hadn’t thought anyone could look brief-dropping sexy doing that, but with how Cole knew exactly what he was doing... Levi couldn’t tear his eyes away.

      In another lifetime, when Levi was more deserving... maybe Cole could be his.

      It was a nice thought to have.

      It took more time yet to clean up the kitchen. By the time Cole declared the place safe and Levi had stopped shaking so much, Gran was munching on the pancakes.

      “These aren’t half-bad,” she said, taking another bite. “Eat them before they get any colder.”

      Cole joined them in the living room with mugs of coffee and some cutlery. “I can’t believe you’re both eating with your hands.”

      “That’s what hands are for,” Levi told him. Then he rolled up a pancake, dipped its end into whipped cream, and held it up to Cole’s mouth.

      Cole gave him a look.

      “You had to make it long, didn’t you?” Cole asked dryly.

      Levi frowned, confused. Except Cole closed his mouth around the tip of the pancake roll, meeting Levi’s eyes.

      It almost looked like he had a cock in his mouth. Levi stared. And then flushed, looking down at his bacon and eggs. Cole took the rest of the pancake roll into his mouth, chewing on it.

      They hadn’t exactly finished what they’d started this morning. And after their earlier conversation... The next time they fucked—that would be real too, wouldn’t it?

      “I’m glad Levi has someone like you around, Cole,” Gran said, patting Cole on the shoulder. “Levi needs someone to take care of him and make him happy.”

      “I’ll make him happy, all right,” Cole growled, his eyes dark.

      That sent tingles down between Levi’s legs.

      “Oh! I forgot to ask.” Gran coughed into her napkin. “I’d like a family photo of you two with a couple of children. For my knitting club competition,” she added. “Remember, Levi? It’ll have to be the same children as any other photos you take, or the club will start to smell a rat. Can you do that?”

      Levi chewed on his lip. It wasn’t impossible. And with the way Gran had been coughing since she got here...

      “My brothers have a couple of kids,” Cole said. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      It would be bittersweet, though. Cole and Levi, with a couple of children who weren’t theirs. If Levi could somehow keep this baby, if he could give Cole a child and they could, one day, be a family...

      Levi’s heart fluttered with hope.

      Cole settled next to him on the rug, wrapping his arm around Levi’s waist. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      “It’ll be a nice picture,” Levi told him, touching the flat surface of his own belly. Cole watched knowingly, but he didn’t say a word. “Gran doesn’t seem so well, though. You’ve been coughing, Gran.”

      Gran waved it off. “I’m fine,” she said, tucking into her pancakes. “Your gran’s not about to keel over yet.”

      Levi wasn’t convinced, but Gran seemed to do okay through the rest of breakfast.

      When Gran finally bade her goodbyes, Levi breathed out a sigh. It was difficult, listening to her encouragement. You’ll definitely carry this one to term, Levi. I believe in you. The baby will look just like you and Cole!

      Easy for her to say, when she’d never had a failed pregnancy.

      He watched as Gran’s car rumbled down the driveway, the tall iron gates opening for her. Then she disappeared onto the road, and Levi sagged against the doorjamb, his forced cheer fading away.

      Cole tangled their fingers together. “You’ve never told her about the other miscarriages, huh?”

      Levi shrugged. “I didn’t want to disappoint her. You saw how excited she was.”

      Cole sighed. “Levi.”

      His tone made Levi wince. “Yes?”

      “Stop putting her feelings before your own. She needs to know how much her words are hurting you.”

      “Does it matter?” Levi turned away from the front steps, ducking back into the house. “I want her to be happy. She’s sick.”

      “She didn’t look all that sick to me.” Cole followed him back into the living room, grabbing a rasher of bacon off a plate. “You sure she’s not lying about that?”

      Levi looked at him, aghast. “How could you think she’s lying?”

      Cole shrugged, crunching on the bacon. “Outsider’s perspective. I don’t have to believe her.”

      But Gran had been sick for a year, maybe more. Levi still remembered the day she called him, her voice all hoarse and her tone sad. “I know she’s sick. She just doesn’t look it.”

      Cole thought about his words. Then he shrugged. “Okay.”

      Levi eyed the food piled on the plates, his appetite gone. Plaster flecked Cole’s shoulders and hair, left over from retrieving the lid from the ceiling.

      Hesitantly, Levi reached up, brushing the flecks off Cole’s solid, broad shoulders. Cole was warm beneath his shirt, and Levi couldn’t help lingering on his shoulders, reaching up with his other hand to brush the plaster out of Cole’s hair.

      This wasn’t a pretense anymore. It was real.

      Cole’s gaze rested on him, heavy and intent. “The next time your Gran visits... if you don’t tell her about the other miscarriages, I will.”

      Levi winced. “Then she’ll be disappointed in me, Cole. I can’t... I don’t know if I can face her anymore.”

      Cole rolled his eyes. “If she likes you enough to give you this entire mansion, then you can be sure she’ll understand any fertility issues you have.”

      Levi didn’t believe him, though. Easy for Cole to say, when Gran wasn’t his family to turn to. “Well, don’t. Please.”

      Cole blew out a breath, eyes narrowed. “I don’t want her to hurt you.”

      “I’m not that hurt. I promise. Besides, maybe she won’t talk about it again.”

      “Fine.”

      Cole closed his fingers around Levi’s wrist, bringing Levi’s hand to his lips. Then he kissed the pads of Levi’s fingers, every single one of them. Levi’s breath hitched.

      “Do you still...” Cole tangled their fingers together. “Do you still visit Jay these days?”

      He’d asked the question softly, tentatively. Levi appreciated the care in his words. But it still brought to mind the gathering of tiny tombstones, and it made Levi’s heart hurt.

      “Not often,” Levi mumbled. “Once a year.”

      It took Cole a while to say his next words. “If it’s okay with you... I’d like to visit.”

      Jay had been his child, too.

      “You’ll be allowed on the family property if I’m with you.” Levi wet his lips, putting together a mental list of things for the trip. “When would you like to go?”

      “Now?” Cole looked uncertain then, and Levi’s heart softened.

      Levi had made plans to clean up the mansion this morning, maybe unpack some of his clothes. But the sooner they got this visit over with, the better... right?

      They made the drive in silence, Cole’s hand on Levi’s thigh. It wasn’t an erotic touch, just... comforting. Levi appreciated Cole’s presence. He breathed in Cole’s maplewood-and-smoke scent, setting his hand on top of Cole’s at stoplights. Cole cracked a couple of smiles.

      On his regular visits to the graves, Levi avoided the rest of his family. He parked on the far side of the property, as close to the birch forest as he could, and walked the rest of the way.

      This time, though, he had Cole with him, Cole holding his hand so he wasn’t alone.

      It had been a long time since Cole was here. Years.

      Cole was silent through the walk. He glanced around them, sniffing at the warm summer air. Then he stepped closer to Levi, their arms bumping.

      Levi could tell when Cole recognized the place, because his hand tightened around Levi’s. Cole sucked in a deep breath, his footsteps slowing at the edge of the clearing.

      They had been so young that night, when Levi had given himself to his alpha. That had been Cole’s eighteenth birthday, and they’d laid under the stars in this very spot.

      “You still remember?” Levi asked anyway.

      “There ain’t a chance I’ll forget,” Cole said thickly, his gaze landing on the far side of the clearing.

      There, white stones dotted the grass. They were all flat, white tablets with names chiseled into each one. The wood alphabet blocks Levi had brought the previous time were now faded, weather-worn.

      Levi fished out the little plastic cars and dolls he’d brought this time around, kneeling next to the oldest grave.

      Cole stopped beside him, his expression inscrutable. Then he studied the stones, reading the names—Jay, Mary, Tim, Brock, Dan.

      “You buried the others alone,” Cole said quietly.

      Levi nodded. “I didn’t... think anyone would want to come here with me.”

      He hadn’t wanted to show anyone how much of a failure he was, anyway. It seemed that every child he conceived was destined to be buried here.

      Levi swallowed past the lump in his throat. He leaned forward, tugging on the weeds that had grown around Jay’s stone. In a rustle of clothing, Cole knelt beside him, weeding the other side.

      “Here’s your—” Levi began to say, except his throat closed tight. “Here’s your other dad, Jay. He loves you, too.”

      His voice broke in the middle. Levi bowed his head, hiding the tears that trickled down his cheeks. He wished he could stop crying, so he wasn’t a sobbing mess so often around Cole.

      The grass blurred in front of him. Levi grabbed blindly at the taller weeds, trying to act normal. But Jay had been his first baby, and he’d had such high hopes for this child.

      Maybe he was crying because he wished he had that family with Cole, the one he’d been so certain would be his.

      “Hello, Jay,” Cole murmured, brushing his fingers over the white stone. “I’ve missed you. Sorry I haven’t been around.”

      His voice was strained. Levi knew that seeing the grave had struck a nerve with Cole, too.

      He slipped his fingers into Cole’s hand, just holding him. Cole squeezed his hand back.

      They weeded in silence. Then Cole murmured, “This one’s done,” and Levi fumbled with his plastic bag, exchanging the old toys for the new ones.

      Next to him, Cole sniffled, too.

      They moved to Mary’s grave next, then Tim’s, Cole next to Levi the entire time, holding him steady. Cole helped to weed every single tombstone, his presence comforting beside Levi, his silence companionable.

      By the time they reached Little Dan’s spot, Levi had no more tears left to cry. His eyes burned, and his movements were slow, exhausted. Cole finished the last of the weeding, taking the bag of toys from Levi.

      “I can do it,” Levi protested softly.

      “I’ll be their adoptive dad,” Cole said, setting a doll next to Dan’s grave. He tucked away the rest of the alphabet blocks, pressing a kiss to Levi’s temple.

      “That means you’d have to return next year, too,” Levi mumbled.

      “I’ll do it.”

      There was no hesitation from him at all. And the thought of seeing Cole again next year, regardless of how this relationship played out... Levi wanted that. He wanted this man who would adopt these children as his own, even though Cole didn’t know who their other dads were.

      I like him more than I should.

      They sat in the shade of a tree, cicadas buzzing in the grass around them. Cole stroked his thumb across Levi’s palm, their hands smudged with dirt.

      “Is this real to you, too?” Levi mumbled.

      “Yeah.”

      The tear tracks had dried on Cole’s cheeks. He curved his arm around Levi, and Levi imagined all his children playing in the clearing, tumbling around, chasing each other through the trees.

      “If I had someone else’s baby, and I managed to carry it to term...”

      “I’d treat it as my own,” Cole said. “Just like I’d treat you as mine.”

      Levi swallowed hard, his heart thumping. “You sure are certain about me.”

      Cole looked at him sidelong. “I know who you are, Levi. You haven’t changed much at all.”

      Then he leaned in, pressing his nose to Levi’s shoulder. Cole sniffed at Levi’s neck, where Levi had begun to sweat a little. Instead of turning away, Cole nuzzled up Levi’s throat, kissing his jaw. Levi’s heart fluttered.

      “I’m ready to go home,” Cole murmured. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Levi cracked a smile, allowing Cole to pull him to his feet. Cole brought Levi back to the headstones, touching each one of them. He waited for Levi to say his goodbyes, then headed with Levi out of the forest.

      “Why are you this nice?” Levi mumbled, his heart stumbling. “To the children.”

      “Because they’re yours.” Cole huffed. “Well, even if they’re not yours... They’re innocent. Good. I think all babies are born good. It’s in the way we raise them.”

      Cole wanted children so much. Levi sighed. “And yet you’re stuck here with me.”

      It took Cole a little longer to answer. “I don’t know if I’m ready to commit, either,” he said. “But... I want this to be real.”

      “Even if I don’t know if this pregnancy will turn out okay?”

      “Even then,” Cole said. He squeezed Levi’s hand, and Levi cheered up.

      Cole was beyond amazing. He was wonderful, he was special. He was brave. Levi couldn’t have enough of him.

      And deep down, Levi thought he might be falling in love, all over again.
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      The trip home passed in a blur. Over and over, the same images flashed in Cole’s mind. Levi on his knees, caressing the children’s graves. Levi looking away from Cole, crying softly to himself.

      Levi had told Cole about the miscarriages, but it was only when Cole had seen the tombstones, when he’d seen Levi fumbling with something so simple as weeding, that he’d realized how deep Levi’s grief ran.

      And Cole had been away from him all these years, instead of staying by his side, providing comfort and support.

      With this new pregnancy... what were the chances of their baby being born alive? Every time Levi looked at his belly... did he remember those gravestones?

      Cole had so much to make up for.

      When they parked in front of the mansion, Cole took Levi’s hand, leading him toward the house. “We’re going to take a bath,” Cole said.

      “But you have other things to do, don’t you?” Levi looked uncertain, tired.

      “Bath first. This is more important.”

      He led Levi up the front steps, then set Levi’s bag of alphabet blocks down on the side table. Brought Levi into their bedroom, where it smelled like maplewood and jasmine and musk, instead of musty drapes like the rest of the house.

      Cole shut the door.

      Levi gulped. “Cole...?”

      Cole cupped Levi’s face, pulling him into a deep, slow kiss. It was a kiss that wanted nothing from Levi, a kiss that only attempted to comfort.

      “You’re brave,” Cole whispered against his mouth, running his fingers through Levi’s hair. “You’re important.”

      The tension in Levi’s body eased; he whimpered, parting his lips for Cole.

      Cole stroked Levi’s jaw, rubbing his shoulders and his arms, pressing him lightly against the bedroom door. Then he began to tug on Levi’s clothes—first his belt, then his pants. Levi gasped, his hips rolling up.

      Part of Cole wanted to pleasure him. But he also wanted to hold Levi, and make sure Levi knew he was cherished.

      “Bath,” Cole murmured. “We’re doing this together.”

      Levi blushed, a pretty shade of pink fanning across his cheeks. He attempted to help, but Cole nudged his fingers away.

      “I’m doing this,” Cole said. “I just want you to relax. And I want you to know that you’re worthy.”

      Levi’s eyes grew wide. Then his throat worked, like he couldn’t believe what Cole was saying. Cole kissed his lips. Freed Levi of his shirt, his pants and his socks. And now Levi was naked, all smooth, pale skin.

      Cole had sneaked glances at him on and off. Cole had held him in his sleep. But touching him like this, when he was bared to Cole... It was a different sort of intimacy.

      “Why are you doing this?” Levi whispered, allowing Cole to lead him to the bathroom.

      “Because I want you to know I care. Because I want you to realize that your worth doesn’t just depend on how many babies you can produce.” Cole paused at the tub, meeting his eyes.

      Levi smiled wryly. “I don’t have to be worth much.”

      “You’re worth everything,” Cole growled. Then he peeled off his own shirt, and Levi’s eyes widened; his tongue darted across his lips, damp and pink.

      “This—This is how you show me?” Levi croaked, his eyes raking down Cole’s chest. He was interested. And despite Cole doing this only to comfort... a thread of desire coiled through his insides, and pulled tight.

      “We’re taking a bath,” Cole said, turning the water on. “Just—Just that.”

      “Oh.” Levi’s gaze wandered down when Cole loosened his own belt, kicking his pants off.

      It just so happened that the part of Cole Levi was most interested in right now, was the part that would fit perfectly inside Levi’s body.

      “My eyes are up here,” Cole murmured.

      Levi flushed, looking up. “Sorry.”

      But Cole was guilty of staring, too. He bent to adjust the water temperature, glimpsing the way Levi’s cock filled out, its tip still hooded by his foreskin. Levi squirmed, casually sliding his hand over his cock to hide it.

      That was okay. Cole’s plans didn’t involve touching Levi’s cock.

      When the water was hot enough, he stepped in first, reaching out for Levi. Levi hesitantly put one foot into the tub, then the other. And Cole shut the frosted glass door, closing them into the small, humid space.

      “So... a bath,” Levi whispered over the spray of the water.

      “More like a shower first,” Cole said, smiling crookedly. “If you want to split hairs.”

      Levi shook his head, his lips twitching into a smile. Then he leaned into Cole’s chest, his arms coming up to wrap around Cole’s waist. “This is nice.”

      Cole held him. The water warmed the dirt on Levi’s skin, wetting it and washing it away. Cole smelled the earth on his omega, and jasmine, and that telling scent of his pregnancy. He took the soap from its dish, lathered his hands, and massaged Levi’s back, smooth, slow strokes that kneaded into Levi’s muscles.

      Levi moaned, relaxing against him. Cole swallowed. He imagined Levi moaning because he wanted something else, something between Cole’s legs, and forced the thought out of his mind. Couldn’t help getting hard, though.

      Slowly, he rubbed Levi’s shoulders and arms, washing between Levi’s fingers. He massaged Levi’s neck, too, following the grooves of his ears, then along his jaw, wiping the dried tear tracks off Levi’s cheeks.

      Then he stroked down Levi’s sides, the small of Levi’s back, and skimmed over his ass, crouching to do his thighs.

      “You forgot—” Levi looked down, and a soft, choked sound fell from his lips.

      “I forgot what?” Cole murmured, kneading down Levi’s thighs, finishing one leg first, then the other.

      Levi licked his lips and looked away, but it was clear that he’d seen Cole’s cock pointing up at him. “Um, nothing.”

      Cole tugged on his own cock, just to relieve some of the pressure there. He wasn’t going to put it inside Levi. He wasn’t.

      But once the thought entered his mind, it dug its claws in, reminding Cole how good it had felt to fuck Levi that first night, when they’d visited the mansion.

      Cole leaned in, pressing a kiss to Levi’s soapy hip. “You were brave today.”

      Levi cracked a smile. “I was just me.”

      “And you’re admirable.”

      “What, for miscarrying?”

      “For keeping on in the face of adversity.” Cole met his eyes, smiling. “That’s something I don’t see every day.”

      Levi shrugged uncomfortably. “It’s not like I’m purposefully searching out adversity.”

      “But you’re keeping a level head with this pregnancy.” Cole kissed Levi’s abdomen, where their baby was.

      Levi flushed. “I try not to think about it.”

      “Still brave to me.”

      “You’re a firefighter, Cole,” Levi said flatly. “You see bravery all around you, all the time.”

      “That just means I recognize it more easily.”

      Levi blushed. “I hate when you get the last word,” he muttered, but they both knew he didn’t mean it at all.

      Cole washed between Levi’s toes, kneading Levi’s feet to relax the muscles there. Then he washed Levi’s fingers and stood, grabbing the shampoo to do Levi’s hair.

      Levi reached for the bottle; Cole held it out of his reach. “But what about you?” Levi protested.

      “I’ll get it.”

      “But... I want to return the favor.” Levi’s cheeks grew dark. “At least, with the soap.”

      And maybe his reasons weren’t entirely chaste. The pressure in Cole’s cock increased; he pressed the soap into Levi’s hand and growled, “Have it your way.”

      Levi’s eyes lit up. With the shower spray pattering on them, Levi brushed his lathered hands across Cole’s chest, smoothing his fingers over Cole’s pecs, then his abs. His lips parted; his eyelids fluttered half-shut. He soaped up Cole’s arms and his sides, and faltered at his hips, where Cole’s cock jutted up, seeking his omega.

      “Wash it,” Cole commanded.

      Levi’s pupils blew wide; he lathered his hands, then reached down, wrapping his fingers around Cole’s cock. Pleasure whispered through Cole’s nerves; Cole groaned, fighting the urge to rut into his hands.

      And Levi moaned, his fingers sliding languorously along Cole’s length, up and down, squeezing around his balls. Like he couldn’t get enough of it. Cole’s throat grew dry.

      But Levi didn’t stop there. He rubbed his thumb around Cole’s tip, nudging at that sensitive spot right beneath his head. Then he played with Cole’s piss slit, sending another jolt down Cole’s body, and cupped Cole’s balls in his hands. There was an intent, hungry look in his eyes, hopeful and anticipating.

      Cole stopped breathing. Just watched, trying not to pin Levi against the wall, trying not to push up against him, feeding his own cock into Levi’s mouth, or his hole.

      Gods, he wanted this omega. Ever since that first night, he’d wanted to claim Levi as his own.

      The shower washed the suds off his cock. Levi sank to his knees, licking up Cole’s cock, his tongue damp and soft, his mouth closing snug around Cole’s tip.

      Cole jerked, pleasure thrumming through his cock. This wasn’t what he’d planned. “Levi,” he growled, sliding his fingers into Levi’s hair, pulling out of his mouth. “We were having a bath.”

      Levi looked up at him, his body slender and inviting, his lips red and parted. “We can have a bath after.”

      And he wrapped his fingers around Cole’s cock, taking Cole back into his mouth. Cole had all but forgotten what it felt like to have Levi suck him off, but the moment Levi hollowed his cheeks, pleasure hissed through Cole’s nerves, and the bath fell to the lowest priority in his mind.

      Levi took Cole as deep as he could, his lips tightening around Cole’s cock, his tongue stroking up one side, then the other. Cole couldn’t breathe. Being inside Levi felt like bliss.

      “Up,” Cole said hoarsely. “On your feet.”

      Levi must’ve heard the change in his tone, because he stood readily, his eyes dark, hungry.

      Cole spun him around to face the wall. He took the soap back from Levi, covered one hand in suds. And pushed his fingers between Levi’s asscheeks, so Levi gasped, jerking against him.

      “I haven’t forgotten this,” Cole rumbled, sliding his fingers between those silky cheeks. “Was just holding it off.”

      “W-were you?” Levi lifted his ass for Cole.

      And this was familiar, the push and pull of their relationship. Levi offering himself, Cole taking all that Levi gave, and pleasuring him with it.

      He touched the pucker of Levi’s hole, circling his fingers around it. Levi whimpered. Cole leaned in, tracing his tongue along the shell of Levi’s ear. Then he anchored Levi’s hips against himself, and pushed both fingers into his omega. Levi’s body opened around him, hot and so fucking tight.

      Levi cried out, scrabbling against the tiled wall, his breath shuddering out of him. Cole pushed in deep, finding that one spot in Levi’s body. He pressed down on it, something in his chest roaring when Levi jerked, his entire body squeezing around Cole’s fingers.

      “Mine,” Cole growled, grinding his cock against the curve of Levi’s ass. “Gonna open you up for me.”

      Levi moaned, rocking against him. “Please.”

      Over and over, Cole thrust his fingers into Levi. He slowed down when Levi trembled, allowing Levi to calm down. Then he fucked back inside, grinding right against his prostate, so Levi gasped and shuddered, incoherent sounds falling from his lips.

      Cole swallowed, his throat dry. He wanted to pin Levi down, have his way with his omega, hear Levi cry out against his lips. But Levi’s skin slipped against his own; he didn’t have enough traction with the suds still on their skin.

      He turned Levi back to face him. Caught Levi’s face and drew him into a searing kiss, one that made Levi arch, his nails biting into Cole’s sides, his moan rumbling into Cole’s mouth.

      Somehow, Cole washed most of the suds off their bodies. He shut off the shower. Pulled the shower door open, and scooped Levi into his arms.

      Levi panted, tracing his thumb against Cole’s lower lip. So Cole took it into his mouth and sucked, and Levi’s cock jerked against his belly, his tip pushing out past his foreskin. Gods, Cole wanted to taste him. Wanted to have Levi writhe and moan.

      Dripping from the shower, Cole strode back into the bedroom. He threw Levi lightly onto the bed, where Levi scrambled toward the pillows, his chest glistening.

      And Levi opened his legs, his cock dusky with hunger, his eyes begging Cole to follow up on his promise.

      Hell, yeah, Cole wasn’t about to let him down.

      He prowled across the bed after Levi, bits of suds still clinging to his skin. Levi pulled his knees up to his chest, completely exposing his hole. Cole throbbed.

      For a moment, he paused at Levi’s ass, sliding a couple fingers up along that cleft, nudging at his sensitive entrance. Levi relaxed—an invitation. And Cole let his touch linger, just teasing Levi there.

      “Want something here?” he whispered.

      “You,” Levi answered hoarsely.

      “What part of me?” Cole licked his lips, and Levi whimpered.

      “I don’t know. All of it!”

      Cole leaned in, catching Levi’s ankle. He kissed a slow, sucking trail from Levi’s knee down his inner thigh, biting him lightly. Then he paused at the apex of Levi’s legs, pinned his creamy thighs open, and licked Levi’s cock, just as Levi had licked his.

      Levi panted, his heavy cock nudging against Cole’s lips, smearing precome across his skin. Cole licked it all off, rolling that salty fluid across his tongue. Levi’s desire—it was all here, in his leaking cock, in his heaving chest, and his dark eyes fixed on Cole, filled with anticipation.

      “Hard for me?” Cole rumbled, closing his fist around Levi’s cock.

      Levi shoved into his hand, his cock slippery and stiff. So fucking sexy.

      “All for you,” Levi rasped, winding his fingers into Cole’s hair. Then he shoved Cole’s head between his legs, and Cole grew so hard he couldn’t think.

      There was having your way with your omega, and then there was letting your omega have his way with you.

      Cole nuzzled at Levi’s tight balls, kissing over them. “What do you want?”

      Levi pulled Cole up higher, so his cock ground against Cole’s lips. “Suck me,” Levi panted.

      Cole kissed Levi’s cock, too. It was flushed, so hard that its tip had pushed past its foreskin, a clear bead of precome at its tip. Cole took Levi’s head into his mouth, lapping off that drop of precome. Levi moaned, trembling against him.

      But Cole didn’t relent—he sucked lightly on Levi, until all Levi said was a litany of please. Then Cole pulled away, kissing down the ridge of Levi’s cock, nuzzling his balls.

      Levi whined, bucking his hips. So Cole returned to his cock. Took that straining length into his mouth, licking around it, before sucking it deep. Levi’s chest heaved; Cole could imagine his pleasure. Levi was close, so close that his balls were heavy with come. When Cole took part of Levi’s sac into his mouth, Levi choked on his breath, precome squirting from his tip.

      There were two paths he could take here—he could let Levi have his release, or he could withhold it from Levi.

      Cole pushed a finger into Levi’s hole, savoring the heat of his body, the way Levi tightened around him when Cole sucked on his sac. Then he pushed another finger into his omega, stretching him open inside. Levi jerked, throwing his head back.

      “Cole,” he begged. “Cole, please—”

      Instead of fucking him, Cole cupped Levi’s ass, and released his sac. Kissed further down, to Levi’s slick entrance. Levi made a soft, surprised noise. Cole withdrew his fingers, giving his hole a deep, slow kiss. Levi cried out, squeezing around his tongue. He tasted like soap, and Cole knew this was lewd.

      He fucked Levi with his tongue anyway, until Levi sobbed with pleasure, growing slick and musky.

      He would feel so tight around Cole’s cock. And maybe... Cole liked the thought of giving Levi a baby, even if Levi was pregnant. His cock ached. Cole pumped it, dragging his tongue flat against Levi’s hole. “Want my cock?”

      “Fuck, yes,” Levi growled, his fingers clenching tight in Cole’s hair, almost painfully. “Inside. Get inside.”

      Cole surged up, fitting his body against Levi’s, kissing up Levi’s chest to his throat. Then he met Levi’s mouth in a full-on kiss, his cock grinding up against Levi’s ass, his balls pulling tight, eager for his release.

      Levi pulled him close, wrapping his legs around Cole’s waist. And Cole pushed into him, watching the way Levi’s eyes flew open, his head tipping back as he opened around Cole’s cock, his body sweet and tight, begging Cole for his come.

      Cole panted, pressing their foreheads together. He gazed into the hazel depths of Levi’s eyes, and read hunger and need. Then he thrust in deep, and Levi arched against him, his breath rushing hot against Cole’s lips.

      “More,” Levi whispered, his nails dragging down Cole’s sides, his mouth hot against Cole’s skin. “Make me yours.”

      That triggered something primal in Cole, something that he’d hidden away. He wrapped his arms around Levi, anchored Levi against himself, and fucked in hard, Levi’s body squeezing him tight, his own strokes growing more feverish with each time Levi cried out.

      Through the jumble of thoughts in his head, Cole tried to aim for that one spot inside Levi. Levi’s cries grew higher, until Cole reached down and stroked his cock, and Levi was clenching around him, his cock throbbing, his come spurting pearly across his chest.

      His pleasure hauled Cole over the edge. Cole groaned, thrusting deep. Pleasure crashed through him like a deluge, and he released his seed into his omega, pulsing, his balls squeezing every last drop into Levi.

      Mine. Cole braced himself so he didn’t collapse onto his omega. Instead, he rolled onto his back, pulling Levi on top of him. Levi panted, his eyes half-lidded, his expression so very satisfied.

      It made Cole proud, that he’d given this to Levi.

      Before it was too late, he asked, “Do you want my knot?”

      He thought Levi would say no again. But Levi nodded, pressing his hips down against Cole, insistent. He wanted it. Cole groaned, his knot swelling inside his omega, locking them together. Levi moaned.

      It felt good, having Levi back in his arms. Cole sank back into the pillows, pulling Levi close. Then Levi lay his cheek against Cole’s shoulder, relaxed, and Cole’s heart skipped.

      Something had changed between them. It was in the way Levi had offered himself to Cole, the way Levi had pulled Cole close, asking Cole to suck him. He hadn’t done that the previous time. But now... things were different. Real.

      Cole stayed quiet, admiring Levi’s sweat-damp skin, his wet hair, his narrow shoulders. They’d showered together. And that—that was supposed to turn into a bath. Not an all-out fucking.

      Cole groaned, throwing his arm across his face. “Damn it. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Levi blinked at him, confused. “Which part of this?”

      Cole waved at their knotted bodies. Then sighed. “The bath. I wasn’t gonna fuck you.”

      Levi chuckled lowly, his fingers trailing down Cole’s bicep. “You decided that for yourself.”

      “Looks like I forgot to account for you.” Cole cracked a smile. “Like when I met you that very first day in middle school. I was in the middle of my lunch!”

      Back then, Cole had heard the bullies threatening Levi. He’d gotten tired of them always hounding the same weaker kids, so he’d punched Levi’s bullies, gotten into a fight, and Levi had pulled Cole and himself away before they’d gotten into more trouble.

      They’d become friends after that. And then they’d become lovers, and Cole had told himself this was the only omega he’d ever wanted.

      So much had happened since then. Things like the miscarriages. The graves. Cole remembered the names on the flat white stones, pulling Levi close. He’d meant to talk about that during the bath, instead of getting distracted.

      Annoyed at himself, Cole said, “That bath was supposed to make you feel safe. I wanted you to know that you’re not alone. That you’re brave, and you deserve to be touched with love. Sorry it ended up being this... this thing.” He tugged at the damp sheets beneath them.

      Levi stared, blinking hard. “You just said I deserve to be touched with... with...”

      With love, Cole had said.

      That had been a slip of the tongue.

      His ears burning, Cole looked away. “I mean... you know what I mean.”

      “I do,” Levi said, his cheeks pink.

      “I did mean it when I said you’re brave. I don’t care how many firefighters I’m surrounded by, okay?” Cole frowned, tipping Levi’s chin to meet his gaze. “You’re a lot braver than you think.”

      Ever so slowly, a smile crept onto Levi’s face. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” Cole said. “For doing this thing with me. For just—just having me around.”

      “It’s still not love,” Levi said firmly.

      “No, it’s not,” Cole agreed. This was just some sort of crush. It wasn’t permanent.

      Except this fluttering in his chest... he’d felt it before. Right before he’d fallen in love.
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      “I’m so sorry about this,” Olivier said, handing Taylor to Levi. “I’ve packed all of Taylor and Jenn’s clothes in these bags, and their toys are in the blue canvas bag. If anything comes up, don’t hesitate to call us.”

      “You could’ve just given us the cruise tickets, you know,” Cole said, elbowing Eric. Eric was his brother, and also Olivier’s alpha. “Two weeks’ vacation—I’m almost envious.”

      “You just want two weeks with the kids,” Eric said, elbowing Cole back. “Don’t pretend you don’t. I know you.”

      Cole rolled his eyes, but Levi knew he’d been excited about this. They both were. Cole had been teasing Levi about it from the moment Ollie asked the favor of them.

      “Jenn and Taylor will be safe with us,” Levi said. “And the shop, too. Don’t worry!”

      “I know they’re in good hands.” Olivier smiled, kissing his daughter, then his son. “Papa and Daddy will be back soon, okay? We’ll call when we can.”

      “Go make another one,” Cole said, winking at his brothers. Olivier flushed; Eric punched Cole’s arm. But Eric pulled Ollie into his embrace, and Ollie smiled. They weren’t denying it.

      It was no problem for them to conceive. A twinge of envy crept into Levi’s chest. He shoved it away, exchanging hugs with Ollie and Eric.

      When the goodbyes were over and Eric and Ollie headed for their car, Taylor began to cry. Levi rocked the boy in his arms. “There, there. It’ll be fine. Your dads will be home soon enough.”

      Taylor wailed, though. Jenn raced over, reaching out for him. “I hug!” she said, reaching up for her brother. “I hug Taylor!”

      Levi couldn’t help smiling. He crouched, setting Taylor gently on the floor. “There, you can hold him, Jenn, but be gentle!”

      Jenn plopped herself next to her brother, pulling him into her arms. Moments later, Taylor seemed to recognize his sister, quieting down—surprisingly quick for an eight-month-old.

      Levi couldn’t help feeling proud. He’d watched both these children grow up, and they were near and dear to his heart—Jenn with her red hair and green eyes, Taylor with his dark hair and red-brown eyes.

      The two looked nothing alike, but the way they behaved around each other... it was sweet to witness.

      Cole shut the door, coming to crouch next to Levi. “So we’re pretending again, huh?”

      Levi blinked. “What?”

      “Pretending to be a family.” Cole smiled. “And it’s not even for the cameras.”

      Well, he had a point. Levi blushed.

      Two weeks with these children... Levi had been anticipating it. With Taylor’s tears drying, and Jenn chattering at her brother... it would be so easy to pretend they were his own.

      “Uncle Lewi,” Jenn said. “Where my planes?”

      “I’ll get them,” Cole said, stroking Levi’s back. “You sit tight.”

      Then he leaned in, pressed a kiss to the top of Levi’s head, and Levi’s heart fluttered.

      Three weeks had passed since the visit to the graves. Since then, things between Levi and Cole had become... more natural.

      It didn’t matter anymore that there were cameras in every room, because Cole gravitated toward Levi in the mansion, touching his back, sniffing at his hair, dropping surprise kisses on his lips.

      Their bed smelled entirely like musk now. On the nights Cole wasn’t at the fire station, he spent hours pressing Levi into the mattress, kissing down his body, pleasuring Levi with his lips and fingers and tongue, until Levi writhed beneath him and begged to come.

      Cole had been giving Levi these warm looks, too, and his gaze had been fond, admiring. Levi didn’t know what he’d done to deserve it. This all felt too good to be true.

      Then the nausea in his stomach started up again.

      Levi winced, regretting the amount of food he’d eaten for breakfast. He should’ve anticipated it. But Cole had made fluffy stacks of French toast without crusts, and each slice had been a delicious piece of heaven.

      Jenn got to her feet when Taylor stopped crying. She ran around the foyer, her little shoes squeaking against the marble. Then she paused, pulled her shoes and socks off, and stretched her arms out. “I fly! Flyyyy!”

      Paces away, Cole pulled a toy airplane out of the blue canvas bag. “Here, Jenn—You wanted this?”

      Jenn perked up, racing over.

      Cole held the airplane just out of her grasp, looking Jenn in the eye. “Now, you’ll be staying with Uncle Levi and me for the next two weeks, right?”

      Jenn nodded, glancing at the airplane.

      “So if anything is wrong, if you’re hungry or you’re hurting, you tell me or Uncle Levi. Okay?”

      Jenn nodded again. “Kay.”

      She reached for the airplane, but Cole kept it out of her reach, clicking his tongue. “Quiz time, Jenn. If you’re hungry, who do you tell?”

      “You,” Jenn said, looking at Cole.

      “And...?” Cole prompted. “Uncle...”

      “Uncle Lewi!” Jenn beamed.

      Cole grinned, handing the plane over. “Awesome.”

      Levi couldn’t take his eyes away from Cole. It was such a joy, watching Cole with children. Cole loved Jenn and Taylor so much—it showed in his eyes, his smile.

      Before Levi could say a word, his stomach heaved.

      He gulped, whisking Taylor into his arms. Cole took Taylor from him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Bathroom,” Levi said.

      He shut himself into the hallway restroom and leaned over the toilet, heaving up all of his breakfast. Levi regretted every extra slice of toast. The vomit went up his nose, out his mouth, and the smell of it made him heave harder.

      His eyes stung; his body felt weak with each heave. Levi trembled against the toilet, spitting the taste out of his mouth. When the door opened, Levi flushed the toilet, wiping his lips to get himself presentable.

      “You okay?” Cole asked, his gaze sweeping shrewdly over Levi.

      Levi shrugged. “Yeah.”

      His stomach still roiled, and he didn’t feel so good right now.

      Cole stepped into the bathroom, Taylor in his arms. Then he crouched next to Levi, rubbing Levi’s back. Levi heaved again, turning away so Cole wouldn’t have to see him puking. But Cole reached up, brushing Levi’s hair away from his face, his hands gentle.

      Levi spat, wincing. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “Yes, I do.” Cole stood, grabbing a water glass. He filled it at the faucet, then handed it over.

      These were all small gestures, but Levi couldn’t help feeling grateful for Cole’s presence.

      He gurgled, washing the taste out of his mouth. Cole crouched by his side, rubbing his back. Levi couldn’t help leaning into him.

      “I won’t be able to do this every day,” Cole said with a grimace. “Just the days I’m off-duty.”

      Levi frowned. “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.” Cole’s gaze drifted to Levi’s abdomen, and Levi didn’t want to think about the pregnancy at all. But Cole reached out, rubbing his knuckles gently over Levi’s belly. “You haven’t talked about the baby.”

      “I’m trying not to.”

      “Have you... tried bonding with it?” Cole asked, a little more hesitantly.

      Levi shook his head. He was afraid to. After losing all those other children...

      “Can I?” Cole murmured.

      “You’d only be setting yourself up for disappointment, you know,” Levi said. He didn’t want to put Cole through that pain, either.

      For a moment, Cole bowed his head. “Yeah, I understand. But I don’t want this child hanging in there feeling unloved, you know? I figure... if it’s going to be there for however long, it should get some love, too. While it can.”

      Levi’s throat grew tight. He was afraid of getting hurt again. But Cole’s words made sense, too.

      With some effort, he got to his feet, peeling his shirt off his belly. “There. You can... do whatever you want.”

      Cole met his eyes. “You don’t mind?”

      “It’s your child, too,” Levi said. “And... and you’re probably right. Someone should talk to it.”

      Levi felt like a coward, hiding from his own baby. But his heart could only be broken so many times. He didn’t want it to break again.

      Slowly, Cole pressed his lips to Levi’s belly. Then he kissed it and murmured, “Hey. This is your dad here. The one who hasn’t been carrying you. I wanted you to know that we’re waiting for you to grow up strong and happy, okay? Hang in there. Show your other dad you’re fighting fit! He’s a little afraid to speak to you now, but I think he’ll come around.”

      Cole ended his words with a soft kiss; Levi’s chest grew tight. He swallowed hard as Cole tugged the shirt back over his belly, rubbing it.

      Cole was brave. And Levi’s heart yearned for him.

      “Maybe that’s what’s missing,” Cole said. “Maybe all it needs is a bit of encouragement every day.”

      Levi didn’t think so, but he wasn’t going to refuse it, either.

      “You okay?” Cole asked, squeezing his hand.

      Levi blew out a breath. “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      And Cole grinned. “Sorry. I’m still secretly happy that we’re having a baby.”

      Levi smiled crookedly. “It’s not a secret if you’re telling it to me.”

      “You know what I mean.” With a bounce in his step, Cole led the way out of the bathroom, Levi and Taylor in tow. Then Cole paused, looking around. “Where’s Jenn? I told her to stay put.”

      Levi frowned, peering past the bulk of Cole’s body.

      Jenn’s shoes and socks lay abandoned on the floor. The toy bag was open, stuffed animals and puzzles scattered around. But the girl was nowhere to be found.

      Over the past week, Cole and Levi had worked feverishly to baby-proof the mansion. Most of it involved closing doors, taping up electrical outlets, removing fragile things and weights on top of tablecloths.

      But there was the rest of the house—things like bathrooms and stairs and who knew what else that they’d missed.

      His heart pattering with unease, Levi hurried into the kitchen. The fridge door was open, with two eggs smashed on the floor. How had Jenn managed that? She was only two.

      Levi shut the door. He found a couple of cookies on the floor, but nothing else.

      In the hallway, Cole wore a perplexed frown. “The bath’s running. I found her clothes—they’re wet. But Jenn’s missing.”

      Levi’s dread grew. Where was Jenn? Was she okay? “She’s not in the kitchen, either. But she got the fridge door open.”

      They exchanged a worried look. Then something crashed downstairs.

      Cole dashed for the stairs, Levi close behind. Cole was faster, though. At the bottom of the stairs, Cole handed Taylor to Levi, then scanned the rooms. Levi followed, straining his ears for the slightest sound.

      To think that Ollie and Eric had left their children with Levi... How would they react if something happened to Jenn on their very first afternoon away?

      The rooms downstairs were pristine—at least, those that were accessible to a child. They made their way down the long corridor, and for the first time, Levi wished the mansion wasn’t so big.

      Cole slowed down near the den, where shards of ceramic had scattered across the room. Levi cringed. That had been an antique Asian vase just sitting on the floor, but it had been tall with a narrow base. In their rush to secure the mansion, they’d overlooked it.

      “No blood,” Cole said, scanning the floor. He swept the shards away with his feet, glancing at Levi. “But be careful when you step through here.”

      “I’m not a child.” Levi cracked a smile. Cole cared about him.

      They picked their way across the carnage to the last room on this level—the laundry room. It was vast, the biggest space Levi had ever seen allocated to washing clothes.

      Cole stepped inside, frowning. Curious, Levi followed him... and found zero two-year-olds prancing around.

      “Where’d she go?” he asked, peering around the washer, just in case Jenn had somehow squeezed herself back there.

      But she’d been here—the laundry basket lay on its side, a pile of dirty clothes right next to it.

      “I don’t know.” Cole glanced out the back door, perplexed.

      Then the pile of laundry moved, and the wave of relief that washed through Levi had his knees growing weak. “Oh, Jenn.”

      As though she’d heard her name, the pile of clothes shot upward in a tiny explosion. “Boo-ly da!”

      Jenn waved her arms, shaking the dirty laundry off her body. And there she was, butt-naked save for Cole’s grimy socks on her arms, and a pair of briefs slung across her head.

      “Oh, no,” Levi said, cringing.

      Cole snorted. Then his laughter bellowed through the laundry room, echoing off the tiled walls. “Jenn, you little...”

      Cole swept her up into his arms, swinging her high above his head. Jenn shrieked. When Cole swung her back down, she wriggled in his grip. “Again! Again!”

      So Cole hefted her back into the air. This time, Jenn cheered. “Fly! Fly, fly, fly!”

      Cole flew her around the laundry room with a wide grin. Levi watched them, a tight, aching feeling in his chest. This was what it would be like, wasn’t it, if he and Cole had children? Cole swinging their daughter through the air, taking the children out on picnics.

      For a moment, Levi pretended that Jenn was theirs, that he and Cole and Jenn and Taylor were all a family, living together under the same roof. Cole would take the children out to play, and his eyes would be even brighter when they were his very own children.

      Jenn squealed. Cole brought her back down, shaking his head. “I’ve babysat her a number of times, but I wasn’t prepared for this. She’s a bit of a rascal.”

      But he was smiling, his gaze warm.

      “Imagine if she were yours,” Levi said, more as a joke.

      Cole chuckled. “Well, my brothers would want her back.”

      “But she’s ours these two weeks.”

      Cole met Levi’s eyes, and Levi realized he hadn’t seen Cole truly happy of late, until now. His breath caught. This was what would delight Cole—children of his own. Levi didn’t think he could provide that.

      He wet his lips, nervous all of a sudden. It wasn’t as though this... thing between them was permanent. But Levi had been getting comfortable with snuggling against Cole, he’d been getting used to seeing Cole across the dinner table.

      I’ll take the baby, especially if it’s mine, Cole had said a month ago.

      “What’re you thinking about?” Cole rumbled, stepping over with Jenn in his arms.

      Levi gulped, a question on the tip of his tongue. He knew he shouldn’t ask it—not someone like him. But he blurted anyway, “Do you think you’ll ever get married?”

      And then it was out in the open, and his heart did somersaults in his chest.

      Cole stared. His eyes sharpened. “Why’re you asking that?”

      Because I like the thought of spending the rest of my life with you.

      Levi looked away, his heart pounding. “I-I just—I was curious.”

      Jenn kicked in Cole’s arms. Taylor babbled at his sister, drool dripping down his chin. Levi held the boy, forgetting to breathe when Cole stepped closer, his gaze fixed on Levi.

      “I don’t know if I can,” Cole murmured.

      Levi’s heart sank.

      “But it’s because of the things I’ve done,” Cole continued. “I still remember the scars I’ve caused Micah. I can’t be his alpha, but... I’ve ruined his life, Levi. Some days, I don’t know if I’ve paid my penance.”

      There was that, too. Levi bit his lip. “What if you talk to him? I don’t think he holds a grudge against you. It’s been years.”

      Cole sighed. “I hold that grudge against myself. I dream about it some nights, you know. The fire, the burns.”

      Cole sometimes snarled and thrashed in his sleep, but Levi hadn’t thought it was still because of that accident.

      “Oh,” Levi said softly. “But you deserve happiness, too.”

      Cole gave a crooked smile. “You think so?”

      Levi nodded. “Yeah.”

      Cole closed the distance between them, catching Levi’s chin between his fingers. Then he tipped Levi’s face up, and pressed a lingering kiss to his lips.

      “If I could,” Cole whispered, “I think I know who I’d like to marry.”

      He looked into Levi’s eyes, and Levi’s stomach flipped. Suddenly self-conscious, Levi turned away, his heart pounding too fast.

      “M-Maybe we could set up some dates for Micah,” Levi mumbled. “So he has a chance of finding the alpha he wants. I mean, I’ve tried it before and it’s never worked out for him, but...”

      “If you really want to do that, sure,” Cole said, stroking Levi’s jaw. “I’m game.”

      If they helped Micah date successfully, if Micah got over the accident and moved on with his life... then maybe Cole could forgive himself. And maybe Cole could find it in his heart to bond with an omega again.

      It wouldn’t be Levi, but... if Cole was happy, Levi figured that he’d be happy, too.
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      “I want Daddy pancake,” Jenn said, pushing her plate away.

      Cole pinched the bridge of his nose, his eyes sticky with exhaustion. It was day five of babysitting the kids. He’d just gotten home from a twenty-four-hour shift, and he needed some sleep real badly.

      Even so, he wished Jenn and Taylor were his. Jenn had been squirming under the covers to nap with him, and Taylor giggled whenever Cole made silly faces.

      Having the children close by... It felt good. Felt like he had his very own family, especially whenever Levi brought Taylor to him so Cole could kiss the boy.

      “These are also good,” Cole said, nudging the plate back at Jenn. “Yum yum yum.”

      Jenn shook her head. “Uh-uh.”

      “But you haven’t tried them yet. Go on, they’re good.”

      Cole set his spatula down, sitting heavily next to Jenn at the kitchen table. “C’mon, kiddo. Eat. I need to catch forty winks.”

      Levi was in the next room, changing Taylor’s diapers. He wasn’t faring much better, either—with Cole away at the fire station, Levi had been struggling. Cole figured that one child would be easy enough—sleep when the kid slept, and wake up when the child did.

      But two children meant that at least one child was awake at any time of the day. And so with Cole on duty, Levi had been staying up the last twenty-four hours, too. And he also had a job at Ollie’s music shop, which made things twice as difficult for him.

      Levi staggered back into the kitchen, Taylor in his arms. He sank into the chair next to Cole, and closed his eyes. “I’m going to fall asleep,” he mumbled.

      Levi smelled like baby food, some spit-up, some pee. His hair was matted, and his glasses skewed to the side when he laid his head on Cole’s shoulder. Cole fought the urge to bring them all to bed, and just go to sleep.

      “Are you regretting this yet?” Cole asked, stifling a yawn.

      Levi began to yawn, too. “Not yet.”

      “When are you gonna?”

      “Maybe by the end of next week.”

      Cole chuckled, slinging his arm around Levi’s waist. “How about you nap for a couple hours, and we’ll switch?”

      “But you’ve been working all day,” Levi said.

      “So have you.”

      Levi groaned. “We’ll switch, I guess.”

      “I can stay up for another couple hours,” Cole said. “Go get some rest.”

      Levi mumbled something incoherent, nuzzling against Cole’s neck.

      “I rather not carry you,” Cole said, eyeing Jenn with her pancake. “So get on your feet and start moving.”

      “How cruel.” Levi cradled Taylor against himself, his grip steady even in his exhaustion. Cole fought down a smile, watching him. Levi cared for these children—so much more than he let on.

      He would be like this with their own baby, too, wouldn’t he? Cole imagined for a moment, again, that these children were his. And Levi’s. And they would raise Jenn and Taylor as their own, teaching them, growing with them. They’d go on trips together, they’d help these children up when they scraped their knees.

      “Stay put, Jenn,” Cole said, watching as Jenn stabbed at the pancake with her plastic fork. Jenn nodded, so Cole scooped Levi up into his arms, baby and all.

      Levi made a soft, surprised sound. “I thought you said you weren’t going to—”

      “I changed my mind,” Cole said.

      He brought Levi into their bedroom, depositing Levi gently on the bed. Pulled off Levi’s shoes, then took Taylor out of his arms. Levi shuffled onto the pillows—Cole’s—and planted his face right on it.

      “That’s my side,” Cole said, grinning.

      “Mmph.” Levi wrapped his arms around the pillow. In moments, he was snoring, dirty clothes and all.

      Cole leaned in, pressing a kiss to his ear. Then he brought Taylor back to the kitchen, where Jenn had begun to nibble on the pancake.

      “So you like it,” Cole said.

      Jenn shook her head. “Uh-uh.”

      Cole grabbed a pancake off the pile, shoved it into his mouth, and closed his eyes with a big smile. “This is delicious. Mm!”

      When he bit into his second pancake, tiny fingers grabbed at his face. Jenn pulled the remaining pancake away from Cole, cramming it into her own mouth.

      Cole grinned. That worked, every time. Levi hadn’t wanted to trick Jenn like that—more props to him. But Cole had no such compunction.

      He fed Taylor, too, and made sure Jenn had more food. When they were done, Cole bundled up the children, then took them to Olivier’s Strings, opening the store.

      He was a little late, but when Ollie’s regulars saw him with the sleeping boy in his child carrier, they broke into smiles.

      Three hours later, his phone buzzed. Levi.

      “Yeah?” Cole answered. “You got my text?”

      “I can’t believe I forgot about the shop—you didn’t wake me! I’m on my way,” Levi said, sounding panicked.

      “Things are going fine here,” Cole said, yawning. “But I need a nap.”

      “I’ll be there soon,” Levi said.

      Cole kept an eye on Taylor in the playpen, and Jenn napping next to him. When Levi burst in through the backdoor, he made a beeline straight for Cole.

      “You said you’d let me sleep for two hours,” Levi whispered, trying to look angry. “That wasn’t two hours, Cole.”

      Cole shrugged. “You looked like you needed it.”

      Levi grabbed Cole’s face, hauled him down, and kissed him hard on the lips.

      Was staying up worth it? Hell yeah it was.

      Cole backed him up against the storage shelves, kissing Levi just as deep. Levi tasted like minty toothpaste, and after a whole day of work, his jasmine-and-honey scent was just so welcome.

      The bells on the front door jangled—a new customer. Cole broke the kiss, admiring Levi’s kiss-swollen lips, his heaving chest.

      Ever since the children arrived, they hadn’t had time to themselves for much more than a stolen kiss here and there. Cole missed the privacy of their bedroom, and Levi’s taut body squirming beneath him.

      “Eight more days,” Cole whispered. “Then you’re all mine again.”

      Levi’s cheeks darkened, and Cole couldn’t help sneaking another kiss in.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you know any single alphas who’d like an omega?” Levi asked later, when Cole had woken up from his nap and they were closing shop.

      Cole raised his eyebrows, tickling Taylor under the chin. “Why? Are you looking to trade me off?”

      Levi frowned deeply. “You think I’d do that?”

      “I’m just asking.” Cole grinned, something settling in his chest. So Levi would keep him, then. “Can’t be too sure when I’m seeing a highly eligible and sought-after omega.”

      Levi snorted. “Sure, keep on thinking that.”

      “Of course.”

      Cole sneaked up behind Levi, wrapping his free arm around his omega. Levi yelped. Cole pressed him up against the front door, kissing his neck.

      “Cole!” Levi gasped. “It’s—It’s all glass here. People can see.”

      “Yeah, and I have a baby in my other arm. What do you think I’m gonna do?” Cole nipped at Levi’s nape, sniffing his hair. “Store’s closed. ‘Sides, it’s not like I’m twenty years older than you or something.”

      Levi looked askance at him. “Would you still be doing this if I were that much older?”

      Cole thought about it. Hard to tell, when he’d all but grown up with Levi. “Probably? I mean, if I’ve already spent half my life with you... very likely.”

      But Levi never answered the question from that day in the laundry room.

      “Who would you marry if you could?” Cole asked, dragging his wrist down Levi’s chest.

      “That’s not a good question to ask, is it?” Levi mumbled, his ears turning red.

      Cole couldn’t tell if Levi had read his answer that day—he thought he’d been plenty obvious. But he didn’t want to discuss it, either, when he didn’t think this relationship would be long-term.

      Levi squirmed out of his embrace. “The thing is, if you know of someone who would go on a date with Micah... I think he might cheer up,” Levi said. “So I wondered if there’s anyone available at the station.”

      Micah again. Difficult topic. “We have a department party coming up this weekend. I’ll ask around. Wanna come? We can bring these guys along.”

      Levi chewed on his lip. “I don’t want to give anyone the wrong impression. I mean... I love Taylor and Jenn, but they’re still not ours.”

      Well, that would kill the pretense, telling everyone that the children were just relatives. “We could go anyway. I’m gonna ask how some of the other guys care for their kids.”

      “Some hire babysitters.” Levi smiled wryly. “I worked for Brad some years back, before I went full-time with Ollie’s Strings.”

      Cole blinked, surprised. “Huh. Small world. He’s on my shift.”

      “It is a pretty small town.”

      Mostly, Cole wanted to bring Levi to the station. Show off the omega he was dating. Because he liked his scent on Levi, and because Levi was pregnant with their baby, as much as Levi refused to talk about it.

      Cole waited until Levi lowered the storefront shutters. Then, when Levi turned back to him, Cole knelt before his omega, nuzzling his belly.

      “Sorry I was away the whole of yesterday,” he murmured, kissing where their baby was. “So I’m gonna make it up to you today. Your dad hasn’t had enough sleep because he’s been taking care of your cousins, but I still think he’s really brave and strong. You’ve got a wonderful dad, you know?”

      Levi flushed. “Are you sure you should be saying that?”

      “What, that you’re wonderful?” Cole grinned.

      “Yeah.”

      “‘Course I’m sure.” Cole paused. “Are you going to say hi to our baby, too?”

      Levi bit his lip, looking down at his belly.

      “C’mon, say hi,” Cole murmured, kissing Levi’s abdomen. “Just one word every day.”

      “You know how much you’re asking of me, don’t you?” Levi looked away. “I can’t just say one word every day. It’s like a slippery slope. I’ll fall in love with the baby so fast, and it’s going to break my heart again.”

      Cole remembered the clearing of little graves, his heart squeezing tight. “When do you—When do you have the highest risk of losing them?”

      “About four months in.” Levi sighed. “Look, if I manage to carry it for six months... I’ll say hi.”

      They were just over five weeks in, and the six-month milestone was forever away. “Any idea why you lost the others?” Cole asked.

      Levi shrugged uneasily. “I was talking to a med student. He said it might be because my body can’t deal with a pregnancy.”

      “You’ve never been to a doctor?”

      “After five losses... I figured there wasn’t a point.” Levi turned away, heading toward the backroom. “I’ve been doing everything right. There’s something wrong with me.”

      His tone was jaded, hopeless. Heart aching, Cole trailed after Levi, to where Jenn was smushing her stuffed animals together.

      “Okay, we won’t talk about the baby for now,” Cole said. “But you’ll come with me to the department party, won’t you? I haven’t brought anyone in ages. The other guys say I’m gonna be forever alone and I want to prove them wrong.”

      Levi glanced over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. “You want to prove them wrong?”

      Cole chuckled, embarrassed. “Well, I just wanted to show them my omega.”

      Levi shoved his glasses up his nose. “I’m not someone you want to show to anyone.”

      Except the full, warm feeling in his chest said otherwise. Cole set Taylor in the playpen with Jenn; Jenn gave her brother a stuffed frog.

      Levi watched the children, his eyes wistful. Cole had given Levi another couple hours’ sleep since they got here, and Cole had peeked in on him, finding Levi dozing with Taylor snug in his arms. Levi had stayed up all of yesterday, juggling his job and the children, and he’d hung on until Cole had gotten home today.

      Levi was adorable, precious, and Cole wanted to keep on seeing him. Wanted to keep waking up next to this man.

      I think I love him. And somehow, that didn’t surprise Cole at all.

      He caught Levi by the arm, turning Levi around.

      “You’re hiding behind the glasses,” Cole whispered, slipping the bulky frames off Levi’s nose. “You know you’re beautiful. But it isn’t just that—I want you to remember that you aren’t just made up of the miscarriages. You’re everything else, too. You care for Jenn and Taylor. You care for everyone. And you’re so much stronger than you think you are.”

      Levi stared, his hazel eyes growing wide. Cole kept his face close, so he knew he was still in focus to Levi. Levi hated not being able to see anything. It made him feel vulnerable.

      “I want you to believe me,” Cole murmured. “There’s always adoption, remember? You don’t have to bear your own children. There are others out there, too.”

      Levi glanced down, smoothing his hand over his belly. Then he cracked a wobbly smile. “Maybe.”

      “So don’t hide behind your glasses,” Cole said. “I want you to be proud of yourself.”

      Levi swallowed hard. “I’ll... I’ll think about it.”

      “Good enough,” Cole whispered, kissing him on the lips. “That’s all I ask.”

      Vaguely, Cole was aware that they might never get to hold their baby in their arms. But for now... there was time, and there was still hope.
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      “We’re not wearing that to the department party,” Cole said the moment he walked into the living room.

      Levi looked up. And stopped breathing. “S-so you’re wearing that?” he squeaked.

      Instead of a T-shirt and jeans, Cole had pulled on a crisp white dress shirt with his sleeves rolled up and his top button undone, revealing his throat and collarbones, and a hint of his pecs. Dark pants, leather shoes.

      Levi gawped. He wondered why Cole hadn’t worn this until now. Because his own briefs had probably dropped to the center of the Earth.

      Cole’s smile widened. “I wanted to look my best next to my omega, you know.”

      Levi turned away to hide his blush. Cole didn’t say it often, but whenever he referred to Levi as My omega, Levi’s heart tripped. Cole couldn’t possibly mean it.

      But if he did, if he really wanted Levi this much and they could stay together... That would be so nice, wouldn’t it? Levi straightened the bumblebee outfits on the couch, his skin tingling when Cole stepped over.

      “This is what Gran dropped off last night,” Levi mumbled, running his hands down the soft striped fabric. “Sorry I wasn’t around to talk to her.”

      He’d been sleeping, and Cole had been on babysitting duty. By the time Levi had woken up, Gran had left, promising to visit again soon. She still didn’t know that Levi didn’t plan to keep his great-grandchild side of the bargain.

      “I told her she might want to visit when Jenn and Taylor are back with their parents,” Cole said dryly. “That way, you aren’t sleep-deprived.”

      “Thanks,” Levi said, grateful.

      He tugged at the tiny children’s outfits, already imagining the family picture. The outfits were black and yellow, with blue translucent wings sprouting from their backs, and fuzzy feelers attached to headbands.

      This was the third time Gran had given them outfits. The first time, it had been dog costumes. The second, it had been cutesy sailor costumes, and Levi had watched Cole pull his on gamely.

      “I was thinking we could grab a picture for Gran before we head out to the party,” Levi said.

      “I just got dressed,” Cole said wryly.

      “You can get undressed quickly.” Levi bit down a smile. “I’ve seen you.”

      “Yeah, well. There isn’t an equally-naked omega waiting for me when I do.” Cole laughed.

      “I could get naked.” Levi glanced at Jenn flying her cardboard airplanes on the other side of the room. “Well, not fully naked. Maybe half.”

      Cole thought on it. “Deal.”

      They got the children dressed first. Taylor allowed Cole to get his bumblebee outfit on, but Jenn resisted.

      “Don’t wanna bee,” Jenn said, shaking her head with a pout.

      “But bees fly,” Levi said. “You’ve seen them flying in the garden. See, this costume even has wings. You could fly in it!”

      Jenn looked a little more convinced. Levi coaxed her into the striped outfit, then handed her over to Cole.

      Cole hefted her into the air. “See, Jenn. Bees fly, too!”

      Jenn shrieked in delight. Cole grinned, bouncing her around the living room. Taylor watched, clapping his hands.

      While they were distracted, Levi squirmed into his own bumblebee outfit.

      It was spandex. As a result, it clung to his skin, showing off every bump of his body. At five weeks, his belly was still flat, though. Levi allowed himself to acknowledge that there was a baby in there. Cole’s baby. A tiny life that held so much promise. Yearning flickered in his chest.

      Before he was in too deep, Levi looked up, only to find Cole’s warm gaze on him.

      “You look good,” Cole murmured.

      Levi reached for the zipper behind his back. “I look silly. But I also need help.”

      Cole set Jenn down, cupping Levi’s waist with one hand. Then he pulled the zipper up, his body warm behind Levi. Levi quelled the urge to lean into him. “We should hurry,” Levi mumbled, fumbling with his phone. “I don’t want to be late for the party.”

      “We could all go dressed as bees,” Cole said.

      Levi turned to stare. “I thought you wanted your sexy white shirt.”

      Cole grinned. “But we don’t have sexy white shirts for the kids.”

      Levi whacked his arm playfully. “No, we don’t want that!”

      “So bumblebees it is,” Cole said. “Makes us look like a family, doesn’t it?”

      He was inviting Levi to pretend with him, and Levi couldn’t resist. “All right.”

      Cole had the longest reach, so he was the one holding the selfie stick for the picture, his other arm wrapped around Levi’s waist.

      “Look at the smiley face,” Levi said, pointing at the sticker he’d stuck next to his phone’s secondary camera. On the screen, they were a colorful bunch—Jenn on Cole’s lap, Taylor in Levi’s arms. “Smile!”

      Jenn grinned. Levi smiled. Cole leaned in close, and kissed Levi on the cheek.

      “Cole!” Levi laughed. “That wasn’t a proper picture!”

      “Hell yeah, it was!”

      “Wanna kiss!” Jenn said. She reached across for Taylor and pulled him closer. As she leaned in to kiss his cheek, Cole brushed his lips against Levi’s ear, pressing the button on the selfie stick.

      He’d captured the picture. Levi reached for the phone, amazed when the second photo turned out sharp. It was the sort of picture you’d print on Christmas cards and send to everyone, showing off your perfect family.

      “Looks great,” Cole said, looking over Levi’s shoulder.

      Two kisses, Taylor yawning, and Cole’s eyes... they were fixed on Levi, all warm and fond. Levi’s heart skipped. “I’ll send it to Gran right away.”

      “What’s wrong?” Cole leaned away to study Levi better. “You don’t like it?”

      “No! It’s not that,” Levi said. Five weeks in, and it was still a surprise that Cole could read him so easily. What else had Cole found out about Levi, that Levi didn’t know?

      “You like me,” Levi mumbled when Cole nudged at him for an answer.

      Cole huffed. “Sure, if you can call it that.”

      “What, you don’t like me?”

      Cole rolled his eyes. “You think?”

      Judging by that look in Cole’s eyes... Cole did like him. But if it wasn’t like, then... what else was there?

      Levi stopped breathing. He can’t love me. He just can’t.

      But Cole was still watching him fondly, and Levi’s heart squeezed. “I like you,” Levi mumbled. “But just that.”

      At that, Cole’s expression grew inscrutable, like he was disappointed. He turned away, squeezing Levi’s waist. “C’mon, we’re gonna be late. But send both of those pics to me, too.”

      Levi sent them to Gran first, then Cole. “What, are you going to use them as your phone’s wallpaper?”

      “Maybe.” Cole glanced at his phone when it buzzed with the pictures. “Looks good.”

      He tapped on a few buttons, switching his home screen background to the picture with two kisses.

      “That’s cheesy,” Levi said.

      “That’s what a family with you would look like.” Cole met his eyes. He was being serious.

      Cole wants a family with me? Levi’s heart fluttered.

      “C’mon, Jenn, let’s head to the car. We’ve got everything packed.” Levi stood hurriedly, afraid. He already liked Cole. He didn’t want to fall in love, and then have his heart broken when Cole eventually left.

      Except Cole caught up with him at the front door, wrapping his fingers around Levi’s arm. His breath fell hot on Levi’s ear, and his lips brushed Levi’s skin.

      “I love you,” Cole murmured. “But no pressure. I don’t expect you to feel the same.”

      Then he brushed past Levi with Jenn, his ears pink.

      Levi stopped short at the front door, his heart pounding. Cole loved him. Cole really did. What do I do?

      His phone buzzed. When Levi looked down at it, he found a message from Gran.

      That’s adorable, Levi! I can’t wait for your baby to arrive.

      Levi swallowed hard. Should he reject Cole’s feelings, so Cole could have a chance with someone better? Neither of them was supposed to fall in love.

      He locked the front door, joining Cole at the car. Cole looked sidelong at him, as though waiting for his answer.

      “Gran messaged,” Levi said awkwardly. “She said she can’t wait for the baby to arrive.”

      Cole narrowed his eyes. “That’s it, I’m telling her about the miscarriages the next time.”

      “Don’t!” Levi squirmed. “I mean... she’ll start to wonder why I took up this... thing.” He waved vaguely at the mansion. “And she’ll realize I don’t plan to keep the promise.”

      Cole sighed. “Then we’ll deal with it. Unless you’d rather have the house.”

      Now that Levi had begun living in it with Cole, he’d realized that... the mansion wasn’t something he wanted that much, after all.

      Instead, it was Cole who had brightened Levi’s days here. It was Cole he thought about each day after work—returning to his alpha, sharing a bed with him.

      Levi gulped, looking down at his hands. “I’ll think about it.”

      Jenn and Taylor’s chatter filled the drive to the fire station. Cole reached over, his hand a comforting weight on Levi’s thigh.

      Smoke was coiling up from the back of the station when they arrived. Some people were crowded around a grill, and staff—both in uniform and casual clothes—milled around the place, children darting between them.

      And suddenly Levi felt really silly in his bumblebee outfit. He covered his face, pulling off his headband.

      “Hey.” Cole caught his hand, pulling into the staff parking. “It’s okay.”

      “I look silly,” Levi groaned, sinking down in his seat so he wouldn’t be seen. What had he been thinking, agreeing to wear Gran’s outfit to Cole’s department party?

      “We all do.” Cole grinned. “But that’s fine. The station’s like my second home, you know. We’re just another family there. Think about it. You’d feel good springing bumblebee outfits on your mom and dad and brothers, wouldn’t you?”

      Well... Cole had a point. Levi nodded slowly.

      “So it’s the same with these guys,” Cole said. “I can’t wait for you to meet them.”

      Cole stepped out of the car first. He opened the door for Jenn, rounding the trunk to pick Taylor out of his car seat. Slowly, Levi followed him out of the car. The spandex felt almost too revealing, suddenly.

      “Who is that—Oh, gods, it’s Cole!” someone called. Some of the conversations stopped as people turned to look. Levi froze, afraid of looking back at them.

      “Here, hold Taylor,” Cole said, handing the boy over. “It’ll help.”

      Levi took Taylor into his arms, waiting as Cole shut and locked the car. Taylor was warm and he squirmed, and it helped when Levi focused on his curious eyes. Then the four of them headed over to the party, where Cole waved.

      People waved back. There were friendly smiles on a number of faces, too many for Levi to memorize in one morning.

      And the scents were almost overwhelming—mostly woodsy from the alphas, with hints of grassiness from the betas, and floral notes from the omegas.

      Cole swept Jenn into his arms, leading Levi to a quiet corner. A few of the men followed them over.

      “This is Harris,” Cole said, clapping an older alpha on the shoulder. “He’s my team leader. Harris, this is Levi. And Jenn and Taylor.”

      Harris waved, looking very dignified with his salt-and-pepper hair. “Hi. Glad you’re joining us for a buzzing good time.”

      He grinned, and Levi flushed, embarrassed.

      “Hey, no flirting,” Cole said, elbowing his superior. “That’s my omega.”

      Levi gulped. It was different, hearing Cole’s possessiveness in public. I love you, Cole had said. And he meant it.

      Harris laughed. “You know I’ve already made commitments, Cole.”

      “Yeah, I do.” To Levi, Cole whispered loudly, “Harris is the only one of us who has an alpha and an omega. And they have three kids.”

      A younger omega stepped up next to Harris, a toddler in his arms. “Sam,” he said, holding his hand out with a smile. “Valen and I are married to Harris.”

      “Sam’s a chef at Wy’s Drive-In,” Cole said. “Have you been? If you haven’t, I’ll take you there sometime.”

      “No, I don’t think I’ve been there. What sort of food is it?” Levi shook Sam’s hand, relaxing when Sam grinned cheerfully.

      “We sell noodles in pork broth. And I really like your outfit,” Sam said in a conspiratorial whisper. “We have yellow aprons at the drive-in, but I could convince Wy to add some bumblebee stripes. They’re really cute.”

      Levi laughed. Harris glanced around, perking up when a fire truck pulled into the garage. “Hey, there’s V.”

      Harris waved. In moments, another alpha bounded over, stopping between Harris and Sam. Unlike Harris and Sam’s casual wear, Valen was dressed in the regular firefighter’s uniform.

      They made space for him, and Valen kissed them both soundly on the lips—Sam first, then Harris. Levi stared. He’d never seen a pair of alphas kiss.

      Would Cole find it weird to kiss another alpha? Levi shelved away the question to ask later.

      “This is Valen,” Cole said, grinning. “He used to be on my team, but he switched over to another one.”

      “What did I miss?” Valen asked, pulling Sam against himself. “Was out on a call. Nice outfits, by the way.”

      “Cole has an omega,” Harris said.

      “And kids already?” Valen’s eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “Wow, you move quick, bro. Last I heard, you were single.”

      “No, they’re my brothers’ kids.” Cole smiled, glancing down at Levi’s belly.

      “You have one on the way?” Valen blurted, his eyes lighting up.

      Levi sighed, squirming at the thought of talking about the baby at all. All of them looked at him; Cole hugged Levi closer. “We don’t know if it’ll work out,” Cole said, kissing Levi on the temple. “But we sure hope so.”

      There was a beat of silence, the others digesting the implications of Cole’s words.

      Sam was the first to speak. He handed his toddler over to Harris, then leaned in, giving Levi and Taylor a warm hug. “I know what it feels like. I’ve lost one of my own.”

      Levi winced, his heart aching for Sam. He wouldn’t wish miscarriages on anybody at all. Behind Sam, Valen bowed his head.

      “I’m sorry,” Levi whispered, hugging Sam back.

      “I believe in you. You’re strong, Levi. If you need someone to talk to, don’t hesitate to ask,” Sam said. “I’m either at the drive-in, or you could call.”

      “Thanks,” Levi answered, grateful. He was a stranger to all of them, and yet here they were, welcoming him, joking and offering support. And no one even laughed at the bumblebee outfits.

      “Right, I’m starving,” Valen said, sniffing at the grilled meat scents wafting over. “See you around, Cole and Levi.”

      He tugged Sam away with him, but Harris stayed behind.

      “Are these tykes the reason you’ve been tired?” Harris asked, giving Cole a pointed look.

      Cole smiled sheepishly. “Kinda. It’s also been a blast, though. They’re fantastic.”

      Jenn burped, and Cole’s smile grew.

      “I’d prefer you to be at your best,” Harris said. “Can you arrange for some help? Or plan better, at least.”

      Cole flushed, looking down. “I’ll work on that.”

      Harris clapped Cole on the shoulder, smiled at Levi, then turned away to trail after Sam and Valen.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Levi said, feeling bad for Cole. It was never good, having your supervisor call you out for something you could’ve prevented.

      Cole squeezed Levi’s hand, cheering up. “Yeah, we’ll figure it out.”

      It wasn’t really Cole’s fault that he’d been tired, though—Levi could’ve done more, too. Maybe he should’ve insisted that Cole sleep for a few more hours right before he went in for a shift.

      “One solution to that,” Brad said, stepping up to them with a wink. “Hire a babysitter.”

      Levi couldn’t help cracking a smile. He’d babysat for Brad a while back, when Brad was caring for his omega’s daughter, and when Brad and Ian had another child.

      Brad had his arm around Ian now, their son and daughter scampering nearby.

      “We’re totally stealing the bumblebee idea next Halloween,” Brad said. “Or maybe the next time there’s a dressing-up competition.”

      “Just don’t wear it to bed,” Ian said, smiling wryly. He was an older omega, and Levi had heard that Ian had once been Brad’s professor at the college.

      “Yeah? Who says I can’t wear it to bed?” Brad waggled his eyebrows, and Ian blushed.

      It was uplifting to see how these relationships had worked out—Harris with his two bondmates, and Brad with his teacher. None of them could’ve been easy, and yet...

      Levi squirmed, embarrassed that he had no idea how things between him and Cole would work out. He wasn’t so capable of bearing children, and Cole had his own misgivings.

      But at the party, no one cared about that. The firefighters were just happy to have Cole, Levi, and the children join them.

      One by one, Cole introduced Levi to the rest of the firefighters. They were curious about him, and a number of times, he received compliments on the bumblebee outfits.

      At one point, someone gathered all the available firefighters together for a group picture, and had Cole, Levi, Taylor, and Jenn stand right in the middle, surrounded by the firefighters and their families.

      “We’ll have that framed on the wall,” Valen told Cole. “And we’ll title that picture The Year of the Bumblebee Visit.”

      Cole rolled his eyes, punching Valen on the arm.

      “Do you think any of the alphas would like an omega?” Levi whispered to Cole when they had a quiet moment. “There are some single ones around that I found, but Micah’s forty and not so young anymore, so...”

      Cole growled, looking askance at him. “You were sniffing at all of them?”

      At the possessive look in Cole’s eyes, Levi blushed. “Why, are you jealous?”

      Cole wrapped his arms around Levi and Taylor, his eyes dark. “I don’t like it when you sniff at other alphas. Especially to find the single ones.”

      And Levi remembered those three words, all over again. His heart missed a beat. “I’m not looking for anyone for myself,” he said quietly. “But I want to help Micah. And maybe when Micah’s happy, you’ll forgive yourself and you can focus on your own future.”

      Cole stared at Levi for a moment. Then he hugged Levi tight. “Gods, I lo—Well.” Cole cleared his throat, his gaze intent, raking over Levi’s face. “You’re too good to me, Levi.”

      “I’m not.” Levi wet his lips nervously, wishing he could bring himself to say those three words back to Cole. “But I mean, I’m allowed to sniff at other alphas, right? If I don’t want them for myself.”

      “You can do anything you want.” Cole’s gaze pierced into him. “I don’t have to like everything you do.”

      But Levi craved Cole’s acceptance, and he craved for... well, more of Cole, period.

      “I...” Levi rolled the words across his tongue, wondering if this was the right time to say anything about what he felt. If he could say I love you, and things would still turn out okay. “I think I—”

      An alarm went off in the station, catching the attention of all firefighters in range. Cole turned, his gaze sharpening. Levi felt... relief? Disappointment?

      One of the uniformed alphas strode into the department party. “There’s been a vehicle crash at the Army Recruiting Office. Possible terrorist threat. All vehicles will be deployed, Trucks 1, 4 and 7 as backup. We’ll need off-duty staff to volunteer on all backup engines.”

      In that moment, the alertness from the firefighters morphed into an air of steely resolve. Firefighters stepped forward, both uniformed and those off-duty.

      Cole turned to Levi, meeting his eyes. “I’m going.”
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      Levi’s throat tightened. He was proud of Cole, but at the same time... what did this mean?

      Cole slipped his fingers into Levi’s hair, pressing a quick, hard kiss to his lips. “Be back soon,” he whispered. “If it gets late, take the kids home. Don’t wait up for me.”

      “Okay,” Levi said, eyeing Cole’s bumblebee outfit.

      “I’ll get dressed.” Cole smiled crookedly. “There’s spare shirts and pants in the lockers.”

      Then he jogged off, disappearing through a door. Levi was left with Taylor in his arms, Jenn kicking at a stone nearby, and an emptiness in his chest.

      The mood of the entire party had turned somber. The firefighters’ omegas and their children watched as, one by one, the trucks pulled out of the garage, sirens wailing.

      Levi gulped. He glanced at Sam and Ian, their solemn faces, and realized that this could lead to dire consequences. That every time the firefighters went out on a call, someone could be at risk.

      Levi buried his nose in Taylor’s shoulder, breathing in the boy’s clean soap scent. His heart pattered nervously.

      After a minute, Sam stepped over, an eye on his toddlers. “Everything okay?”

      Levi nodded. “Do you... get worried about your alphas? When they go out on calls.”

      Sam chuckled softly. “I do. But I don’t usually have them both going out at the same time, so... this is a little nerve-wracking.”

      Especially with something like a potential terrorist attack. Levi had heard things on the national news, but those incidents happened in bigger cities. Could that insidious threat rear its head here, too?

      And then he thought of Cole out there, facing down someone dangerous.

      Before Levi could panic, Sam led him over to the grill, where another omega tended to the fire.

      “Let’s get some food into you,” Sam said, handing Levi a plate with a couple of buns. “It’s no good if everyone worries and no one eats. You’ll need your strength.”

      Levi assembled a tiny hamburger for Jenn first. Then he pinched off tiny pieces of bread for Taylor, and made up a sandwich for himself. Taylor grabbed at Levi’s food, cheering him up.

      The minutes dragged by. Some of the other omegas had grouped together to chat. Sam wandered over to Ian, talking to him, too. Levi checked his phone. No word from Cole.

      A couple of firefighters had remained behind at the station—no one Levi recognized. They had radios clipped to their belts, but no one volunteered any updates.

      At first, Levi distracted himself by planning out the things he had to do at the music shop. Then he thought up dinners to make, and typed out a grocery list on his phone.

      When he’d finished his food and collected Jenn’s empty plate, and there was still no update from the firefighters on-scene, Levi’s stomach began to flip.

      Was Cole okay? Or was there gunfire and they couldn’t radio back? Or was Cole running out onto the streets, saving injured people and risking himself?

      What if Cole didn’t come back?

      Levi gulped, his eyes burning. He should’ve held on to Cole for a while. He should’ve told Cole what he felt. Maybe he should’ve been a little more selfish, and said, I love you. Regardless of the consequences.

      Because that was what he felt, deep down. Watching Cole with the children, having Cole smile so warmly at him, snuggling up against Cole’s warm, safe chest.

      He touched his flat belly, wondering about the baby in there. If he somehow managed to carry his child to term... What if Cole wasn’t around to witness it? Levi swallowed hard, his insides knotted tight with fear.

      “Hey, it’ll be fine,” Ian said, coming over to sit with Levi. “They’ll all come back safe.”

      Sam sat on Levi’s other side, squeezing his shoulder. “Let’s talk about something else,” he said. “Did you know that we boil pork bones for eight hours at Wy’s Drive-In?”

      “I thought it takes a lot more time than that,” Ian answered, surprised.

      Sam grinned. “That’s the final boiling stage, but there are a few initial steps, too.”

      Levi let their conversation distract him. He watched as Jenn played with the other kids, showing them her paper airplanes. Then Taylor wet his diapers, and Levi excused himself and Taylor for a diaper change.

      It was when Levi had gotten back and Sam had launched into an explanation of all the different sauce mixes at the restaurant, that the first fire truck pulled back into the station. Levi’s heart stopped. Next to him, Ian and Sam looked up.

      Firefighters disembarked from the truck. Levi recognized Brad and Harris. Ian and Sam blew out relieved sighs; they hurried over. The other firefighters exited the truck, but Cole wasn’t with them.

      What if something had happened to him?

      Nervously, Levi made his way over, where Harris was briefing Sam and Ian on the situation.

      “It was a civilian car with failed brakes,” Harris said. “It just so happened that it was the Army Recruiting Center they crashed into. Took a while for the police to give everyone the green light.”

      So it wasn’t a terrorist threat. Levi’s stomach unclenched, but only a little. He wouldn’t stop worrying until Cole returned, until he could touch Cole’s face and convince himself that Cole was fine.

      Another truck pulled into the station, then a third. The off-duty firefighters headed back toward the department party, but Levi only had eyes for the alpha who climbed down from the cab of the ladder truck, his bumblebee outfit peeking out past the short sleeves of his Fire Department shirt.

      Cole was unhurt.

      The weight on Levi’s heart rolled off, leaving him space to breathe.

      With a relieved whimper, Levi took Jenn by the hand, leading her into the garage. Cole dropped lightly to his feet, his gaze raking over Levi, burning hot.

      Levi released Jenn and barreled into Cole’s chest, breathing in his maplewood scent.

      “Hey, I’m fine,” Cole whispered, rubbing Levi’s back. He took Taylor, then wrapped his free arm around Levi. “Hello again, Taylor. I hope you didn’t give Uncle Levi too much trouble.”

      “He didn’t,” Levi croaked, smiling when Jenn flew her airplanes around them. “I fed him and changed his diapers.”

      “But how are you?” Cole leaned back, looking into Levi’s eyes.

      He was rugged and he smelled like fresh sweat, and Levi wanted so badly for this alpha to be his.

      “I-I...” I love you. “I was worried,” Levi said, chickening out at the last moment. “I didn’t know what was going on, and I was so afraid you’d be hurt.”

      “I’m fine,” Cole murmured, pressing a kiss to Levi’s temple. “See?”

      But Levi was afraid of all the other times Cole would go out on a call, too. Knowing the risks, sitting helplessly in wait while Cole went on a rescue... “What if you get hurt? On other calls,” he mumbled.

      “I save lives, Levi. That’s what I do.”

      Cole ran his fingers through Levi’s hair, his wrist skimming down Levi’s back, marking Levi with his scent.

      “I know there’ll always be a risk,” Cole said. “But I’m gonna do the best I can to get me and the victim out alive, ‘cuz I know there’s someone waiting for me back home.”

      His gaze never once wavered from Levi’s face. Levi’s throat grew tight. Cole was amazing, and so much stronger than Levi could ever be.

      “I love you,” Levi croaked, his cheeks prickling with heat.

      Cole’s gaze grew molten then, its intensity lighting up Levi’s nerves. “Yeah? You do?”

      Levi nodded, almost afraid. But there were no thunder strikes or sirens, just Cole cradling Levi, pulling him close. He slanted his lips against Levi’s, hot and hungry, and the kiss warmed Levi right down to his toes.

      “Love you too,” Cole whispered, nipping on Levi’s lower lip. “Wanna get you home, make you mine.”

      He pressed Levi against the ladder truck, tipping Levi’s face up, sliding into his mouth, claiming him inside like how he’d claim the rest of Levi’s body.

      Levi moaned, his blood swooping south. He hadn’t tangled with Cole for a while—the babysitting had left them both exhausted. But if he could have Cole touch him, if Cole wanted to kiss down his body, suck his cock...

      “Very nice,” Cole whispered, sniffing down Levi’s jaw to his neck, where Levi’s musk coiled off his body. “Gonna get you hot for me.”

      Then he patted Levi between the legs, squeezing Levi’s cock through the spandex. Pleasure shot through his body; Levi jerked. He wanted more, and the station was the wrong place for it. Especially when anyone could see his cock straining behind the bumblebee outfit.

      Not only that, but it was 10AM, and... and Levi was supposed to be at Olivier’s Strings, opening shop now.

      He yanked himself away from Cole, panicking. “The shop!”

      “Ah, shit.” Cole handed Taylor back to Levi. “Here’s a distraction. No one’s gonna look down if you’ve got a cute baby in your arms. C’mon, Jenn, let’s say bye-bye to the rest, and we’ll head over to the shop.”

      Cole returned his borrowed uniform. They bade goodbye to the department staff; Sam and Ian hugged Levi. The other alphas waved. Levi was reluctant to leave after they’d welcomed him so warmly.

      “They’re really like a family,” he mumbled when they were back in the car.

      “Aren’t they?” Cole grinned. “It’s great too, ‘cuz I know they’ll always have my back.”

      They reminded Levi of his family—his parents and brothers, and his gran. “What about yours?” Levi asked. “I mean... your mom had a big confrontation with Ollie and Eric last year.”

      Cole shrugged, his gaze faraway. “I’m not speaking to my mom so much right now.”

      “So... your parents don’t know about this.” Levi flicked his finger between Cole and himself.

      “Not yet.” Cole sighed. “I haven’t thought that far. But enough talking.” He reached over, squeezing Levi’s thigh. Then his fingers brushed up between Levi’s legs, an electric touch. Levi sucked in a sharp breath.

      “When we get some time later,” Cole murmured, “I’m gonna warm you up a little. In bed.”

      And from the look in his eyes, the things he’d planned would scorch Levi to the bone.

      Levi gulped, his throat suddenly dry. “I’ll make sure I’m ready.”

      “Naked, and on all fours,” Cole growled. “Wanna make you all mine.”
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      By the time they arrived at the mansion, Cole smelled like old sweat and musk, and all Levi wanted was to get the children in bed.

      So he could present himself to Cole, and have Cole claim him, deep and thoroughly.

      Through the afternoon, during the times when both Levi and Cole were awake, Cole had crowded Levi up against the backroom wall.

      Then he’d cupped Levi between the legs, squeezed his balls, stroked his cock until Levi panted and squirmed, his precome soaking through his clothes.

      Cole had kissed him through the spandex, licked at Levi’s tip, until the material darkened with dampness. Then Cole had pushed a couple fingers between Levi’s cheeks, just to test how wet he was.

      When Levi had writhed, right at the edge, Cole had released him, tying Levi’s hands behind his back. He’d slipped out onto the sales floor, tending to the customers.

      While Cole’s back had been turned, Levi had humped the wall, desperate for release. Only to freeze guiltily when Cole checked back in on him, his eyes knowing.

      I’ll make it up to you later, Cole had murmured, pressing his fingers up against Levi’s hole, right where Levi wanted him. Then he’d licked Levi’s slick off his fingertips, and Levi had whined, frustrated.

      So the day had dragged, and Levi had been so distracted that Cole had manned the music shop counter instead, Levi’s musk on his skin.

      Gods, the things Ollie’s customers must have thought about them.

      The porch lights were on when they pulled up to the front door. Cole slid his hand up Levi’s thigh, stroking Levi’s cock lightly. “I’ll grab the kids. You take the bags, and get naked on the bed.”

      Levi swallowed hard, his cock jerking back to attention.

      They parted ways at the bedroom corridor. Cole kissed him deep, his soft tongue tangling with Levi’s, his fingertips tickling the underside of Levi’s sac. Then Cole turned him toward the bedroom, and spanked him lightly.

      The whisper of pain and pleasure went straight to Levi’s cock.

      “Remember how I want you,” Cole whispered, squeezing him. Then he turned to Jenn, his tone turning light and casual. “C’mon, Jenn—time for bed!”

      With a soft laugh, Levi shut the door. Cole was so different around the children, in a good way.

      But when the children were asleep... Cole would return, and he would be nothing like a cheerful dad. He’d be Levi’s alpha, all hot skin and solid muscle, and by the gods, Levi wanted to be ready for him.

      Levi squirmed out of his clothes. By now, the bed smelled like them both, like home. If someone asked Levi to define happiness, this scent would be it.

      He stepped toward the bed, glancing down at his eager cock. Were it any other day, Levi would’ve been lounging on the mattress, just breathing the scents in. Except Cole had teased him all day, and Levi’s body flushed with warmth, needing his alpha’s touch.

      On the baby monitor, Cole tucked the children into bed. All afternoon, they’d exhausted Taylor and Jenn as much as they could. And it would pay off now, giving them a few hours to themselves.

      Before Cole stepped in, Levi hurried to the closet, fishing around the bottom drawer. He found the scrap of material he was looking for, tugging it up his legs. It clung to his ass, just barely hiding the base of his cock. Cole would like it, though. Levi was sure.

      When the door finally creaked open, Levi was on all fours on the bed, his legs spread open, his ass in the air.

      “Fuck,” Cole said, his voice turning husky.

      “Now.” Levi spread his legs wider, offering Cole his damp hole. “Inside. Please.”

      Cole growled, locking the door. He yanked off his pants, then the bumblebee outfit, his cock growing thick. Levi stared. Couldn’t help it.

      What else were you supposed to do, when your alpha was hard for you, his cock heavy, precome glistening at his tip? His chest broad and solid, his biceps the stuff of your dreams? And Cole’s eyes were rapt, his full lips damp, every bit of his body a promise.

      Cole strode over to the bed, his gaze raking down Levi’s body, as hot as his own touch. Then he clambered onto the bed, his nostrils flared, sniffing at Levi’s arousal. Levi panted, pushing his ass up, reaching back to spread his cheeks. He needed to be claimed. Needed to feel like he belonged to Cole.

      “Fuck, don’t do that,” Cole rasped, catching Levi’s hands. “Or I’m gonna mount you and fuck inside.”

      “You’ve been promising me that the whole day,” Levi whined, his slick trickling out of his hole. “Please.”

      “Not yet.”

      Cole paused behind him, cupping the back of Levi’s thigh with his callused hand. Then he stroked up, all the way to Levi’s ass, where the scrap of white lace clung to his cheeks, hiding little. Levi’s cock ached.

      “I didn’t know you had this,” Cole murmured, squeezing Levi’s cheek through the panties. He slipped his thumb beneath the fabric, rubbing Levi’s bare ass.

      “I never thought to use them.”

      Not when Cole had been initiating sex during the moments Levi least expected it, when Cole had pressed him up against walls and stripped his clothes, leaving Levi bare.

      Levi gasped as Cole pulled his cheeks apart, the cool air of the room brushing his hole. That was where he craved Cole’s touch, right now. “You promised to fuck me.”

      Cole chuckled. “But I didn’t say when.”

      “Now.”

      “Maybe.”

      Instead, Cole spanked him lightly, a burst of pleasure and pain twisting down Levi’s nerves. Levi panted, his throat going dry.

      “I love every inch of you,” Cole whispered, leaning in. His breath rushed warm across the small of Levi’s back. Then he trailed damp kisses up Levi’s spine, all the way to his shoulders, care in every touch.

      Cole brushed his fingers up Levi’s sides and kissed his nape, his bare cock nudging against Levi’s balls. Levi groaned, grinding down against him, trying to tempt him further.

      Except Cole pushed Levi’s panties up his cheeks, letting the material catch in the cleft of his ass. Then he grabbed Levi’s cheeks, spreading them, allowing the lace to bunch up against Levi’s sensitive hole.

      “You know where I need you,” Levi whimpered.

      “I do.”

      Cole squeezed Levi’s cheeks together, trapping the lace against his hole, so all Levi could focus on was the material scraping against his skin, right where Cole was supposed to be.

      “I’m gonna open you there,” Cole whispered in his ear, releasing Levi’s ass to brace his weight next to Levi’s arm. “And I’m gonna fill you up with my cock. Mark you inside.”

      He pushed his heavy cock against the bunched lace, shoving the material against Levi’s entrance. Levi panted, reaching behind to yank the lace aside. Except Cole caught his hand, anchoring it against Levi’s back. “No touching yourself, Levi.”

      Cole was so close to putting his cock inside. Levi trembled. “I need to come.”

      “You’ll come when I say you can,” Cole murmured, pulling his cock away.

      Those words made Levi burn, from his cock through the rest of his body. They’d done this a long time ago. Cole giving Levi orders, Levi trying his best to follow them. Most times, Levi had spilled all over himself, and Cole had swallowed his pleasure.

      Now, Cole pushed his cock between Levi’s legs, rubbing it against Levi’s aching length. Cole’s cock was thick, flushed at the tip, but he only dragged it lightly against Levi, there and back again, too faint to be satisfying.

      Levi moaned, rutting at him, trying to chase his release. Except Cole nudged Levi’s legs further apart, reaching around him to squeeze his cock. Pleasure whispered through his veins; Levi gasped and jerked into his hand. Cole growled.

      “Very nice,” he murmured, pumping Levi’s cock with his tight fist until Levi panted and shook, his climax just within reach.

      Levi tensed, bucking his hips, his tip shoving lewdly out the other end of Cole’s fist, smeared with precome. Two more pumps—

      Then Cole pulled his hand away, leaving Levi swearing, his cock pulsing with need.

      “Cole, please!”

      Cole reached into the bedside drawer, pulling out a scarf. Then he pulled another out, tying their ends to Levi’s wrists.

      Levi watched in horror and sick fascination as Cole anchored the ends of the scarves to the headboard posts. He tugged on his restraints; they did not give.

      Cole wasn’t going to let Levi come anytime soon, was he?

      “I have a little bit more planned for you,” Cole whispered, reaching between Levi’s legs to squeeze his balls. That sent a jolt through Levi’s gut, almost as strong as a punch. Levi panted, trying to shove his cock at something, anything.

      Cole’s smile grew. “Mine.”

      “This is how you make me yours?” Levi whined, angling his hips toward Cole, trying to tempt Cole into fucking him.

      Cole growled. He straightened out Levi’s panties, then nudged a couple of fingers between Levi’s cheeks, allowing the lace to cling to his fingers. Then he pushed a finger into Levi’s hole, lace and all. Levi panted, his body opening around his alpha.

      “Gods,” Cole said hoarsely, sliding his finger deeper inside. “I want to open you up. Fuck inside. Give you all of my cock.”

      “Yes. Do it already.” Levi writhed, panting when Cole pushed another finger into him, stretching him further. The lace soaked up his slick, scraping lightly inside him, making Levi aware of every little movement Cole made.

      He couldn’t reach down to jerk himself off, but he could still hump the bed. Could still come by himself.

      Except Cole tied down Levi’s ankles with two more scarves, anchoring his legs open, so Levi’s most sensitive spots were utterly exposed.

      Levi dripped, the sheets below him damp with his precome. “I didn’t know you—you had the scarves ready.”

      Cole’s eyes darkened. “I had them around. Just in case you wanted something more.”

      A long time ago, Cole had tied Levi down, too, and he’d tormented Levi for hours, until Levi shook, delirious with pleasure.

      Levi shoved his cock against the damp sheets. But Cole settled back between his legs, sliding his knee under Levi’s hipbone. This elevated him off the mattress, so Levi’s cock strained, neglected.

      Levi swore, his flushed tip pushing out past his foreskin, nudging helplessly at Cole’s leg.

      “Cole,” Levi panted, rutting against Cole’s thigh as best as he could. “Please let me come.”

      “Not until I say you can,” Cole growled, leaning in over Levi’s back. Then he cupped Levi’s chin, turning his head gently to the side. Past Levi’s shoulder, Cole met his eyes, his gaze burning hot down Levi’s face. Levi panted, leaning toward his alpha.

      Cole slanted his lips, catching Levi’s in a damp kiss. His tongue brushed Levi’s, and a spark of electricity hissed down Levi’s spine.

      Cole’s musk rolled thick between them, his cock smearing precome against Levi’s thigh. Then he kissed Levi again, and pushed two fingers into Levi’s ass, opening him. Levi cried out against his lips, his attention locked on Cole inside him, opening him up.

      “You trust me,” Cole growled.

      “With all my heart.”

      Cole rumbled, twisting his fingers inside Levi, pushing down hard on Levi’s prostate.

      Levi jerked against him, pleasure shooting down his nerves. “Cole—!”

      “I want to hear that,” Cole whispered, massaging Levi’s prostate. “Say my name.”

      Then he pressed down on that sweet spot, and Levi arched, all his senses fixed on his alpha, Cole’s arm wrapped protectively around him, Cole working his body from the inside, exploring his most sensitive spots.

      “C-Cole. Please,” Levi begged. “I want to be yours.”

      “You’re mine,” Cole whispered. “This is how.”

      Over and over, Cole stroked Levi’s cock, taking him right to the edge, and then releasing him. Levi thrashed in frustration, his cock leaking, his body so attuned to Cole that he could think of nothing else, but his alpha.

      Cole held him, his touch steady against Levi, his eyes dark with hunger. “Want me to release you?”

      And there lay Levi’s dilemma, because he wanted to be in Cole’s binds, but he also wanted his release.

      “I don’t know,” he croaked.

      “Then the answer is no.” Cole smiled, licking his lips, his cock pressed hot and hungry against Levi’s hip.

      Cole turned Levi onto his side. Then he leaned in, took Levi’s tip into his damp, snug mouth, and sucked. Pleasure hissed through Levi’s nerves, wiping the thoughts from his mind. “Cole—Cole, please.”

      Levi shoved his cock into Cole’s mouth, groaning when Cole took him further inside. Cole sucked harder, and harder yet when Levi fucked his mouth, chasing his pleasure.

      “More,” Cole rumbled around him, the vibrations humming into Levi’s body. “Fuck me.”

      Levi panted, his body damp with sweat. He rolled his hips, watching as his cock disappeared into Cole’s mouth, Cole’s tongue writhing against him. It felt wrong. And so right.

      Levi pushed the deepest he could into Cole’s mouth, just to tempt Cole to turn him over, and fuck his ass. Except Cole swallowed his cock, his fingers teasing Levi’s hole. Levi shuddered, his balls pulling tight, his cock growing thicker. Needed to come.

      Cole pulled completely away, leaving Levi’s cock throbbing damply, flushed and shameless.

      Levi yanked on the scarves, his body so taut he needed to reach down, just tug on himself a few times. Just for one release.

      The scarves held him splayed open, unable to get himself off.

      “Fuck, damn it,” Levi hissed, rutting at Cole. “I just need—”

      Cole pressed him chest-down against the mattress, his eyes burning.

      “I just wanted to watch you,” Cole whispered, “knowing you did all that because you love me.”

      Levi flushed, his face hot. “I just wanted to come. Not—Not that I don’t love you.”

      But Cole only smiled. Then he pushed his fingers back inside Levi, grinding down on his prostate. Levi cried out, staring at him in aroused shock.

      “You allowed me to do this with you,” Cole whispered, swirling his fingers around inside. “I’ve denied you over and over, and you’re still with me.”

      Levi bowed his head. “I trust you.”

      Cole smiled.

      He settled himself behind Levi, undoing the scarves at Levi’s ankles so he regained some leverage. This allowed Levi to cant his hips up, inviting Cole inside.

      Cole’s breath rushed out of him. He swore, stroking his cock, pressing his forehead to Levi’s back. “I wanted to take this slow,” he muttered. “Not get off in two seconds like a teenager.”

      “You’d do that?” Levi whispered, squirming against him so Cole’s skin brushed his back, damp with sweat.

      Cole chuckled, his voice rasping. “I want nothing more than to bury my cock inside you, Levi. But I also want to hear you beg. I want to hear how much you want me. Since we started babysitting, since I met you... I’ve craved your love.”

      “This isn’t how you hear it,” Levi said, laughing breathlessly. “By fucking me senseless?”

      “No, it isn’t.” Cole grinned. “But I want to see how different it is when you love me.”

      “How different is it?” Levi asked.

      “You’re so damn hungry for me,” Cole growled, sliding his hot palm down Levi’s chest, circling his cock. “Even more so than before.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Cole sank his teeth lightly into Levi’s shoulder, those sharp points like a brand on Levi’s skin. Levi gasped, bucking against him, his fists clenching tight. “Cole, please—”

      “Please what?” Cole whispered, shoving his cock up against Levi’s thigh. “Tell me.”

      “Claim me,” Levi panted. “Make me yours.”

      With a groan, Cole pressed himself flush against Levi’s back, anchoring Levi against himself. He yanked Levi’s lace panties aside, pressed his silky cock up against Levi’s hole. It was thick, hot, and it promised pleasure.

      “Yeah?” Cole whispered, rocking against Levi’s opening, lubricating the rest of his cock.

      “Please,” Levi said, his voice broken, his hole squeezing tight.

      Cole slid his cock down Levi’s cleft. Then he pressed that blunt tip between Levi’s cheeks, lodging it against the dip of Levi’s hole. His precome mixed with Levi’s slick, and Levi relaxed for him, his insides growing hotter yet when Cole groaned.

      “Mine,” Cole growled. Levi’s breath snagged in his throat.

      Cole pushed in, opening Levi with his cock. Levi pulsed so hard he couldn’t think. Just took Cole inside himself, his body singing with pleasure, his mind going blank.

      He was Cole’s right now, and everything was right.

      Cole sank a couple inches into him, smearing his cock with Levi’s slick. Then he pulled out, slid in deeper, until he’d buried every last inch into Levi, his breathing hot and ragged in Levi’s hair.

      “Fuck,” Cole hissed, his chest heaving against Levi’s back. “You’re so damn tight.”

      He thrust in deep, right against that sensitive spot. Levi arched, panting, rocking back against his alpha. Cole had filled him up, the weight of his cock sending sparks through Levi’s nerves. “More,” Levi begged, offering himself. “All of me.”

      Cole shuddered against him, his hands trembling against Levi, his movements strained with how much he was holding back.

      “Cole,” Levi breathed. He lowered his chest, pushing his hips up at his alpha, offering himself completely. Cole groaned. And fucked in deep, building a sweet, hard rhythm that had Levi’s body thrumming, his cock leaking, so full it hurt.

      “Mine,” Cole whispered, pressing sloppy kisses down Levi’s shoulder, his hips meeting Levi’s, rocking him forward with the force of his thrusts.

      Levi panted. He took every stroke, the tension in his body building until he writhed, until he was close to the edge, and now he was afraid of telling Cole, in case Cole didn’t allow him to come.

      But Cole read him, somehow. And he closed his fist around Levi’s cock, pumping him hard, until Levi whimpered and bucked into Cole’s fist. Cole swelled even bigger inside him. Levi couldn’t hold on any longer.

      Pleasure exploded through his body, sending his back arching and his body clenching around Cole, his toes curling. Levi couldn’t think. Could only feel his alpha against him, Cole’s hands firm, possessive, hungry.

      With a groan, Cole’s thrusts turned uneven, desperate. He surged inside Levi, pounding deep, until his strokes stuttered and he tensed, pulsing inside Levi, unloading his seed.

      Levi imagined Cole’s pleasure, his body tingling all over. Cole reached forward, clumsily undoing Levi’s bonds, before rolling with him onto their sides, his cock still buried deep in Levi.

      “Want my knot?” Cole rasped.

      “Yes,” Levi said, shoving his hips down against Cole. Except Cole slid out of him, leaving him empty.

      Levi whined, turning to seek his alpha. Cole rolled onto his back. “C’mon,” he said. “Face me. I don’t want to look at the back of your head.”

      Levi couldn’t help smiling then. “Why? Because I’m not wearing glasses there?”

      Cole snorted. “Get on my knot before it’s too big.”

      “It’s never too big,” Levi murmured. Cole grinned, reaching out to support Levi when Levi clambered back onto him.

      Cole’s cock slipped easily back inside. His knot grew, stretching Levi. Levi moaned; Cole growled, his eyes half-lidded with pleasure. And now they were locked together, with nowhere to be except here.

      This, too, felt like home. Like Levi had found the answer to every question he’d ever asked. He leaned forward, bringing his face close to his alpha’s.

      Cole stroked his cheek, nudging Levi’s glasses with his knuckle. “Ever thought of losing these glasses?”

      “So I can’t see?” Levi wet his lips, his heart pattering. But he knew that wasn’t what Cole was asking. What Cole wanted was to see the person behind the glasses.

      When he was thirteen, Levi had switched to wearing contact lenses, in the hopes that Cole would like him better. Cole had asked about his glasses, but he’d admired Levi’s bravery for trying on the contacts. So Levi had worn contact lenses for years, until they’d eventually broken up.

      “I want to see you without,” Cole murmured. “Doesn’t really matter if you wear them all the time, or if you don’t.”

      “You’ve seen me while I was asleep.” Levi slid his glasses off, feeling off-balance and naked, the world a blur around him.

      He wasn’t in danger, though. He was safe with Cole.

      Cole tugged him closer, until those green eyes came back into sharp focus. If everything were five inches from Levi’s eyes, he wouldn’t need glasses anymore.

      Cole raked his gaze over Levi’s face, his smile warm. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered, stroking his thumb along Levi’s jaw. “Those glasses are distracting. I see your eyes better this way.”

      Levi’s heart skipped. “You like them that much?”

      “Your eyes are hazel,” Cole murmured. “Warm. And they say so much about how you’re feeling.”

      Levi blushed, feeling exposed. But Cole only stroked his arm, pulling Levi against his chest. Then he touched the scent gland on Levi’s neck, where he’d left a bonding mark on his eighteenth birthday. That had been a promise they’d both broken.

      They loved each other now, though. If they did... they should bond, shouldn’t they? Levi gulped, glancing up. He found the same question in Cole’s eyes.

      “It’s still early, I think,” Cole murmured, stroking the bite scar. “I want to prove myself first. Make sure I’m worthy of being your alpha.”

      That was a good idea. Especially when they still hadn’t found a solution for Micah’s burn scars, when they didn’t know if their baby would survive.

      “Okay,” Levi whispered, kissing Cole’s stubbled jaw. “We’ll wait.”

      But maybe he’d switch back to contact lenses again, just to see how Cole reacted. Maybe Cole would like him more that way.

      Levi leaned into his alpha, Cole stroking his scent all over Levi’s skin.

      Their lives weren’t perfect yet. But something settled into place in his chest, and Levi relaxed.
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      In the dream, a group of ten-year-olds surrounded Cole, all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. The smallest of them, a kid with freckles and too-thin limbs, squeezed past the crowd, looking eagerly up at him.

      “I want a firework,” the kid said, missing a tooth. “Please, Dad?”

      Cole froze. He’d had this dream before. Several times. They always ended up the same, and his gut had twisted with dread the moment he recognized the scene. Except he’d never had this kid call him Dad before.

      He glanced up, finding Levi on the other side of the children. Levi with his belly swollen, a sleeping bundle in his arms. Cole’s heart thumped.

      “Okay,” he found himself saying. “We’ll play with fireworks. Here, I’ll show you.”

      He took a slim tube from the pile, turning away from Micah’s house. They faced the backyard and the empty sky, and the night almost swallowed them both.

      “I’m so excited,” the boy said. He looked so eager, like how Cole’s own son would be. And Cole relented. Just this one time, he wanted to know what it felt like to play with his son.

      Cole set a lighter in the boy’s hand, pressing lightly on the spark wheel with his thumb. Then they leaned forward, lighting the wick with Cole’s lighter. Cole hauled the boy away.

      They watched from a safe distance as the fire devoured the wick, disappearing into the tube. With a shrill whistle, the tube launched into the air and exploded, bright white lights bursting into the night sky. The children cheered.

      “Another one, Daddy!” the boy said. Cole lit another one, his gut twisting all bittersweet.

      He knew how this dream went, and yet he couldn’t stop himself. He wanted to scream No, don’t do it! But his body moved. And the second firework whizzed into the air, bursting into a sparkle of gold.

      Then came the third firework, silvery foil with red stripes spiraling around it. Cole wanted to jerk his hand away, except they were already setting it on the ground, his lighter was on, and the flame disappeared into the canister.

      Cole’s stomach shriveled as the fireworks launched into the air.

      Then it swerved behind them, into Micah’s house.

      The flames swallowed dry wood, spreading across one wall, to the roof, then down the other side of the house.

      No, Cole wanted to shout. Get out.

      But the fire devoured the house like a raging demon. Levi ran forward, a bucket of ice in his arms.

      Cole wanted to do something. Anything. But he didn’t have a hose, there wasn’t a truck, the guys from the station weren’t around.

      And the screaming began, the worst sound Cole had ever heard in his life. He ran into the house, but fire surrounded him. He sprinted out. The sirens wailed from afar.

      Then the firefighters stormed into the house, and there was Micah in someone’s arms, his frail body writhing, his feet on fire.

      Cole dashed forward. Except by the time he’d gotten there, parts of Micah’s skin were charred, and Micah stared him in the eye. “You did this,” Micah said, fire flickering up his face. “You owe me.”

      Cole yelled himself awake, the sheets tangled around his arms, his feet cold as ice. I burned him. I almost killed him. He couldn’t breathe.

      “Cole,” Levi said, his hands tight around Cole’s forearms. “It was a dream. It’s okay.”

      He panted, staring at Levi. Didn’t know where he was. But Cole dropped his head back against the pillow, and breathed. “Micah,” he said raggedly.

      “He’s fine,” Levi whispered, his eyes solemn. “It’s just a dream.”

      Part of Cole knew Levi was right. But the part of him that was still in his dreams—that part said this was all a lie. It said Micah had just been in that house, Micah had been burning, and Cole had caused it all. He could still smell the smoke from that fire.

      Cole closed his eyes. “Feels too real.”

      Levi swallowed loudly. “Yeah, I know. But please don’t blame yourself, Cole. You know Micah has forgiven you.”

      He freed the damp sheets from around Cole, squirming under them so he could press himself close. Cole buried his nose in Levi’s hair, filling his lungs with jasmine and honey. Years had passed since that fire. Micah was still alive.

      “Everything’s okay,” Levi whispered. “Maybe you should get out of bed. Ollie and Eric are coming by soon to pick the children up.”

      Cole breathed in deep, once, then another time. His heart still thudding, he checked his phone. He found the most recent text from Micah—four months ago. Cole had been eighteen when the house burned.

      He was twenty-six now. So Micah had made it out. He’d gotten burn scars, but he was still alive.

      With a groan, Cole sank back into the pillows, dragging his arm across his face. He’d caused that fire. If he hadn’t agreed to that boy...

      “He called me Dad this time,” Cole muttered. “That kid.”

      Levi’s eyes widened. “Spike?”

      Cole shrugged. “Yeah. And you were—” he swallowed “—you were about eight months pregnant in that dream.”

      Levi froze. Then he looked down at his still-flat belly, and away. “I’m not sure if I should be happy that you dreamed of me,” he said quietly.

      He felt the pressure to have a successful pregnancy, didn’t he? Cole took Levi’s hands in his own, kissing Levi’s knuckles. “I love you,” Cole murmured. “Regardless of what happens.”

      Levi’s cheeks turned pink. That was such a good look on him. It took Cole another second to realize that Levi’s face was strangely bare.

      “What happened to your glasses?” Cole blurted.

      Levi flushed harder, looking away. “I, um. I put an order in. For some contact lenses. Last week.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      And now Cole’s attention had locked entirely on Levi. Without his glasses, Levi looked... a little less bookish, but just as beautiful. His eyes were hazel-er. Not hidden away by those thick glasses.

      “I mean, I know you’re the same person,” Cole said.

      A long time ago, Levi had admitted that he’d put on contact lenses because he’d heard that alphas would like him better that way. Maybe it was true. Or maybe it was some schoolyard bull.

      But by switching back to contacts... “This means you’re more confident in yourself, right?” Cole asked hopefully. “Your feelings before everyone else’s.”

      Levi clambered off the bed, avoiding Cole’s eyes. “I just wanted to look pretty.”

      Cole fought off a sigh. That meant Levi would continue to let himself get hurt, to spare others their feelings. But that wasn’t an argument he wanted to begin today.

      “You’re pretty regardless.” Cole dragged the sheets off his legs, crossing the bedroom to envelop Levi in a tight hug. “But more than that, though. You’re amazing.”

      Levi laughed. “I’m just me.”

      And Cole let his hand wander down Levi’s chest, to the expanse of his belly. “I haven’t said hi yet.”

      Levi sagged, pulling up his shirt. “Go ahead.”

      Six weeks into his pregnancy, and Levi was still avoiding the baby. Cole didn’t blame him, even now. He knelt by Levi’s feet, kissing the dark line on Levi’s belly. Nuzzled him there. Then he murmured, “Morning. Your dad’s beautiful today. I think you’ll look just as good. But you’ll probably have my looks, too, so you’ll look doubly good.”

      Levi laughed, smacking Cole on the shoulder. “You’re so full of yourself.”

      Cole wriggled his eyebrows. “You like to be full of me, too.”

      They hadn’t had time to do much, but Cole had slipped in a bit of fingering here and there, enough to get Levi off a couple times since the department party.

      Levi turned beet-red. “Pervert.”

      “Only yours.” To the baby, Cole whispered, “Your dad secretly likes me a lot. He’s really cute. But I guess you don’t think of your dad as cute. Probably really strong. Right? That’s how he is, though. He’s doing tremendously well with this pregnancy, carrying you around and everything.

      “And once your cousins go home with your uncles, I’m gonna have a lot more time to say hi. Probably even before your dad wakes up. You’re gonna wake up every morning to me talking in your ear, and I think your dad might even get tired of me.”

      “I can’t imagine how you think up something different to say every day,” Levi said with a wry smile.

      Cole shrugged. “I want to say everything. I feel everything about you and the baby, you know. I want to give the baby a name, I want to get clothes for it, I want to start on a nursery and—and everything.”

      Levi’s smile turned wistful. “Maybe when we get to five months. Although if you really wanted, you could give it a name now.”

      Cole thought about it. Too many names came to mind, but none of them fit right. “I’ll get back to you on that.”

      He stood, scooping Levi close. Just savored having his omega in his arms. Holding Levi... it helped with the ache of the dream. The guilt and the horror. With Levi against him, Cole felt a little stronger, his worries fading away.

      Taylor wailed on the baby monitor; Levi panicked. “Crap. I left him and Jenn alone.”

      Cole followed Levi to the makeshift nursery, where Taylor was crying on his back, kicking his legs. Jenn peered at him through the playpen netting, shoving a teddy bear toward her brother. Levi blew out a relieved sigh.

      “I’d be such a bad parent,” Levi mumbled, scooping Taylor out of the playpen. “I almost forgot about these guys.”

      Cole rubbed his back, knowing exactly how Levi felt. “You know them well enough to leave them alone for a bit. At least, that’s how I see it.”

      “I guess.” Levi didn’t look convinced, hurrying away to change Taylor’s diapers.

      It wasn’t like Levi to leave Jenn and Taylor alone for any extended period of time. For that to happen... he had to be really worried about Cole.

      Cole scooped Jenn into his arms, following him. “Was I screaming in my dream?”

      “You were yelling pretty loud. Louder than usual, I guess.” Levi grimaced. “Was it... Never mind.”

      “Was my dream what?”

      Levi gulped. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Cole had described the regular dream sequence to Levi a couple times. It was nothing they didn’t know—they both shared the memory. The fireworks, the fire, Micah’s burns.

      “I try to get out of that dream every time,” Cole muttered. “And every single time, I’m stuck in there, watching it play out. It’s like a horror movie, but it actually happened.”

      And Spike had called him Dad.

      Cole sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I wanted to light the fireworks in this dream,” he muttered, guilt coiling through his chest. “Felt like I was playing with my own son.”

      Levi glanced up, meeting Cole’s gaze for a split-second. Then he looked away, touching his belly. From his expression... Levi was convinced that he would disappoint Cole with the pregnancy.

      When Taylor was in fresh diapers, Cole scooped the boy into his arms, pressing a kiss to Levi’s temple.

      “It’s not your fault, you know,” Levi said quietly. “Accidents happen. You didn’t have a choice on that.”

      Cole smiled crookedly. “You keep saying that, but you think it’s your fault.”

      Levi sighed. “I guess I do.”

      But the fact remained that Cole should have checked the fireworks. He should’ve made sure they were somewhere safe before lighting those wicks.

      What if Cole had children, and he made the same mistake? What if it happened, and Levi was the victim this time?

      His stomach twisted. Cole shoved the past out of his mind.

      They looked up when the doorbell rang.

      “I guess they’re here,” Levi said, relief flashing through his eyes. Cole felt the same.

      As much as he’d enjoyed playing Pretend with these children... Cole badly wanted a nap. He wanted to just lie in bed with Levi, close his eyes, and not have to worry about Jenn pulling open the fridge door for the twentieth time. Especially with this big a mansion, and the infinite possibilities of what Jenn could do if they left her unattended for long.

      Maybe one child would be more than enough, with Cole’s job as demanding as it was.

      At the front door, Ollie and Eric looked refreshed from their vacation. They smelled like sunblock lotion and the sea. Exhaustion in his bones, Cole envied them.

      “You owe us many things,” he said dryly, handing Jenn back to Eric. “When we have children, it’s gonna be your turn to babysit.”

      Olivier laughed, glancing at Levi’s belly. “We’d be happy to.”

      “So another baby’s on the way, right?” Levi asked.

      Ollie blushed; Eric stood a little straighter. Figures. Cole punched Eric’s arm, happy for his brothers. But Levi’s eyes held a hint of wistfulness, some envy, and Cole couldn’t help wrapping his arm around Levi to lend him support.

      If there were something he could do so Levi felt better about his body...

      “We’ll get them out of your hair,” Eric said, grinning. “Rest up. Thanks for all the help.”

      They carted the bags of things into Eric’s car, waving off Eric and his family from the front steps. Then, as the gate swung shut, Levi slumped against Cole’s chest.

      “I envy them,” Levi said.

      “You envy how many children they have, you mean,” Cole said dryly. Eric and Olivier hadn’t had things easy, getting to where they were now.

      Levi cracked a smile. “You’d be right.”

      They trudged up the stairs to the mansion, Cole wincing when they stepped through the front door. The entire house was silent now, the floors empty of toys, Levi’s footfalls the only thing he heard.

      Cole almost expected Jenn to totter around the corner, flying her cardboard airplanes. Or Taylor to giggle, grabbing at Levi’s hair. He almost regretted returning the children so he could get some sleep. Having Jenn and Taylor around... they made him happy, too.

      “We could adopt, you know,” Cole finally said.

      Levi glanced at his belly. “That’s only if I’m capable of being a good dad.”

      “You will be. I know it.”

      But Levi made a face. “I’ve already failed so many times, Cole. And today... I left Jenn and Taylor in the playroom. What if I do it again? What if someone got hurt?”

      He bit his lip hard, his skin turning white from how hard he was hurting himself. Cole’s heart squeezed.

      “C’mon,” Cole whispered, cupping Levi’s cheek. “You had a good reason for leaving them alone.”

      “But there could be a million other reasons I’ll get distracted,” Levi said. “Maybe I’m just not suited to have my own babies.”

      “Not true,” Cole said. “You practically grew up caring for children, Levi. Remember carrying around your baby brothers in those old family photos?”

      Levi looked at his feet, his shoulders sagging.

      “It’s all in here,” Cole whispered, pressing his palm over Levi’s heart. “Never doubt that your instincts will step in when you need them most.”

      “I guess.” Levi sighed, burying his face in Cole’s shoulder. “You’ve always had way too much faith in me.”

      “That’s because I love you.” Cole kissed his nape.

      Before Levi could answer, his phone buzzed.

      “Ignore it,” Cole murmured. “Let’s go to bed.”

      Levi looked tempted. Except the incoming call read Gran, and Levi couldn’t ignore it, even if Cole wanted him to. “Hello?”

      “Levi,” Gran’s tinny voice said faintly. “That bumblebee picture you sent last week was absolutely adorable! I won first place in that competition.”

      “That’s awesome!” Levi cracked a smile. “But Taylor and Jenn just went home with their parents, so I don’t think we can get another picture in anytime soon.”

      “Ah, those rascals,” Gran said. “But you’ll have your own soon, won’t you? Just a few more months. Things will go right this time.”

      Levi’s smile faded completely from his face. And protectiveness roared in Cole’s chest.

      He took the phone from Levi, pressing it to his ear. “Listen, Gran. I know you love Levi and everything. But he can’t deal with talking about the baby, okay? He’s been pregnant five times before. All of them ended in miscarriages. We can’t promise you this baby.”

      Levi froze, all the blood draining from his face.
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      Levi couldn’t breathe. Cole had told Gran. And he’d laid it out unapologetically, so bluntly that Gran would figure out Levi had lied.

      Gran had taught Levi to bake cookies. She’d brought him out on long walks, and she’d been to all his school graduation ceremonies. To lose her would be like losing an important part of his life.

      There was a beat of silence across the line. Levi covered his face, his stomach squeezing tight. He could already imagine Gran’s forehead crinkling, sheer disappointment flickering through her eyes.

      “Cole?” she asked uncertainly, her voice ringing faintly from the phone.

      Cole breathed out. “Yeah. He didn’t want to tell you about them. I’ve visited the graves. They’re buried in the forest behind Levi’s parents’ house.”

      Another long silence. “So... So when Levi agreed to the conditions on the house... I asked for a great-grandchild, and the guesthouse to be repaired.”

      “I’m starting work on the guesthouse today,” Cole said. “I don’t know if we can promise you the baby, though.”

      “Oh,” Gran said softly, like she was disappointed in Levi.

      Levi’s face burned with shame. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled against his palms. “I’ll move out of the house. I’ll pay the rent for it. I’ll... do anything.”

      “Tell him he can continue to stay there,” Gran said. Then she hung up, leaving a Call ended message on Levi’s phone.

      Levi sank to the ground, hugging his knees. Gran knew. Cole had told Gran, and now Gran knew Levi had been lying to her these six weeks.

      He buried his face in his hands, embarrassed and terrified, feeling like a piece of plywood cast adrift. This was enough to have Gran sever her ties with him, wasn’t it?

      They’d probably have to move out. Gran wouldn’t want him still staying here, a liar and a failure and who knew what else she thought of him.

      Cole knelt next to Levi in a rush of air, wrapping strong arms around him. “I’m sorry,” Cole rumbled, nuzzling Levi’s temple. “I couldn’t stand around hearing that about the baby. She’s hurting you, Levi.”

      “But I don’t know if I still have a gran to return to now.” Levi whimpered, leaning into Cole.

      Right now, all Levi could think about was how betrayed she was feeling. Guilt tightened his throat. “I should leave this place. I don’t want to be a freeloader.”

      Cole frowned. “I’ll fix the guesthouse. It’ll take a while, but it’ll buy us some time to get a new place.”

      But everything was wrong. Levi was supposed to stay here for another ten months. He was supposed to splash in the pool and explore the rooms he’d played in as a child. There hadn’t been time to do that, and now...

      “You’ve been pregnant so many times,” Cole said quietly. “How come she never questioned that?”

      Levi bit his lip. “She was away the first two pregnancies. Then I started losing them, and I didn’t want anyone to find out I was pregnant, so I avoided my family. No one knew.”

      Cole sighed, pressing their foreheads together. “You don’t have to do this alone, you know.”

      Levi cracked a smile. “I know now that you keep reminding me about it.”

      Cole smiled, stroking Levi’s back.

      Levi thought back to Gran, and all that he still owed her. “The vase that Jenn broke,” Levi mumbled. “I still haven’t told her about that.”

      “I’ll pay for it,” Cole said. “Don’t worry.”

      “But it’s expensive!” Levi shrunk into himself. “It looks like she imported it all the way from Asia.”

      “It’s my money.” Cole paused. “Unless you want it to be yours, too. Then sure, I don’t mind.”

      Confused, Levi glanced up, his eyes wet. “Your money? Mine? I don’t understand.”

      “I’m saying we could combine our finances,” Cole said, his gaze dark.

      It took a moment for that to sink in. Then Levi’s stomach dropped. What Cole was saying... That was a big commitment. Levi wet his lips nervously. “You can’t be sure about that.”

      “I am.” Cole stroked Levi’s jaw. “Not like there’s anyone else I have to spend it on.”

      “There’s Jenn,” Levi said. “And Taylor.”

      “But they’re not you.” Cole never once looked away.

      But that meant... becoming life partners, didn’t it? And Levi was nervous again, but for an entirely different reason.

      Could this really work out, when Levi had neglected Taylor and Jenn because Cole had a nightmare? Levi would make mistakes again. He couldn’t be the responsible father Cole thought he’d be.

      Levi gulped, afraid to commit now. Cole was making rash decisions. When I lose this child... Cole will come to his senses. He’ll leave.

      “I’ll think about it,” Levi said to delay making a choice. So Cole wouldn’t trap himself in something he couldn’t get out of.

      Instead of protesting, Cole kissed Levi’s forehead, his gaze warm. “We’ll make it work. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      They visited Gran’s house the next morning, shortly before Levi had to work at Olivier’s Strings.

      The driveway was empty; Levi sighed, relieved that she wasn’t there. He didn’t know how he could look her in the eye and say he was sorry. He didn’t know how he managed to step onto her porch at all.

      “C’mon,” Cole murmured, squeezing his waist.

      Woodenly, Levi set the vase of purple hyacinths outside her door. The florist had said they signified an apology, and regret. On a tiny attached note card, he’d scribbled I’m sorry.

      “Gonna knock?” Cole asked.

      “Her car isn’t here,” Levi said. “I don’t think she’s in.”

      “She might’ve taken it in for service or something. You never know.”

      Levi’s insides writhed. He would’ve fled, except Cole believed in him. So he hammered on the door, his heart pounding.

      No one answered. After a couple of minutes, Cole tilted his head back toward the car. “Guess she’s out.”

      It was only when they’d left Gran’s driveway that Levi could breathe again. He sucked in a shaky breath, realizing he was gripping Cole’s thigh painfully tight.

      “I’m sorry,” Cole said, wincing. “I should’ve thought things over before I told her.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Levi mumbled. It was his own, for initiating this entire mess.

      The sky was bright above them, and it didn’t reflect Levi’s mood at all. At Olivier’s Strings, Ollie peered worriedly at Levi. “What’s wrong?”

      “My fault,” Cole said darkly. “I fucked up.”

      Levi explained the deal with Gran, then Cole telling her about the miscarriages. Ollie’s horror grew.

      “Wait—you’ve miscarried?” Olivier yelped, blanching. “And—And this whole time, I’ve been getting you to help with Jenn and Taylor...”

      “It’s fine,” Levi said tiredly. “I agreed to it. It’s not a big deal, anyway. Those are your children. I just can’t—can’t have my own.”

      He choked up, saying those words. Olivier stepped up to him, pulling Levi into a tight hug.

      “I’m sorry,” Ollie whispered, stroking Levi’s hair. “I should’ve known better.”

      Levi closed his eyes, leaning into Ollie. There wasn’t much else they could do at this point, except damage control.

      “Is it okay if I take him away for the morning?” Cole asked after a while. “I think I know how to cheer him up.”

      Olivier brightened then. “Yeah, go ahead. Take the day off, Levi. And I really am sorry. Tell me if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      “Thanks.” Levi hugged Ollie back, before following Cole to the car. If Gran no longer wanted to speak to him... at least he still had Cole, right? But it still left a hole in his chest.

      Cole brought him back to the mansion. Instead of heading for the front door, they drove down a road branching off the main driveway, past the back of the mansion.

      The guesthouse sat in one corner of the property, surrounded by a dense thicket of birch trees. It was two stories high, with large windows facing the driveway, a quaint craftsman porch, and a veranda wrapping around the side of the house. Parts of the roof had begun to sag a little.

      “It’s bad,” Cole said, wincing. “But it’s summer, so at least it’s not gonna rain into the house while I work on it.”

      “I’ll help,” Levi said.

      Cole narrowed his eyes. “No, I’m doing this myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not risking the baby.” Cole reached across the center console of the car, rubbing his knuckles down Levi’s abdomen. “I mean, you can make food and do smaller things while I work on the house, but there’s no way you’re doing any heavy lifting, or climbing up ladders, or shit like that.”

      Levi chewed on his lip. The roof was discolored and sagging, and it looked far too big for one person to deal with it all. “But I can help, right? While you work on the roof. It’s too much for you, Cole.”

      “Well, you can hand screws up to me, I guess.” Cole cracked a smile. “But that’s it. No more than that.”

      He glanced down again, at Levi’s abdomen.

      Cole wanted the baby so very much. Levi hadn’t the heart to remind him of the risks. He was six weeks along. Another ten weeks, and... and Cole would be heartbroken.

      “I’ll help,” Levi said, to take his mind off the depressing things. “I promised Gran that we’d fix up the house. I’m not going back on that promise.”

      Cole’s gaze softened. He reached over, tangling his fingers with Levi’s. Then he pulled Levi’s hand up to his lips, kissing each of Levi’s knuckles. “Yeah,” Cole whispered. “We’ll do this together.”
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        * * *

      

      Gran did not speak to Levi for two months.

      Most mornings, Levi would wake to find Cole murmuring against his belly, his stubble scraping Levi’s skin.

      On the days when Cole wasn’t on firefighting duty, and in the mornings when Levi didn’t have to show up for work yet, they headed down to the guesthouse, Levi with prepared lunches, Cole with crowbars or roof shingles or heavy beams of lumber.

      Over the weeks, Cole had taken apart the roof, replacing old beams with new ones. Then he’d laid down the roofing layers and the shingles, and they’d turned their attention to inside the house, where the carpet was worn and the chimneys were clogged with soot.

      The guesthouse repairs were never-ending. Some days, it seemed as though they’d fixed one thing, only to have two other things fall apart. Levi scrubbed out the bathrooms. Cole moved the beds out of the bedrooms so they could clean the entire floor.

      It was when they approached the four-month mark of the pregnancy, that Cole pulled Levi out of the guesthouse, and just stood in the driveway with him, admiring the building.

      “Looks good, doesn’t it?” Cole asked with a satisfied smile. “We did it.”

      “You did most of the work,” Levi mumbled, blushing.

      In the time he’d spent working on the roof, bare-chested, Cole had taken on a tan, and his biceps had grown. He was even more gorgeous than before—the sort of alpha most omegas would throw themselves at.

      Cole tangled their fingers. “You helped.” With a warm look, he added, “And you’ve been keeping our baby safe, which is the most important thing.”

      He stroked Levi’s belly, his fingers curving gently against the baby bump.

      Levi’s throat tightened.

      At fifteen weeks, Levi had begun to stretch his shirts. He’d tried to ignore the bump, except it was difficult when Cole cupped it in his large hands every morning, pressing his face against Levi’s belly. Cole had been murmuring at their baby, kissing the bump, and he would do it again right now if Levi asked.

      Levi pulled Cole’s hand away from his belly, unwilling to let his alpha fall harder than he already would. “Why don’t we have breakfast?”

      Cole brightened. “I’m making you some food.”

      “You don’t have to!”

      When Levi had gotten home from work last night, he’d found Cole at the stove, stirring a pot of chicken broth. It’s one of your Gran’s recipes, Cole had said. She gave it to me right after she found out you were pregnant.

      Levi had taken a look at the recipe—half the list of ingredients were herbs he’d never even heard of.

      I had to drive over to Highton to get some of the ingredients, Cole had said sheepishly. None of the shops here had them.

      Levi had imagined Cole walking into all the grocery stores with that list, perplexing the staff with his questions. And the drive to Highton was an hour each way. Cole had done that all for him.

      After Levi had showered last night, Cole had sat him down at the kitchen table. He’d set a bowl of soup in front of Levi, with a chicken thigh cooked for so long that the tender meat had all but fallen apart in Levi’s mouth.

      The broth had been warm and savory, strongly herbal, and it had been the best soup Levi’d had in a while. It was bittersweet, too, because it had come indirectly from Gran.

      “I’m making you more of that soup,” Cole said impishly. “Even I don’t make you moan like that.”

      “You don’t?” Levi squawked, his face burning. “I was moaning?”

      “You so were.” Cole grinned, tugging Levi back to the car. “But that’s a secret. I’m not telling anyone the hundred-and-one ways I pleasure my omega. With soup!”

      Levi laughed, the heaviness in his chest dissipating.

      Midway through the drive home, Levi’s mouth itched... for the most ludicrous combination of food he’d ever come across. “I don’t think we have the ingredients for the breakfast I want.”

      Cole slowed the car down, frowning. “We don’t? What do you want to eat?”

      “Something sweet and sour... and spicy and salty,” Levi said, thinking. “On top of ice cream, and with mayo as a topping.”

      Gods, he was salivating just thinking about it.

      Cole stared. “I think you know it, Levi, but that sounds absolutely nasty.”

      “You haven’t even tried it,” Levi said, looking askance at him. “How could you judge it before you taste it?”

      Cole seemed dubious, but he turned the car around anyway, heading out through the tall iron gates.

      At the nearest grocery store, Levi picked out licorice, vinegar, hot sauce, and a suspicious jar that read Fermented Beancurd.

      “I’ve never had it,” Levi said, curious. “But the salt content in here is unbelievable. 300mg of sodium in this tiny cube of tofu.”

      Cole winced. “That means you’ll put it back on the shelf, right?”

      Levi dropped it into his basket with a smile. “Nope. We’re eating it.”

      “’We’?”

      Levi nudged his alpha in the side. “C’mon, Cole. You’re a brave, strong alpha. You shouldn’t be scared of this.”

      “I’m not scared of it,” Cole muttered, but he was looking at their shopping basket with a lot more trepidation. “This isn’t breakfast food, Levi.”

      “You’re right.” Levi paused. Their basket did look a little empty.

      For a moment, Cole looked hopeful. Then Levi said, “It needs bread so everything can sit on it. That’s what’s missing.”

      Cole groaned, but he added a loaf of whole-wheat bread to their breakfast. “That’s the most breakfasty item in there,” he said.

      Levi gave him a pointed look; Cole nudged him back, pulling Levi close to kiss his ear.

      “If it weren’t for the baby...” Cole murmured, nipping at Levi’s earlobe.

      “What would you do?” Levi laughed when Cole licked his ear. “It’s the wrong place for that, Cole.”

      “If it weren’t for the baby, I’d probably pin you down right now.” Cole grinned.

      Levi blushed. Cole stroked Levi’s belly, slipping his callused fingers under Levi’s shirt to touch his bare skin.

      “Your dad’s really shy out in public,” Cole said quietly. “But I think he’ll warm up more if we did this often enough.”

      Levi elbowed Cole in the ribs. “No, we aren’t!”

      “We could in the car!” Cole wriggled his eyebrows. “Or... do you want to pick out a zucchini we could use? Plus a condom. How do you feel about being double-teamed?”

      An older couple looked over. Levi’s face burned. He dragged Cole down the dairy aisle, out of earshot of the other shoppers. “Imagine if our baby knew you were saying things like that. He’d so hate us as a teenager.”

      “He?” Cole’s eyes gleamed. “Do you know something you aren’t telling me?”

      Levi wet his lips. He hadn’t meant to let that slip.

      Somehow, in the discussions they’d had, one of the baby names had gotten stuck in Levi’s mind—Bryce.

      The more Levi thought about it, the more perfect the name seemed. And he’d been forced to acknowledge that there was a child growing inside him, a child that... Levi wanted to cradle and kiss.

      In a few weeks, Levi would begin to feel his baby flutter. His baby would be the size of his hand—it was a child he and Cole had created.

      And Levi couldn’t help wishing there were a way he could carry this child to full-term, that someday he would see Bryce tottering around, a smile on his face.

      “Levi?” Cole asked, worry flickering through his eyes.

      “I—I get the feeling it might be a boy,” Levi said quietly, his chest tight.

      He tried to silence the thoughts about his baby, except the moment he thought about Bryce as an infant, he could feel the weight of his baby swaddled up in his arms, Bryce with his arms tucked close to himself, his tiny face peaceful in sleep.

      Levi’s chest filled with yearning—it was such a dangerous feeling. This always came right before a miscarriage broke his heart.

      Cole breathed in slowly, absorbing the information. He looked at Levi’s baby bump. Then he slipped his hand against Levi’s nape, and pulled him close. Kissed him on the forehead.

      “Did you decide on a name?” Cole whispered.

      “Bryce,” Levi blurted.

      “Bryce it is.”

      Right in the middle of the grocery store, Cole knelt at Levi’s feet, pressing a kiss to Levi’s belly. “Looks like your other dad named you,” Cole murmured. “I think it’s the perfect name.”

      “You don’t even know what it means,” Levi said, half-afraid a store employee might walk up and ask them to leave. This wasn’t lewd, but... it was far too intimate.

      And they didn’t even know if Bryce would make it to the five-month mark.

      Levi brushed his hand through Cole’s blond hair, on the verge of telling him to stop.

      Then someone rounded the end-cap of the aisle—two someones.

      There was no mistaking the mottled red scars on one of them—Micah, with his pale face and thin body, and a cane to help him hobble through the store.

      His son, York, crowded close to him, seventeen and broad-shouldered, a protective alpha whose eyes narrowed the moment he recognized Levi and Cole. He still blamed Cole for the accident. Nothing Levi did had changed that.

      “Cole,” Levi said, his heart pattering nervously. This wasn’t something he wanted Micah—of all people—to witness. Not when Micah so badly wanted an alpha.

      At the sight of them, Micah’s eyes widened.

      But before Levi could stop his alpha, Cole pulled Levi’s shirt up over his belly. Then he pressed a damp kiss there, and said, “I love you both.”

      Levi glimpsed the hint of pain in Micah’s eyes, before Micah covered it up with a brave smile. “I didn’t expect to see you both here,” Micah said brightly, far too cheerful to be sincere. “Looks like you’re doing well, Levi.”
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      Levi tensed against him. At first, Cole thought he’d pushed his luck too far, and they were being kicked out of the store.

      Except he heard Micah before he even turned. And Cole had heard that voice enough times in his nightmares for dread to weigh his heart down, even before he tugged Levi’s shirt back into place and stood.

      “Micah,” Cole said, stepping forward with his hand out. “It’s been a while.”

      Next to Micah, York glowered. Cole had seen the hostility from him a number of times over the years. It was something Cole deserved—he wasn’t going to begrudge the kid that.

      If a stranger got your house burnt down and almost killed your dad, you weren’t ever going to forget it. Cole would’ve done the same in York’s place, maybe even throw a punch.

      Besides, York probably never found out that it was Cole who had been contributing to his childcare bills. Hell, Micah shouldn’t even be aware of it.

      Micah shook Cole’s hand, forcing another smile. “I haven’t seen you around in a while.”

      Cole bowed his head. “I hope you’ve been doing well.”

      Or at least, as well as Micah could, with the burn scars giving him phantom pain, the red blotches on his face drawing stares wherever he went. Cole almost expected Micah to smell like smoke and ash, except he only caught a whiff of gardenia, and York’s hickory scent.

      “It’s been busy at the college,” Micah said, smiling wanly. “Perhaps you’ll return for another part-time class there, Levi?”

      Levi squirmed, discomfort clear in his eyes. Cole felt the same guilt, except his was ten times as terrible.

      He hadn’t met Micah in months—Cole was avoiding Micah where he could, so he didn’t have to remember how badly he’d fucked up in the past.

      Except right now... there was nowhere he could go. Having Micah see them being intimate, knowing it was something Micah himself wanted... And then knowing Cole had ripped that chance away from him, because he’d been young and stupid.

      Guilt closed around Cole’s heart.

      How did you deal with a mistake you’d made in the past, that affected someone else’s life so horribly? How did you promise your victim compensation when your heart was already someone else’s?

      Cole couldn’t leave Levi. He just couldn’t. No matter how much Micah wanted another alpha, there was no way Cole could love another omega.

      They’d sent a couple of firefighters Micah’s way, too, but he’d turned them down after the first date. Cole couldn’t bear to ask how those dates had gone.

      “We should be going,” Micah said after a while, his smile strained.

      Then he turned, and Cole blurted, “I really am sorry, Micah. For everything.”

      When Micah smiled again, it was more genuine. “We all have our crosses to bear. You’ve carried yours for long enough.”

      He turned and hobbled away, York giving Cole a last resentful glare. But Cole read the pain in every step Micah took, the brightness falling away from Micah’s face the moment he thought Cole was no longer looking.

      Levi slipped his hand into Cole’s, but he’d stopped smiling, too.

      Cole had fucked up so badly, hadn’t he? First Micah, then Levi’s relationship with his gran. And he didn’t know how to fix those mistakes. If Cole hadn’t been so impulsive when Gran had called Levi... Levi would still have his grandmother to chat with.

      Am I really the right alpha for Levi? What if I mess things up for him again?

      “We should go,” Levi said quietly. “But I’m not hungry anymore.”

      Cole bit his lip, pulling Levi against his chest. He checked the aisle just to make sure Micah wasn’t there. Then he kissed Levi on the lips, but somehow, he felt as though he wasn’t supposed to. “We’ll buy these things anyway, just in case you get your craving again.”

      Levi frowned. “We don’t have to.”

      “We will,” Cole said. “It’s my money I’m spending, anyway.”

      Levi still hadn’t said whether he wanted to combine their finances, whether he wanted the relationship to be more permanent. But he was carrying their child, and so Cole would stay for however long Levi wanted him around.

      “I guess,” Levi said.

      Cole led the way to the cashier, glimpsing Micah and his son on the far end of the store. His chest squeezed again. Levi squirmed, pulling his hand out of Cole’s.

      It shouldn’t hurt—Cole knew Levi didn’t want to upset Micah more. But it did hurt anyway, Levi not wanting to hold his hand. Is there a better alpha for you somewhere out there? Someone who won’t fuck up, someone who will make you happier?

      Cole didn’t have the answers to those questions. But as they left the store, it felt as though something had changed.

      He just didn’t know if those changes were for the better.
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      Dinner was subdued that night. Levi tried cracking some jokes, but Cole’s attention was faraway, on the other side of town, mired in memories and what-could-have-beens.

      It wasn’t fair to Cole. They had been young. All Cole had wanted to do was put a smile on the children’s faces. And it wasn’t fair to Micah, either, because Levi had brought Cole to the backyard party. If Cole hadn’t been there, the fire wouldn’t have happened.

      When they brought the dishes to the sink, Cole wrapped his arms around Levi’s waist, nuzzling his neck. “Let’s not break up because of Micah again,” he said, his breath warm on Levi’s skin.

      Levi huffed. “Why are you saying that? Do you think we will?”

      Cole turned him around, his palms heavy on Levi’s hips, his gaze solemn. “No. But we’ve never been able to get over Micah. I don’t know how to fix it.”

      He was right. Levi wet his lips. “We’ll be okay,” he said, not knowing if he believed it, himself.

      Cole sighed. “I wish I could wave a wand and fix everything. Or even just turn back time, you know?”

      “I know.” Levi drew Cole closer, hugging him. “Let’s not think about that, okay? It’s bedtime soon.”

      Cole wasn’t in a mood to fool around that night, and neither was Levi. They huddled together, Cole drawing his fingers down Levi’s chest in random shapes, their bodies barely covered at all in the summer heat.

      After a while, Cole’s breathing evened out—he’d fallen asleep. Levi laid his hand over his alpha’s, right where Cole was holding Levi’s belly.

      How was Bryce doing in there? Was he feeling okay?

      Levi rubbed his palm down his abdomen, daring to imagine Bryce’s tiny fingers, his little face. Levi’s heart thumped for his baby.

      If he could carry this child to term, and see the smile on Cole’s face... If he could prove to Cole that he could bear a baby, for once in his life... Cole would be so happy, wouldn’t he? He’d smile so wide, and he’d cradle Bryce in his arms, his eyes full of love for Levi and their child.

      Levi gulped, his heart fluttering with hope.

      Then his insides clenched, unbidden. Pain jolted through his body, lines of fire pulsating in his middle. Levi wheezed, curling up to try and ease the pain. Except it lingered in his body exactly where it had been a few years back, when Levi had lost the previous child.

      I’m not at four months yet. There’s still a week more.

      But what if his body had already begun to reject the baby?

      The possibility froze him. Levi stopped breathing. Just lay there in bed, his pulse pattering, all his senses focused on his middle, trying to figure if it was just a stomachache.

      For long minutes, nothing else happened. Maybe I ate too much, Levi thought, huddling up against Cole. Cole mumbled in his sleep, his fists clenching. Maybe I’m just overthinking things.

      Slowly, Levi inched off the bed, padding over to the ensuite bathroom. He sat on the toilet, touching his belly. Stared at it as though it would tell him something.

      Then the next wave of pain ripped through his body. Levi stifled his cry, clutching at his belly. The agony was familiar. He was miscarrying again, wasn’t he? I can’t lose him. I can’t!

      Fire burned into his flesh. Levi breathed through his mouth, closing his eyes, counting from one to a hundred. He tried not to remember the mess of blood.

      Slowly, the pain faded. Levi clutched his arms, trying to stop shaking. Except there was a pressure inside his body now, like he had to pass something out. It would just be feces, wouldn’t it?

      It can’t be the baby. I can’t lose him. Not when Cole had been kissing the baby bump, not when Cole had been speaking to the baby every day. How would Cole react when he found out?

      The pressure in Levi’s body built until pain lanced through him. He hunched over, pressing his palms over his eyes. Something inside his body would come out.

      Levi was deathly afraid to find out what it was.

      He clenched his hole shut for as long as he could. Didn’t want to know. He didn’t think he could face the sight of so much blood again. But the pressure increased until it began to hurt, and Levi shook with the force he needed to keep it all inside.

      It burst out of him anyway, almost explosive, like his body was rejecting whatever it was.

      And then he felt strangely empty, and he couldn’t breathe.

      It can’t be the baby. It can’t. It just can’t. He sucked in a shaky breath, his entire body trembling. His belly was still a bump, but that told him nothing. I need to look. I don’t want to.

      Slowly, Levi opened his legs, his heart pounding in his throat, his stomach roiling.

      It wasn’t blood.

      His stomach heaved anyway. He lurched off the toilet and turned, vomiting. Couldn’t stop himself. He trembled hard, leaning against the toilet, his senses overwhelmed.

      When he eventually got everything wiped down, he leaned against the bathroom door, his limbs completely boneless.

      The baby’s fine. He’s okay.

      Except panic lingered in his chest. What if this happened again? What if he miscarried for real?

      Trembling, Levi crept back to the bed, smelling faintly like puke.

      He hadn’t even bonded properly with the baby. What would it be like for Cole, who loved Bryce so much before he was even born? Cole’s heart would shatter again. Combined with the guilt from the accident, and Levi’s broken relationship with Gran... it would be terrible for him.

      Will I only bring him pain?

      Levi bit his lip, watching as Cole’s forehead wrinkled. Cole growled, his legs jerking like he was trying to move. Then his arms spasmed, his fists clenching tight. He was having another nightmare. He was reliving that night at Micah’s house again. Another mistake Levi had made.

      Levi closed his eyes, trying to figure out a way to solve this for Cole. So Cole wouldn’t be forever trapped in this mess. He rubbed Cole’s arms, leaning closer. Pressed a kiss to Cole’s forehead.

      Cole lashed out suddenly, punching Levi’s chest. Levi gasped, winded. His ribs throbbed from the blow, and Cole... Cole was blinking himself awake, his frown deepening. “Levi?”

      “I’m here,” Levi said, rubbing his chest to ease the throbbing.

      “I... I was dreaming,” Cole said blearily, looking down at his fist. “I thought I hit something.”

      Levi bit his lip. Should he tell Cole, or spare Cole the guilt?

      Cole took Levi’s hand in his own, pressing it against his heart. In Cole’s chest, his heart thumped like a wild animal, as though it was trying to escape from his nightmare.

      Then his gaze drifted down Levi’s chest, where Levi’s skin had turned pink from the punch. It didn’t hurt that much, not really. Levi would recover.

      Cole reached over, brushing his fingertips over the tender spot. Levi held his breath.

      “Looks like it hurts here,” Cole murmured, his gaze still sleepy. “What happened?”

      Levi shrugged. Except Cole looked harder at him, his eyes turning sharp.

      “What’s wrong, Levi?”

      “Nothing.”

      Cole leaned in, sniffing at him. He had to have smelled the puke, because he sat up in bed, serious now. “Something happened.”

      “I had a stomachache.”

      But Cole ran his fingers down Levi’s arms, where Levi had left finger marks from how hard he’d been holding yourself. “It wasn’t just a stomachache.”

      Levi couldn’t hide anything from Cole, could he? Cole always read him so well. Levi sighed, closing his eyes. “I thought I was going to miscarry.”

      Cole stiffened. “Did you?”

      And there lay Levi’s dilemma—if he told Cole the truth, Cole would think everything was fine, except Levi still risked losing the baby. But if Levi lied now, Cole wouldn’t hurt later, when the miscarriage inevitably happened.

      Levi hesitated, unwilling to deal Cole the grief he’d felt so many times before. His gaze fell on the pink spot on his chest. A distraction.

      “This was from you,” Levi said quietly. “When you were dreaming earlier. You hit me, and then you woke up.”

      Horror flashed in Cole’s eyes. “I... I hit you?”

      He looked down at his hands, his fists so much heavier and more powerful than Levi’s own. Then he met Levi’s gaze, carefully reaching over to touch that pink spot again.

      “Gods, Levi, I... I hit you.” And the light vanished from Cole’s eyes. “Did I... cause you to miscarry?”

      Cole’s breath hitched in between those words. He looked horrified, like he couldn’t believe what he’d just done.

      “You didn’t,” Levi said. “The baby’s still alive.”

      But how many more blows could Levi take from Cole, and not lose the baby? Cole didn’t have a history of thrashing in his sleep, but they’d just met Micah some hours ago, and it seemed to have affected him worse than before.

      “I can’t believe I hit you,” Cole said beneath his breath, his chest heaving. “I... I hurt you.”

      “You’ll hurt more when I eventually miscarry,” Levi said softly. “I want to spare you that.”

      Cole looked up, uncertain.

      But with everything that had happened... how long could things truly last between them? Levi couldn’t promise Cole a baby. He wasn’t so capable as a father. Cole would be better off finding an omega who could parent better, someone who didn’t lead Cole into mistake after mistake, saddling him with guilt.

      And sometime over the next few weeks, Levi would lose this child, too. He would break again, and... maybe it was better that Cole didn’t have to witness it. It wouldn’t shatter Cole if he didn’t have to see the blood, too.

      “I should leave,” Levi said, the thought so terrible that he couldn’t breathe. “I think we should be seeing different people.”

      Cole’s eyes widened. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      Levi looked down at his baby bump, imagining Cole happy with someone who could give him a child. Especially if it’s mine, Cole had said some months ago.

      Cole reached out for him, but Levi leaned away, his heart thumping. He had to set Cole free, didn’t he? So Cole could find the perfect omega. Cole was still young. He still had a bright future ahead of him.

      With his contact lenses, Levi had only been buying time, but it had solved nothing. He was still flawed, still broken. He would only drag Cole down with him.

      “I’m not breaking up with you,” Cole said.

      “We should.” Levi’s chest grew tight. He hadn’t thought of it before today, but now... it seemed like the best option possible. For him to release Cole, and let Cole spread his wings.

      “I love you,” Cole said, his eyes hopeful and scared.

      Levi’s heart cracked. “It’s the wrong choice,” he cried. “Don’t you see? We messed up the first time, and I thought it was just us being stupid. But I don’t think we were really meant for each other at all.”

      Levi climbed off the bed, his heart sinking when Cole chased him, wrapping those strong, warm arms around Levi. Every cell of Levi’s body wanted to lean in. But he shoved Cole away, before he gave in to all his unworthy desires.

      “I’m going to lose this baby,” Levi gasped. “I’m just going to break your heart, over and over, until you’re but a shell of a person. I don’t want that to happen to you. That’s not what you deserve.”

      Cole’s eyes flashed. “That ain’t gonna happen.”

      It would, except Cole wouldn’t believe it until it was too late. He would sit through another five miscarriages, until there was nothing left of his heart to break.

      His chest aching, Levi shook his head. “You need to be with someone better.”

      Cole narrowed his eyes. And Levi realized that Cole wasn’t leaving until Levi forced him to.

      “You’re my omega,” Cole said, pleading. “I’m not leaving you.”

      How do I make you leave? An alpha like that... he deserved the very best. Levi gulped, wetting his lips.

      “We didn’t even bond this time,” Levi said, fighting down his wince when Cole glanced at their old bonding mark. “I can’t marry you, okay? I’ve been hurt enough times. I can’t trust that you won’t hurt me again. Gran hasn’t spoken to me in months. I don’t want you to give me a baby that’s just going to break my heart.”

      “We can adopt,” Cole said. Except he faltered now, glancing again at his hands, and at the spot on Levi’s chest.

      “What if someone’s house gets burned down again? What if you hurt me in your sleep?”

      Levi hated himself for saying that. But Cole flinched, the hope in his eyes fading into dust.

      “You want me to leave?” Cole asked, his voice breaking.

      “Yes,” Levi said, his heart wringing tight with hopelessness. “You should find someone else.”

      “But the baby—” Cole reached out for Levi.

      Levi backed away. “I’ll text you when I miscarry. It’ll happen. We just don’t know when.”

      Cole sucked in a shaky breath. Levi backed away, grabbing his clothes off the floor. Then he slipped out of the bedroom, his chest collapsing.

      This had to happen. He had to free Cole, and let Cole find an omega better than Levi. Cole would be so much happier, he wouldn’t be reminded of that accident at Micah’s, and everything would go better for him.

      If it meant that Levi hurt himself along the way... that was okay, wasn’t it? As long as Cole found the brighter future he deserved.

      Levi stumbled into the makeshift nursery from when Jenn and Taylor had visited, glimpsing the drawings on the walls, the pictures that Cole had helped Jenn draw.

      One drawing, in particular, had four stick figures with words written above them—Uncle Cole, Uncle Levi, Taylor, and Jenn.

      They were a family Levi had pretended was his, except the children were gone, and Cole would seek out a better omega.

      No one would need Levi, and he wished badly that he wasn’t so broken.
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      In the days after the breakup, Cole drifted.

      It was difficult to come to terms with hurting your own omega. It had been accidental, and Cole hadn’t even been aware of it. In his dream, he’d seen himself setting off that firework, and he’d sprinted over, throwing a punch at his old, stupid self.

      The impact had felt wrong, too jolting. Cole had woken up. And there Levi had been, with a red mark on his chest.

      What if someone’s house gets burned down again? Levi had said. What if you hurt me in your sleep?

      If that punch had been any lower... Time and again, Cole returned to that possibility. What if he’d punched Levi in the belly? What if he’d caused the miscarriage of their own child?

      Shaken, Cole had moved out of the mansion. His guilt suffocated him.

      After he’d fucked up so badly—the accident, Levi’s relationship with his Gran, and now, Cole being a threat to his own child... Cole was ashamed of himself.

      How did he repay Levi for any of that? How did he right those wrongs, when he couldn’t erase Micah’s scars, when he couldn’t promise Levi the pregnancy would go okay?

      Cole couldn’t help thinking about Levi, and that bump of his belly. How was Levi now? Was he happier now that Cole wasn’t a threat to him anymore?

      Cole swallowed, rubbing his face. In the next room, Ollie and Eric spoke to Jenn, encouraging her to draw another picture. Taylor had wailed last night, inconsolable, and Cole had peeked into the nursery... only to find his brothers huddled around their baby, comforting the boy.

      Being around his brothers’ family made his chest ache. They had everything—happiness, children, each other.

      All Cole had were... his things. A job at the station. He thought about looking for a new apartment to rent, but that just seemed so... final. Like he was making plans without Levi, like he was moving on without his omega.

      Four months—that had been all it had taken to fall back in love, and dream of a future with Levi. Cole should’ve just stayed away, instead of hurting them both.

      He sighed into his hands, trying to shut off the laughter from the next room. Olivier and Eric were kind enough to lend him a room, let him crash here for a while so he could figure out what he was doing next.

      Someone knocked softly on the door. When Cole looked up, Olivier eased into the room, peering worriedly at him.

      “You should be eating,” Olivier said. “I haven’t heard you move from here in hours.”

      “Not hungry.”

      Olivier frowned, but Cole saw pity in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry it turned out like that,” Ollie said, wincing. “I mean... I was hoping things would go right this time.”

      Cole shrugged. Then he thought, Fuck it. It wasn’t like he had a face to save now. “I punched him, okay, Ollie?”

      Olivier looked horrified. “What? I don’t... You aren’t that sort of person, Cole.”

      “I was dreaming. Lashed out in my sleep.”

      “But... you didn’t mean to.”

      “I still hurt him.”

      Ollie chewed on his lip. “Last I saw, he and the baby still seemed okay.”

      That was good to hear. Cole blew out a sigh. Felt thankful that he could still receive news about Levi through Olivier. “Is he still staying in that mansion?”

      “I don’t know.” Olivier knelt beside Cole, touching his shoulder gently. “But I think he misses you.”

      Cole’s stomach twisted; his heart yearned.

      Olivier hugged him, his carnation scent surrounding Cole. But it wasn’t jasmine, it wasn’t Levi, and Cole felt helpless, all over again.

      “I need to do something,” Cole muttered. “I just keep fucking up.”

      Ollie winced. “Can you make things up to him?”

      Not that Cole could think of. But there was something Cole could do—and that was to see Gran. To apologize to her, and to convince her to give Levi a second chance.

      “I’m heading out,” Cole said. “Thought of something I should do.”

      Ollie cheered up. Cole hugged him, then slipped out of the apartment, driving down to Gran’s tiny cottage.

      Gran answered the door almost immediately. Cole read wariness in her expression, but her eyes were otherwise inscrutable. She was probably still pissed with them.

      She scanned the space around Cole, looking for Levi.

      So Cole said, “We broke up. Sorry, Gran. Didn’t mean to give you more bad news.”

      Gran’s nostrils flared; she was sniffing at him. And Cole knew he only smelled like maplewood now—Levi’s scent had faded off his skin in the week they’d broken up. Then Gran sighed, and she seemed very old in that moment.

      “Where are you staying now?” she asked. At Cole’s surprise, Gran added, “Levi returned the keys a few days ago. But he sent them in a parcel, that boy. I wish he would’ve given them to me in person.”

      Knowing Levi... Levi hadn’t the courage to meet his gran face-to-face again.

      “We fixed the guesthouse,” Cole said. “Scrubbed down the rooms inside, too. Most of that was Levi—I told him not to because he’s pregnant, but he didn’t listen.”

      Gran’s eyes lit up. She opened her mouth but didn’t speak, and Cole remembered that conversation. The one that had ruined everything.

      “Last I heard, he’s still carrying the baby,” Cole admitted. “I don’t know how—how long he’ll be able to carry it for.” Levi still hadn’t texted him. Cole could only hope that things were going better for Levi now.

      Gran bowed her head. “I visited the graves,” she said. “Levi’s mom was shocked and upset, too. He never told us.”

      Cole swallowed. He’d visited the graves, too. The dolls from the last time had been replaced with little plastic cooking toys, and there had been a trace of jasmine and honey in the air.

      “He’s sorry about everything, you know,” Cole said. “Levi never meant to keep the mansion for himself. He’d figured he was going to lose this baby, too, and—” Cole swallowed, his chest too tight “—and he was gonna return the keys to you next year. We just... we were pretending. That things could go right.”

      It seemed like such a fool’s dream, thinking that their pretense could last for long.

      “That’s what you came here for?” Gran asked. “To apologize on his behalf?”

      “Yeah. And to ask you to give him a second chance.” Cole grimaced. “He never wanted you to find out about the miscarriages. He hated the thought of disappointing you.”

      Something flickered in Gran’s eyes—maybe disappointment, maybe something else. “Why did you break up?” she asked.

      Cole didn’t know where to start. “I’m not good enough an alpha for him,” he said eventually. “It seems like all I do is mess up.”

      Gran was silent for a moment. “The times I’ve seen that boy happiest,” she said slowly, “are the times he was with you.”

      “There’s probably someone better for him out there,” Cole muttered. “An alpha who doesn’t fuck up.”

      He realized too late that he shouldn’t have cursed in front of her. But Gran only gave a tiny smile, and said, “Everyone fucks up, Cole. It’s in the way you recover from your mistakes—that’s what matters in the end.”

      He met her eyes, surprised. And Gran took a step back, making to shut the door.

      “But I’ve made another mistake,” Cole blurted. “One that hurt someone else. It’s scarred him for life. He can’t walk properly now. I don’t know what to do about it.”

      He hadn’t talked about it to anyone else. He didn’t have grandparents, and he wasn’t about to broach the subject with his own parents. But Gran was wise, and maybe... Cole hoped she had a solution for him.

      Gran paused in the doorway, thinking. “Have you done your best to undo the wrongs?”

      “Everything I can think of,” Cole said. “Except for being his alpha. Levi wanted me to, but I couldn’t.”

      “Sometimes, that’s all you can do,” Gran said after a while. “You can do everything to help correct a mistake, but how everyone else feels—that depends on how much they want their happiness. Life’s like that.”

      Cole thought about Micah’s misery. “The guy’s still suffering now for what I’ve done in the past.”

      Gran paused, reaching up to squeeze Cole’s shoulder. “That’s almost like an illness, isn’t it? When an incurable ailment afflicts you—no one caused it, sometimes not even yourself. But it’s your decision how you want to react from there. Whether you let it weigh you down, or whether you roll with it and get things done anyway.”

      “Except he’ll always blame me for it.”

      “Does he?” Gran looked seriously at him.

      Cole hesitated. Micah had said he didn’t, but... “I don’t know,” Cole said eventually. “I blame myself for it, too.”

      “You’ll have to learn to get over it,” Gran said. “Think hard about what the important things in your life are. The future can always be changed, Cole.”

      Then she shut the door on him, leaving Cole alone on the porch, the summer air blowing hot around him.

      Could the future really be changed? Could Cole be an alpha worthy of Levi?

      He got into the car, his heart thumping.

      First, he had to get to the station for his shift. But after that, if Levi wanted to talk... was it possible for them to work something out?
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      Meet me at Wy’s Drive-In tomorrow. Dinner?

      Levi glanced at his phone for the umpteenth time, his stomach flipping. He should ignore the message. He should delete Cole’s number off his phone, maybe even block him.

      But Levi had been starved for attention this past week, craving his alpha’s warmth.

      He’d moved most of his things out into a self-storage unit. He’d been crashing in the backroom of Olivier’s Strings ever since he’d returned the mansion’s keys, looking for a new place in town to live.

      He didn’t make so very much as a cashier, and ordinarily, that was okay.

      Except Levi was also pregnant, and he didn’t want to move into one of the dingier places in town for cheap—not when he didn’t know if the place would affect his pregnancy.

      He carried Cole’s baby. Gods, Levi wanted this child. He thought about his baby with hope and fear, remembering the chisels he’d left out of the storage unit—to engrave the next stone with.

      And then he wanted Cole to hold him so he could cry, and maybe part of his life would still turn out okay.

      Somehow, it seemed as though the happiest times of Levi’s life happened when Cole was around. Just that Cole wasn’t an alpha Levi should have.

      Levi gulped, glancing out the shopfront windows. It was early afternoon, the sun’s rays slanting into the store. Ollie had been muttering about the summer heat, and having to compensate for it with more air conditioning. In the distance, sirens wailed.

      It was probably the police, or maybe a fire engine. Levi remembered green eyes and maplewood, and his heart pattered.

      “The news says there’s a high fire risk,” Olivier said, scrolling on his phone. “That’s mostly in the recreational area campgrounds, but I think it might affect any fires here, too.”

      Levi remembered the time he was at the station, Cole and his team hopping onto the fire trucks, not knowing if their lives were in danger. Cole hadn’t even given a second thought to his own welfare.

      “Is—” Levi hesitated, squirming when Ollie looked up with a raised eyebrow. “Is Cole on duty today?”

      “You could ask him,” Olivier said pointedly. “He was moping around this morning.”

      He isn’t upset about me. He can’t be. Levi fiddled with his phone, glimpsing the message from Cole. Cole had been thinking about Levi when he’d sent it, hadn’t he? Levi’s heart fluttered. Gods, I’m desperate.

      Then a fire engine roared through downtown, sirens blaring, a flash of red whizzing by the shop. Levi jumped.

      Had Cole been on that truck? Levi craned his neck, his heart pattering.

      “You could follow it,” Olivier suggested.

      “It’s against the law to follow emergency vehicles,” Levi mumbled.

      But his mind was on that truck, and the time Cole said, I know there’ll always be a risk. But I’m gonna do the best I can to get me and the victim out alive, ‘cuz I know there’s someone waiting for me back home.

      Cole’s someone was Jenn and Taylor now, wasn’t it? He had the sense not to take unnecessary risks. He knew he had to keep himself safe.

      All the same, Levi couldn’t help but worry.

      Deep down, despite whatever he tried to tell himself... Cole was still his most important person. Hell, he would probably always be Levi’s most important person. That had never changed, ever since the day Cole saved Levi from his bullies in middle school.

      Levi fidgeted, thinking about Cole’s gentle hands, his warm gaze. His throat tightened. Now that he’d fallen back in love, how long would it take to get over his alpha?

      “You know you want to see him,” Olivier said softly. “He doesn’t message me to tell me if he’s okay, but maybe he’ll do that for you.”

      Levi touched his phone, his heart pattering. “I’m working right now.”

      “I can manage the shop fine.” Olivier shrugged. “It’s a slow day today.”

      Levi wavered, still distracted by the fire truck. “I’ll just be a while.”

      Ollie waved him off. Levi hurried to his car, craning his neck to see which street the truck turned at. Then he drove after the truck, his thoughts clamoring in his head.

      Maybe he’d follow the truck to the accident, and Cole wouldn’t even be there. Or maybe Levi would witness them doing something mundane, like saving a cat from a tree. Cole would scowl at Levi like Levi didn’t belong.

      Levi’s heart squeezed. It was okay if Cole hated him now. He’d hurt Cole so Cole would free himself, and seek a better future.

      Levi slowed down when he neared the fire truck. It had stopped at a business district, pulled up to a multi-story building with a fire on the fourth floor. A ladder truck had pulled up next to the building, firefighters scaling the ladder to reach the burning floors.

      Levi caught a glimpse of blond hair and strong shoulders, before Cole pulled his helmet on. Cole was there, so close to Levi.

      Levi parked across the road. He touched his belly, trying to stop worrying. Except the fire had swallowed all of the fifth floor, billowing dark smoke into the sky.

      He’d heard Cole speak a couple times about structure integrity, and how much time the firefighters had to get people out of a fire. It wasn’t a lot.

      What if Cole was trapped in there? There had been times when Ollie had said that Cole almost didn’t make it out of a fire.

      His heart in his throat, Levi crossed the road—only to have a car blare its horn at him from yards away, speeding toward him.

      It hurtled at Levi too fast for him to react. Levi’s mind blanked. He forced himself to move.

      Levi staggered to the next lane, the car whizzing by just inches away.

      He could have died.

      Weakly, Levi crossed the rest of the road, shaken. A couple of firefighters had turned to look, but with their helmets on, Levi didn’t know which Cole was anymore. He hugged himself, stepping away, trying not to draw attention. He wasn’t supposed to be here.

      If Cole had seen that... He would be so pissed with Levi, wouldn’t he?

      Levi shrank into himself, praying that Cole had been focusing on the fire instead of him. He didn’t want Cole to be angry now, too.

      One of the firefighters took a step toward him, then turned away.

      It wasn’t Cole. It couldn’t be. Levi watched as the alpha hurried toward the fire, focusing on his job.

      Levi should leave, too. He shouldn’t be here. Except... he worried for Cole. He needed to know that his alpha would walk out of the fire safe. Even if Cole was no longer his.
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      That car had almost crashed into Levi. Levi had almost died.

      Cole had almost lost him.

      Over and over, those thoughts swirled in Cole’s mind, clouding his focus. He needed to concentrate. There were people to rescue, there was a fire to put out. Except Levi had been seconds away from death, and Cole couldn’t stop trembling.

      Last year, Cole’s mom had been in a car accident. There’d been blood—so much of it. Eric had told Cole later what the scene looked like, and Cole had known from experience the puddle of blood, the way their mom’s face had paled to almost-white.

      After the accident, Mom had become bedridden. Every time Cole visited her, he couldn’t help remembering the accident. How close she’d come to death.

      If Levi had been hit... Who knew if he would’ve survived? And he would almost certainly lose their baby from that impact.

      Cole almost turned back to Levi again. He forced himself to listen to the radio in his helmet. Harris was telling them where to go, who was clearing out which floor, and, to his chagrin, Cole had missed his orders.

      “I’m on the ladder, right?” Cole asked, biting down a wince when Harris turned to him, eyes narrowed.

      “Third floor.” Harris nodded at the burning building, glancing toward the street. “I’ll check on him. Need you in there right now, Cole.”

      Cole nodded, his neck burning. He stepped into the building, looking for survivors. The protective suit was clunky like it always was, the oxygen tank weighing down on his shoulders.

      Through the thick smoke, he found a woman collapsed on the ground, then a child. Brought them both out, his steps slow and steady. Needed to get them to safety. Needed to get out alive himself, because Levi was out there.

      Cole didn’t have a home with Levi to return to, but... he wanted to make sure Levi was safe. Their baby, too.

      Over and over, he stepped back into the burning building, watching out for falling beams, listening out for cries of help.

      Faintly, someone screamed. Cole sucked in a deep breath, his nerves jangling. It wasn’t Levi, because Harris was with him. But the scream reminded Cole of Micah, and Cole’s mistakes.

      The uncertainty lurked. Cole shoved it away, glancing at the fire creeping through the ceiling. It had devoured one end of the corridor, the summer heat feeding its wrath. He made for the next room, finding a young man pressed against the wall, terrified.

      Cole’s instincts flared. He pointed to the rest of the doors in the office. “Anyone?”

      The man shook his head. Cole scooped him up, carrying him through the smoky hallway. The man was probably an omega, with his thin body, his slight frame. It reminded Cole of Levi, how Levi had felt in his arms.

      Levi had almost died.

      Cole’s heart stuttered. What if he’d lost Levi right then? What if Cole never got to see his omega’s face again, never got to tell Levi, I still love you?

      Because there was no one else like Levi in the world, no one who made Cole’s heart skip and his spirits soar. Levi was someone Cole had sworn to protect. Levi did his best with the children, he’d looked at Cole, all eager and shy, and he’d gone through so many miscarriages and he was so strong.

      I shouldn’t have let him leave.

      That single thought rang through Cole’s mind, echoing with each step he took through the increasingly-warm hallway. I should’ve asked him to stay.

      Gran had said, It’s in the way you recover from your mistakes.

      I can be better than this. I need to try. Because losing Levi was so much worse than not trying at all.

      If Cole couldn’t control his movements in his sleep, then he would sleep on the floor. He’d ask Gran again to forgive Levi. He’d do everything, because a life without his omega would be like a hearth without a fire.

      “The roof is collapsing,” Harris said over the radio. “All men, be on alert.”

      Cole clenched his jaw.

      The flames grew around them. Then the fire ate through the ceiling over the exit, and a burning beam fell into their path, yards away.

      Levi was out there. And if he wanted Cole back, if he could forgive Cole for those mistakes...

      The man in Cole’s arms screamed. Cole held on tight so the man didn’t squirm off.

      “We’re getting out,” Cole told him.

      Out there, somewhere, was an omega Cole’s heart yearned for. He needed to return to Levi.
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      Cole wasn’t stepping out of the building. Levi trembled, unable to look away from the exit.

      Other firefighters were walking out with victims. Levi had to strain his eyes to tell who it was behind the face shields, but each time, he was disappointed. Cole was still in the building somewhere.

      Next to Levi, Harris monitored the situation. He seemed calm, all salt-and-pepper hair and shrewd eyes, speaking into his radio. When he had a moment, he glanced at Levi. “He’ll be fine.”

      Levi bit his lip, twisting his shirt between his fingers. Cole was on the third floor, too far away from the exit for Levi to be comfortable. And the fire spread to the lower floors of the building, but Harris wasn’t ordering his men to quench the blaze.

      “Shouldn’t you be putting out the fire?” Levi blurted. Then he could’ve kicked himself—Harris was the experienced firefighter, not Levi.

      Harris shook his head. “We only douse the flames when all victims are out. The steam will cause severe burns otherwise.”

      “Oh.” So the fires would continue to burn, on and on, until they’d saved every last person they could.

      Somehow, that only frayed Levi’s nerves even more.

      The roof had collapsed into the fifth floor. Levi could see the sky through some of the shattered windows, and flames flickered further below, on the third floor. Where Cole was.

      Please get out alive. Please don’t get hurt.

      Harris sent Levi a meaningful look. Then he spoke into the radio, “Cole—update, please.”

      There was a pause. Then Cole’s voice, tinny over the speaker, “Obstruction to exit. Working on it.”

      That took a moment to sink in. Cole... couldn’t get out. He was trapped in by the fire, and Levi whimpered at the horror of it.

      “We’re trained to get around that,” Harris said, but Levi only half-listened to him. He couldn’t help the growing panic in his chest, the mental image of Cole surrounded by fire, with no way out.

      Levi held onto himself, swaying on his feet. He almost turned away from the fire, except Harris set a hand on his shoulder.

      “Stay here,” Harris said. “I can’t keep an eye on both you and the fire if you run off.”

      Levi wasn’t sure why Harris needed to keep an eye on him. He couldn’t move if he wanted to, though. Couldn’t help hoping Cole could get through that obstacle.

      But what if he couldn’t? What if the other firefighters weren’t in time to rescue him?

      Levi’s stomach twisted. Over and over, he imagined the scenarios Cole could be stuck in. Maybe the ceiling had collapsed in his path. Maybe something had fallen on him, and he couldn’t get it off. Maybe the stairs had broken and there was only a sharp drop to the next level.

      What if... what if something happened to him while he was trapped, and Levi never saw him again?

      Levi bit down his whimper, cradling his belly. He couldn’t lose Cole. He just couldn’t.

      He thought of Cole bouncing Jenn through the air. He thought of Cole’s hopeful grin, and Cole at Levi’s feet, pressing kisses to Levi’s belly.

      Cole had accepted Levi for everything he was, miscarriages and all.

      Even if Levi was broken... if Cole chose to accept him, then he should allow Cole to, shouldn’t he? If Cole was willing to suffer the pain of losing their child, if Cole wanted Levi that much... then who was Levi to stop him?

      I shouldn’t have pushed him away. I shouldn’t have broken up with him at all.

      If Cole wanted him back, if Cole was willing to forgive Levi for hurting him... Gods, Levi would do so much to hold his alpha again.

      Levi sobbed quietly, pressing his palm over his mouth so he wouldn’t distract Harris.

      The minutes dragged on. Levi choked down any sound he made. A couple of times, Harris looked over, but he said nothing, only giving directions to his men.

      Then someone stepped out of the building’s entrance, covered with soot and with a victim in his arms, and it was Cole.

      Levi’s heart squeezed. He watched as Cole headed over to the paramedics, laying the person gently down on the parking lot asphalt. Cole was alive. He was kind, and patient, and he could have absolutely any omega in the world. Levi gulped, yearning to step over. But Cole was still working right now.

      “Evacuation check,” Harris said.

      Over the radio, voices chorused, “Clear.”

      “Clear,” Cole said, almost rasping. The sound went straight to Levi’s heart.

      “Brad and Roger on the hoses,” Harris said. “Cole, over here.”

      Levi missed all of Harris’s other instructions when Cole looked over. Cole glanced briefly at Harris. Then his gaze locked on Levi, and Levi’s knees went weak.

      Cole stepped over, lifting his face shield. He pulled off his gloves and dropped them on the ground. Then he stopped right in front of Levi, his gaze raking over Levi’s face, hot like a blaze.

      “One minute,” Harris said to Cole. “Then I want you over at the medics.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Cole said, never once looking away from Levi.

      Harris stepped away. And all Levi saw was Cole, Cole’s broad shoulders and his strong jaw, his full lips and his molten gaze. Heat radiated off his protective overcoat. Levi had been so close to losing him.

      “I’m sorry,” Levi blurted.

      Except Cole reached up, cradling Levi’s face in his large, warm hands. “What’s wrong?” Cole rumbled, concern flickering in his eyes.

      He slipped his thumbs under Levi’s glasses and brushed Levi’s tears away, the touch so familiar, so welcome, that Levi’s chest clenched.

      “C’mon, don’t cry,” Cole murmured, stroking Levi’s face. “I was so damn worried about you.”

      “You were?” Why?

      “You almost died,” Cole said, low and forcefully, his eyes flashing. “Don’t do that to me again, okay? Please.”

      And that word at the end, that vulnerability, that begging... Levi held his breath when Cole tipped his face up, his gaze just inches away.

      “I can’t lose you,” Cole whispered, dragging his thumb down to the corner of Levi’s lips. “Gods, when I saw you on the road...”

      Oh. “You were the one who almost died,” Levi choked. “You were in there so long, I thought...”

      Cole frowned, confused. Then he huffed, the hint of a smile flickering through his eyes. “I wasn’t in that much danger. It’s what I do for a living.”

      “But...”

      “But you.” Cole growled, leaning closer, his eyes almost a blur. “Don’t put you and the baby in danger, okay? That’s the priority. You. And baby.”

      “But what about you—”

      “Never mind me,” Cole said, his breath puffing on Levi’s lips. “Listen—”

      Levi jumped when an alarm blared.

      “Cole.” Harris frowned some yards away, jabbing his thumb at the ambulance. “Medics.”

      Cole winced. “Minute’s up. Look, I can’t stay for long, gotta get back to work. But... but I need to talk to you. About us.”

      Levi’s stomach flipped. Was there still an us to talk about?

      Except Cole dragged his thumb across Levi’s lower lip, his gaze lingering on Levi’s mouth like he wanted a kiss. Levi’s heart stopped.

      Cole leaned in. Before Levi could react, Cole pressed their lips together, a soft, chaste kiss, his breath warm on Levi’s skin.

      “I want you back,” Cole whispered. “Please. Think about it.”

      Then he pulled away, his fingertips caressing Levi’s jaw. Levi watched as Cole jogged over to the ambulance, where his team was waiting.

      His heart pattering, Levi headed back across the road, making sure to use the pedestrian crossing this time. Because Cole asked.

      Cole kissed me. He still cares. And... and maybe there was hope for them, after all.
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      Where are you? came Cole’s text later that evening.

      Levi’s heart skipped. He sent a message back—Aren’t you still at work?

      I got half the shift off. Valen’s coming in to take over.

      Briefly, Levi’s chest squeezed. Are you hurt?

      Cole’s response came immediately. No, I’m fine. Where are you?

      Levi hesitated. This wasn’t the best place to meet. I’m at the cemetery. But I can head elsewhere.

      Stay there. I’ll be over in 20 minutes.

      Levi stared at the reply, his heart stumbling. Twenty minutes was such a short time away.

      All day, he’d been thinking about that kiss. Cole’s hands on his face, Cole saying, I want you back.

      Levi already knew what his own answer would be. But there was so much to talk about, so much they still hadn’t solved. So much that Cole needed to accept—and he might not, if he thought too hard about it.

      Levi fidgeted against a large birch tree, checking his phone. Above, light waned from the purple dusk sky, and birds flew in to roost in the surrounding trees. It was getting dark. Levi only saw the faint outlines of the tombstones now—the rest of the forest was turning pitch-black.

      Maybe he should’ve brought a lantern; he hadn’t meant to stay so long.

      Then warm light flickered through the trees—Cole.

      Levi stopped breathing. He watched as the swaying lantern made its way closer, lighting up a T-shirt and a pair of dark pants. And strong arms and broad shoulders, and an alpha that made Levi’s stomach flip.

      And then Cole was there, settling down next to Levi in a rush of smoke and maplewood.

      Levi’s heart thudded against his ribs. Cole was here.

      “You took your glasses off,” Cole rumbled.

      Levi’s cheeks warmed. He’d wanted to look pretty for Cole. “I did.”

      “I like it.”

      “How was your day?” Levi blurted to take Cole’s attention off himself, his entire body flushing self-consciously.

      “Not bad.” Cole set the lantern in front of them both, so the light glanced off his handsome features. “How was yours?”

      Under his intent gaze, Levi’s voice fled. He wanted to say so much to Cole. And yet, now that Cole was here, Levi was... just a little bit scared. Of losing his alpha somehow. “Um. My day was... It was fine.”

      Cole reached over. He hesitated for a split second, then touched Levi’s chin with his fingertips. “You sure?”

      Levi shook his head. “I mean, aside from that scare earlier today...”

      Cole stroked his fingers along Levi’s jaw, his gaze patient. “I told you, it would’ve been a lot worse of a situation before I was in danger.”

      Levi winced. That was too terrible to think about. “I was scared for you.”

      Cole sucked in a slow breath. Then he leaned closer, so their thighs were almost touching. “Yeah?”

      “I’m afraid to lose you,” Levi said in a small voice. “I meant to tell you that earlier.”

      Cole’s eyes darkened then. He leaned in, touching the back of Levi’s hand. “I missed you. This entire week. You eating okay?”

      Levi nodded, his chest squeezing. Cole missed him. “I missed you, too. And I’m eating fine. The baby’s fine. For now.”

      Cole rumbled, dragging his fingertips against Levi’s wrist. Then he leaned closer, his lips inches from Levi’s cheek, like he wanted to lean in and... smell Levi? Kiss him?

      With some effort, Cole leaned away, swallowing. “Sorry. I—I should ask first. If I can touch you.”

      Levi glanced up at him then, his throat dry with yearning. “Yeah. Anywhere. I mean...”

      He flushed at the implications of that. It wasn’t false, but... that would be moving too fast, wouldn’t it?

      Cole growled, his nostrils flaring. Then he sniffed at Levi, gently touching Levi’s waist. Pressed his nose to Levi’s shoulder, his breath warm through Levi’s shirt.

      “Gods,” Cole groaned. “I want all of you. I still love you, you know. I want you back. I want us back together.”

      Levi whimpered, his heart thudding. “I want that too,” he croaked. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you away, Cole. I just... I was afraid. There’s such a high chance of us losing this baby soon, and I don’t want you to get hurt, too. It’s going to hurt. So bad. And you don’t deserve to hurt anymore—”

      Cole cupped Levi’s nape, tugging him closer. “But what about you? Who’s going to hold you when you hurt?”

      Levi gulped, his throat tight. He hadn’t thought about that.

      Cole leaned in, kissing Levi’s jaw. “I want to be there for you. I want to be your alpha again, Levi. I know I’m gonna make mistakes, but I want to do better. If I can’t keep my hands to myself when I have nightmares, then I’m gonna sleep on the floor. And I’m gonna visit your gran again and ask her to forgive you. And—”

      Levi’s throat tightened. “You’re too good to be true, you know. I didn’t mean what I said about you hurting me. I don’t care about that.”

      Cole’s eyes widened. “Then why—”

      Levi looked down. “I don’t know why you’d stick around with someone like me. There’s so many better people out there. People who don’t miscarry. People who don’t make mistakes. People who are just... perfect. You’d find someone better for you.”

      Cole growled. “I don’t want anyone else. Don’t you see? It’s always been you. You’re perfect, Levi.”

      Levi’s heart stuttered. “I don’t understand...”

      Cole slipped his hand against the back of Levi’s head, hauling him close. Then he kissed Levi, hot and hard, and Levi’s heart swelled.

      “I love you,” Cole said against his lips. “So maybe I’m gonna get disappointed if you miscarry, but I’m not gonna leave you over that. We’ll find a way out. It’s not the end of the world. You’re more important than that.”

      Levi whimpered, fisting his hands in Cole’s shirt. “You’d stick around? Even if you get hurt?”

      “Staying with you is worth that,” Cole said fiercely. “You’re worth that. You’re brave. And you’re strong. And you want children just as much as I do. So I figure... if you’ll have me back, we’ll build a family. Somehow.”

      It felt like Cole’s words were rays of sunshine slipping into the cracks of Levi’s heart, filling it up and mending it.

      Levi trembled, pressing his forehead against Cole’s cheek. “I love you,” he said quietly. “I’m sorry for hurting you. And... if you’ll forgive me, I’m... I’m all yours. Whatever you want to do with me.”

      Cole breathed out shakily, stroking his palm down Levi’s back. Then he scooped Levi into his lap, so Levi yelped, his legs splaying open around his alpha.

      “I want to make you mine,” Cole murmured, stroking his wrists down Levi’s side. “‘Cuz if you let me, I’m going to hold you close and never let you go. You’re gonna be my omega. All mine.”

      Cole really wants me. Levi’s insides grew hot at that. He gulped, his musk coiling off his skin, betraying his interest. Cole sniffed at its scent, his eyes growing darker yet.

      Levi’s pants tightened; Cole slipped his hand between Levi’s legs, rumbling at his growing bulge.

      “Not here,” Levi said breathlessly.

      The tombstones were behind him—proof of Levi’s failures.

      As though Cole could read his mind, he leaned in, kissing Levi’s throat. “Each one of them made you stronger. You’re still here, Levi. You’re still with me. And that says something about how brave you are.”

      Cole pressed his palm over Levi’s heart, nuzzling Levi’s neck. Levi’s throat tightened.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      Cole’s smile grew. “Love you, too. Wanna bring you home, make you mine.”

      Levi’s throat went dry. “You’re staying at a new place now?”

      Cole helped him to his feet, chuckling. “I’m still crashing at Ollie’s apartment. You have a better place to be?”

      Levi laughed, self-conscious. “I’ve been crashing at the shop.”

      Cole’s laughter warmed Levi’s chest. “Guess we’re gonna get a room somewhere, then. Somewhere nice where I can spread you open.”

      Levi groaned, his blood swooping south. “Don’t—Don’t say that in front of the children.”

      Cole’s grin widened. “I’ll save everything for later, then. Wanna hear every sound you make.”

      And now Levi’s insides burned, readying him for his alpha. It seemed like it’d take forever before they found a decent bed.
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      By the time he got Levi into a hotel room and bolted the door, all Cole could smell was his omega. Levi’s jasmine and honey, and the heady scent of musk wafting off his skin, tantalizing.

      Cole pushed Levi gently against the door, sniffing down Levi’s neck. “Gods, you smell delicious. Wanna taste you all over.”

      Levi made a soft, needy sound; it went straight between Cole’s legs.

      Cole couldn’t believe this omega was his. That Levi had agreed to get back together with him, that Levi was so ready to give himself to Cole. It made Cole want to treasure him more, made Cole want to lay Levi down, and savor every inch of him.

      He smoothed his palms down Levi’s chest, drawing him into a deep, slow kiss.

      Levi tasted like chocolate chip cookies and tea, and his tongue was soft, damp, stroking hungrily against Cole’s as he moaned, his body lean and tight. Cole swallowed hard, hiking Levi’s shirt up, flattening his palms over the bump of Levi’s belly.

      He wanted to bury himself inside Levi. But he also wanted this to last, so he could hear all the sounds he could tease out of his omega.

      “Been taking care of you?” Cole murmured, stroking his wrists up to Levi’s chest, finding Levi’s nipples pebbled.

      “Taking care how?” Levi gasped, rocking his hips toward Cole, his eyes half-shuttered with desire.

      “Here.” Cole cupped Levi between the legs, finding him already hard, Levi’s cock thick behind his pants. “Did you jerk off while we were apart?”

      Levi’s blush crept up his throat. “I did, a—a couple of times. I thought of you.”

      Cole rumbled. Gods, Levi was cute when he was flustered. “What did you imagine me doing?”

      “Bending me over. Sucking my cock.” And now Levi’s face was red, too.

      Cole squeezed Levi through his pants. “You didn’t see another alpha?”

      “No!” Levi gasped, jerking into Cole’s palm. He was so responsive, such a pleasure to tease, that Cole couldn’t help unbuttoning Levi’s pants, letting Levi’s erection push up at Cole, the fabric of his underwear clinging around it. So damn hot.

      Cole knew everything about this omega. He knew how Levi would arch if Cole sucked on him, he knew how Levi would pant if Cole teased his hole. He knew how tight Levi’s body would be, wrapped around his cock, and the choked, pleased sound he made when Cole fucked into him just right.

      Cole’s pants grew tight. Levi glanced down at the crotch of Cole’s jeans, dragging his palm over it. Cole’s cock jerked; it wanted his omega’s touch.

      “Later,” Cole growled. But he couldn’t help holding Levi’s hand to his cock, rutting against it just to relieve some of that pressure.

      Levi moaned, his musk billowing thick between them. And his hole was probably slick, getting Levi ready for his alpha’s cock. Cole throbbed.

      There was so much history in all of this—so many memories of the times they’d been together, from when they were young, and from when they were older. In those moments, Levi had always been eager, so pleased when Cole touched him, when Cole found his sweetest spots.

      Cole pressed Levi up against the door and kissed him, pressing his thumb against that one sensitive spot on Levi’s hip, the one that made him hiss and arch, moaning into Cole’s mouth.

      Cole swallowed his moan. Loved that sound. He nudged Levi’s legs open with his knee, yanking Levi’s shirt up to expose his hard, pink nipples.

      “Love it when you get so hot for me,” Cole whispered, brushing his thumbs over Levi’s nipples. Then he leaned in, took one into his mouth, and sucked, until Levi writhed and thrashed against him, whimpering, his fists pulling tight on Cole’s hair.

      “Cole—”

      “What do you want?” Cole dragged his tongue around Levi’s nipple, then bit lightly on the other, giving it the same pleasure.

      Levi’s breath rushed out of him. “I...”

      “We have all night,” Cole murmured. “You can tell me.”

      Then he sucked on Levi’s nipple again, harder, until it became just a little painful, the way that made Levi pant, precome soaking through his briefs.

      “So fucking beautiful,” Cole whispered.

      Levi groaned, curling his fingers into Cole’s waistband. “More.”

      Before Levi could get his hands on Cole’s cock, Cole swept his omega off his feet. Strode over to the bed and set Levi down in the middle, pulling Levi’s shoes and socks off. “Gonna get you naked. Spread you open like a feast.”

      Levi gulped, but he helped shrug out of his clothes. Cole didn’t mind. More naked skin, more of his love to touch.

      They got Levi naked in mere moments, his sleek, pale body perfect, the bump at his belly especially so.

      Cole straddled him. He braced himself with one hand next to Levi’s head, leaning in for a hot, deep kiss that made his cock ache. Levi groaned, squeezing Cole’s cock through his jeans.

      Pleasure whispered through his nerves; Cole pulled Levi’s hand away. Didn’t want to get distracted. When he’d kissed his fill of Levi’s mouth, Cole dropped kisses over Levi’s face—his forehead, his eyelids, his cheeks and nose and chin.

      “All of this is beautiful,” Cole whispered. “And all of it is mine.”

      Levi blushed, a tiny smile spreading through his face.

      Gods, that sight. Cole’s heart swelled. He brushed his wrists over Levi’s face, marking him with maplewood. Then came Levi’s chest, his shoulders and arms. Cole dropped kisses on Levi’s nipples, then down his chest, to his stomach and his belly. There, Cole covered Levi’s skin with kisses.

      “Doesn’t matter what happens,” Cole murmured. “I’ll be here.”

      Levi sucked in a sharp breath, his throat working. He caressed Cole’s face, his gaze tender. Cole swept his wrists down Levi’s front, until his skin smelled utterly like maplewood, too.

      Then Cole kissed down Levi’s hips, pulling his legs open. Levi blushed. Cole kissed his sensitive inner thighs, sinking his teeth lightly into creamy skin, just inches away from Levi’s straining cock.

      “Mine here, too,” Cole said, brushing his wrists down to Levi’s ankles and his feet. Then he returned to Levi’s cock and brushed his wrist up its hot, silky length. It jerked against him. “And especially this. I’ll tell you when you can come tonight.”

      Levi’s face turned beet-red. All the same, he opened his legs, inviting. Cole’s cock ached, needing to claim his omega.

      “Get on your knees,” Cole whispered. Couldn’t say it any louder; his voice had gotten stuck.

      Levi squirmed around onto all fours, spreading his legs. And Cole fought down the hungry pressure in his cock, that demanded he mount Levi and slide into him, fill him up. Even the sight of that puckered pink hole...

      Cole swallowed dryly. He leaned in, kissing Levi’s nape, then his back, brushing his wrists over every bit of exposed skin.

      “Stop teasing,” Levi whined. Then he leaned in, grinding his bare ass against Cole’s covered cock, his firm, supple body fitting perfectly against Cole’s hips.

      Cole’s breath rushed out of his lungs. He growled, pinning Levi down by the shoulders, squeezing Levi’s ass. “Mine.”

      “So claim me,” Levi hissed, wriggling his hips. “I’m all open for you. Waiting for you to get inside.”

      “There’s nothing more I wanna do,” Cole breathed, reaching between Levi’s legs to squeeze his warm, soft balls. Levi cried out, panting. So Cole closed his fist around Levi’s cock, savoring Levi’s pleased, helpless whimper. “Fuck my hand.”

      Levi made a soft sound, rolling his hips. He shoved his cock into the tunnel of Cole’s fist, his foreskin dragging down his flushed tip, his head glistening with precome. Cole tightened his fist; Levi’s thrusts stuttered, his body wracked with pleasure.

      “Harder,” Cole murmured, squeezing Levi’s thigh.

      Levi thrust harder into Cole’s hand, the friction of his cock making Cole throb. When Levi thrust again, Cole leaned in. Angled Levi’s cock back, toward himself, and opened his mouth.

      When Levi fucked his hand again, his emerging tip pushed into Cole’s mouth, all slippery and salty.

      “C-Cole—” Levi moaned low in his throat, his breath shuddering out of him.

      Cole released his cock. Took it all into his mouth, savoring the weight of it, Levi sliding against his tongue, thick and hungry. Levi panted, his spine arching, his fingers digging into the bed, a glistening trail of slick leaking from his hole.

      He looked beautiful from here, too. Cole tasted him thoroughly, sucking Levi until Levi trembled, his thrusts turning uneven and desperate.

      Right when Levi was on the edge, Cole pulled away, Levi’s precome slippery in his mouth, Levi’s fists closing around the sheets, his body twisted in frustration. “Cole!”

      “We’ll get there,” Cole murmured, sliding his tongue beneath Levi’s foreskin, licking him all around his sensitive tip. It wasn’t enough pressure to make him come, just enough for Cole to savor his omega. Levi shuddered and gasped, leaking onto Cole’s tongue.

      Cole swallowed every drop, his throat dry, his cock aching. Wasn’t sure he could wait much longer right now. “How do you want me to fuck you?”

      “Right now,” Levi whimpered.

      Cole grinned, flipping Levi onto his back so he could see Levi’s face. Levi gazed up at him, his lips bitten red, his chest flushed, his eyes raking hungrily down Cole’s front, lingering at the bulge in Cole’s pants.

      “You’re not naked yet,” Levi said, pulling his knees up to his chest so his hole was completely exposed.

      Cole groaned, shoving his pants off. Couldn’t wait. He wanted to be knotted inside Levi, wanted to claim Levi as his own.

      His boots thudded onto the floor. The clothes fell in a rustle, and Cole returned to his omega, pinning Levi’s legs open, fitting himself between them. So his cock pressed up against Levi’s hole, his own precome smearing over Levi’s skin.

      Levi took Cole’s hand, pulling it closer to his face. At first, Cole thought Levi might suck on one of his fingers to tease him. Except Levi nosed down to Cole’s wrist, right where Cole’s scent gland was.

      Cole’s heart stopped. Levi met his eyes.

      “Okay?” Levi whispered, dragging his lip against that sensitive spot.

      And now Cole’s heart hammered twice as fast. Levi wanted to mark him.

      “Yeah,” Cole rasped. “But only if I can mark you, too.”

      Levi cracked a smile, shy. “Where?”

      “Anywhere. All over.” Cole slid his fingers down to Levi’s free wrist, rubbing into that one sensitive spot. Levi gasped, his pupils blowing wider. So Cole brought Levi’s hand to his lips, sniffing out the spot where that jasmine scent was strongest. Levi groaned, dragging his teeth against Cole’s scent gland.

      Then he sank his teeth into Cole’s wrist, breaking skin. Pain and pleasure twisted down Cole’s nerves; Cole jerked, his cock swelling bigger.

      Years back, Levi had allowed Cole to mark him, but he hadn’t returned the marking. And now Levi’s mark was on Cole—Cole belonged to him.

      With a growl, Cole bit into Levi’s scent gland, breaking skin, drawing blood. Levi tensed against him, his eyes fluttering shut with pleasure, a smile curving his lips.

      “Mine,” Cole whispered, kissing the broken skin.

      “Yours,” Levi agreed.

      And something changed then. Things were different now, because Levi had promised himself to Cole. Cole was his—Levi wouldn’t leave him again.

      Cole leaned close, pressing his nose to Levi’s shoulder, just breathing him in. His heart was full for his omega, his body thrumming with hunger, needing to complete the bonding.

      “Please,” Levi whispered, wrapping his legs around Cole’s waist, leaving himself open for Cole.

      Cole swallowed hard. “I don’t want to hurt our baby.”

      “Then go slow.” Levi tipped his head back, bearing his neck. “But I want you inside.”

      Cole groaned, leaning in to suck on Levi’s throat. Levi gasped; Cole tipped his face closer, kissing Levi deep on the lips. He slid into Levi’s mouth, swallowing Levi’s moan, groaning when Levi reached down to stroke his cock. Levi tugged desperately on Cole.

      Cole gave in to his omega, rolling his hips to lodge his tip between Levi’s smooth cheeks. Levi relaxed for him; Cole fitted his head against Levi’s hole, pressing kisses down Levi’s jaw, his throat, his shoulder. Wanted to savor all this before he forgot himself.

      Then he thrust lightly against Levi’s hole, his breath rushing out when Levi opened around him, his hot, tight body swallowing Cole’s cock, squeezing him.

      “Fuck, you’re tight,” Cole breathed, bracing himself against the bed, holding himself back so he wouldn’t thrust too hard.

      “More,” Levi whispered, drawing Cole closer with his feet, inviting him inside.

      Inch by inch, Cole sank into him, sliding deeper, aiming for that sweet spot inside Levi. With each thrust, it felt as though he were sinking into a bit of heaven, with the way Levi’s body stroked around him, begging him for his come. Cole gritted his teeth, grinding against Levi’s prostate. Levi jerked in response, leaking onto his belly.

      Gods, Levi looked beautiful. And he loved having Cole inside him, from the way his spine arched, his toes pressed up against Cole’s back, encouraging him deeper and deeper, until Cole could bury himself no further.

      And now Levi had taken Cole’s entire cock, his expression blissful and ravenous, his balls drawn up tight. Cole squeezed his sac, something in his chest rumbling when Levi writhed beneath him, his tip pushing out past his foreskin, his cock flushed dark with desperation.

      “Cole, please,” Levi whimpered, reaching for Cole, taking Cole’s other wrist.

      He sank his teeth into Cole’s unmarked scent gland. Pain and pleasure twisted inside Cole; his cock grew harder yet.

      Levi had marked Cole a second time. Something in Cole roared, hungry and possessive, needing to claim Levi as his. He slid out of Levi, then thrust all the way back. Levi moaned, taking Cole.

      Over and over, Cole gave Levi his cock, dipping into the sweet heat of his body, grinding up against Levi’s prostate. Levi writhed and shuddered, his climax approaching, his cock so full that the barest touch could set him off.

      And Cole kissed him, thrusting deep. Levi’s body clenched hard, come spurting across his chest, his ragged cry caught in Cole’s mouth. His spine arched, his nails bit into Cole’s skin.

      He was beautiful.

      Cole drank in Levi’s pleasure, the pressure in his own body building. He tried to hold back. Tried to go slow. It took all of his willpower to be gentle, until his own need brought him over the edge. He sank a last time into his omega, as carefully as he could with pleasure crashing through his body and his cock pulsing and Levi dragging him close, Levi’s kisses feverish against Cole’s jaw.

      Cole spilled inside his omega, panting, sweaty. Levi kissed him messily, his teeth sharp points on Cole’s lip, his gaze pleasured and satisfied.

      More so when Cole began to swell inside him, his knot locking them together.

      Levi moaned throatily, dragging his wrists down Cole’s sides, so Cole smelled like jasmine, too.

      “Mine,” Cole growled when he’d stopped panting, dropping kisses all over Levi’s face. “All mine.”

      “All yours.” Levi blushed, almost shy. “I can’t... believe this happened.”

      So Cole rolled his hips, sinking his knot a little deeper into Levi. Levi gasped, clutching at him, moaning in pleasure.

      “Believe it now?” Cole asked, grinning.

      “You’re so... dirty.” But Levi was smiling, relaxed and comfortable against Cole.

      After the week apart, it was hard to believe they were back together, Levi here with him, Levi’s bonding marks on Cole’s skin.

      “You really want me,” Cole said, his heart skipping.

      Levi smiled shyly. “I do. As terrible as I am.”

      “You aren’t terrible at all.” Cole tipped Levi’s face up so their eyes met. “I want you to believe that yourself, okay? You aren’t defined by the miscarriages. You’re strong, and you’re worth loving. I’m here because I choose to be.”

      Levi stared open-mouthed at him, his throat working. Then he bowed his head. “I’ll try to believe that. It’s been a while since anyone else said that to me.”

      “When was the last time?” Cole pressed a kiss to Levi’s nose, playing with the ends of Levi’s hair.

      Levi wet his lips. Then blushed. “That... was probably you, too.”

      “Gods, that’s such a long time ago.” Cole narrowed his eyes. “I almost want to tell Ollie to tell you how wonderful you are, too, except I also want to save it all for me.”

      “You don’t have to!” Levi looked incredulous.

      “I’m gonna,” Cole said, looking sternly at him. “Because I want you to see yourself the way I see you. You’re beautiful. You deserve to be loved. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      Levi blushed, stroking down Cole’s bicep. “If I’m going to believe that, then I want you to... to make peace with that accident. I don’t know how, but I’d like you to try.”

      “I talked to your gran about that,” Cole said.

      Levi blinked, surprised. “You did?” Then he squirmed uneasily. “What did she say?”

      “She wished you’d returned the keys in person.” Cole kissed Levi on the lips. “I told her you never planned to stay longer than a year.”

      Levi squirmed more, looking nervous now. “Does she hate me?”

      “I... don’t think so.” But Cole didn’t know for sure. “She didn’t say much. I think we’re gonna have to go back. I’ll ask her to forgive you.”

      “I can ask for it myself.” Levi bit his lip. “I deserve it.”

      “Well, maybe.” Cole nuzzled Levi’s jaw. “Except I don’t really blame you. Wouldn’t have gotten to where we were, if you didn’t agree to that deal with your gran.”

      Levi cracked a smile. “That’s true.”

      “And there’s this.” Cole slid his palm over Levi’s baby bump, watching as Levi gulped. He was still nervous about the baby—Cole was responsible for it, too. So he was going to provide Levi with all the support he needed. “Whatever happens, I won’t blame you.”

      Levi bowed his head. “I still worry.”

      “Who knows? Maybe things will turn out right this time.” Cole hugged his omega, just savoring him. “Maybe Bryce will be born healthy, and we’ll be parents.”

      “I hope so.”

      Cole had a sudden vision of Levi with their baby swaddled in his arms, Levi with a wedding band on his finger.

      His breath snagged. It was probably too soon, asking Levi to marry him. They’d only just gotten back together. Levi might not agree.

      But slowly, the beginnings of a plan formed in Cole’s mind.
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      It was when Levi was five months pregnant, when he could drag his feet no longer, that they went to see Gran.

      Cole drove. They eased into Gran’s small driveway, Levi with his fingers twisted nervously together.

      “I don’t think she’ll want to see me,” Levi mumbled, his stomach flipping. Gran still hadn’t spoken to him, but she’d sent Cole a birthday card. In that card, she’d also written Send my very best wishes to Levi.

      “She might.” Cole gave him an encouraging smile. “I think you might’ve forgotten that you’re still her favorite grandchild.”

      “I was. I don’t think I am any longer.”

      Cole rounded the hood of the car, crossing to Levi’s side to pull the passenger door open. Levi stepped out carefully. The living room curtains swayed, but there wasn’t anyone at the window.

      “I think she hates me,” Levi mumbled, burying his face in Cole’s shoulder.

      He didn’t want to do this. He’d figured he would spend the rest of his life being estranged from her, with Cole’s occasional updates about her health keeping him going. It was Levi’s fault. He had lied to her.

      “C’mon. You still have to say hi.” Cole slipped his arm around Levi’s waist, gently tugging him onto the porch. Then he hammered on the door, and Levi wanted to sink into a hole in the floorboards.

      She’ll yell at me. When she’s done yelling, Cole and I will go home.

      That didn’t make him feel any better.

      The door opened before Cole could knock again. Levi tensed, leaning closer to Cole for support.

      Gran stood in the doorway, her hair all nicely-done, her clothes dressy, like she was about to go out. Gran met his eyes.

      Levi hesitated. “Did we come at a bad time? We’ll come back tomorrow—I’m sorry.”

      Just as he thought about stepping away, Gran sighed heavily. Then she closed the distance between them, pulling Levi into a tight hug.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, hon? I’ve been asking you for years about a great-grandchild. And I didn’t know it hurt you so much!” Gran kissed Levi on both cheeks, her gaze sorrowful. “These few months, I kept thinking about how much pain I must’ve caused you. And I wouldn’t have known if Cole here didn’t tell me.”

      Levi stared, disbelieving. “You’re not... angry with me?” he squeaked.

      “No, I’m not.” Gran winced. “Well, maybe a little. You could’ve said something, Levi!”

      She frowned at him. Cole leaned in, pressing a kiss to Levi’s temple.

      “I thought it might’ve been that,” Cole said, squeezing Levi’s waist. “Couldn’t convince him to come visit at all.”

      “I thought Gran was mad at me,” Levi mumbled, squirming. “It’s... It was a very bad lie. I just wanted to live in the mansion for a while. But when you didn’t call or anything... I thought you didn’t want to see me anymore, Gran.”

      “No, it wasn’t that.” Gran sighed, rubbing Levi’s back. “I was so upset at myself. I thought you were angry at me, hon. I must’ve made you so sad.”

      Well... Levi couldn’t lie about that. He had been very uncomfortable when she’d talked about children. “That was my fault. I just... I didn’t want to disappoint you, too.”

      Gran sagged. “I am disappointed. But I don’t think any less of you, Levi. I’m still glad to have you as my grandson.”

      Levi bowed his head, relief unfurling in his chest. “I’m sorry for lying,” he said. “I... don’t know if this baby will be okay.”

      Gran glanced at his belly, where he’d worn a flowing shirt to hide the bump. “I hope everything will go fine for you both. I’m sorry for being pushy,” Gran said. “And for hurting you all these years. Will you forgive me?”

      Levi stared at her, his throat growing tight. Gran was asking for his forgiveness. “It should be—It should be the other way around,” he croaked. “I should be asking you to forgive me. For the—the mansion and everything.”

      “Oh, Levi.” Gran’s lower lip wobbled, and she pulled him against her bosom, patting his head. “I forgive you.”

      He couldn’t help breaking into a sob, so very relieved. “I forgive you, too.”

      Gran held Levi for a long time, just rubbing his back. Levi breathed in her hydrangea scent, holding her close. He wanted to tell her everything that had happened between Cole and himself, but maybe that could wait for another time. He didn’t have the strength to right now.

      “We should be headed for the ultrasound soon,” Cole said, his hand warm on Levi’s hip. “Have an appointment at ten.”

      Gran straightened ever so slightly. “I don’t want to delay you.”

      She couldn’t help glancing at Levi’s belly, though. And Levi felt the exact same coil of trepidation and hope.

      Cole cleared his throat. “About the mansion...”

      He raised his eyebrows. Gran’s eyes grew round. She wiped off her tears, turning around to rummage in her purse. “That’s right, you asked.”

      Then she handed him the keys to the mansion, the gate’s remote and all, and Levi stared. “What’s going on?” he blurted.

      “Cole wants to show me the guesthouse repairs,” Gran said, at the same time Cole said, “Just wanted to make sure everything’s fine there.”

      Something didn’t seem right. Levi looked from his gran to his alpha, suspicion twinging in his chest.

      “I know that look,” Cole said dryly. “It’ll be fine. It’s something good.”

      “Cole will take good care of you,” Gran said, a smile lighting up her face.

      It seemed as though Cole and Gran had been talking in private for a while. About something they were both excited for, and something that Levi was clearly meant to be in the dark about.

      “You’re planning something,” Levi said, nudging Cole.

      Cole smiled. “We should be heading to the ultrasound.” Then, as he tugged on Levi to leave, Cole paused. Looked Gran in the eye. “You haven’t actually been ill, have you?”

      Gran froze, staring back at him. And suspicion grew in Levi’s chest.

      “Well, I guess not,” Gran said sheepishly. “I was ailing from heartache and loneliness.”

      Cole snorted. “So that was why neither of us knew what you were suffering from. I told you, Levi.”

      Levi groaned. All those years of Gran talking about being ill... He felt a little betrayed, after worrying so much for her. And he’d defended her in front of Cole, too.

      “Can you blame me so much, when I want to hear from my grandson more often than not?” Gran looked a little uncertain now.

      “But you told me you were ill for years!” Levi frowned.

      “Your cousins don’t care about little old me the way you do,” Gran said, sighing. “But I didn’t mention any illness to them, either. Would you have called as often if you knew I was well?”

      Levi hesitated. Would he? He hadn’t been calling his mom as frequently as he should’ve been, but he knew Mom was doing fine.

      Well, until she’d called him and demanded to know about the gravestones in the forest of her backyard. Levi had been forced to admit the truth, and she’d given him such a scolding that his ears had burned.

      Then Mom had shown up at Ollie’s Strings after-hours with a pot of soup, and she’d given him a tight hug, too.

      “See,” Gran said. She ushered them out the door. “You’ll have to promise that you won’t disappear on me, now that you know.” She leveled a stern look at them both. “I still want updates on your life, Levi. And you too, Cole. Especially when we’re becoming as close as family.”

      She looked meaningfully at Cole, and Levi got the distinct feeling that she was talking about Cole’s secret. Cole only grinned.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Levi said exasperatedly. But it was a good feeling to know she wasn’t ill, and... it was probably a wake-up call, to realize that he might’ve taken his gran’s health for granted otherwise.

      He pulled Gran into a tight hug. “I’ll call after the ultrasound,” Levi said. “And we’ll get a picture for you if we can.”

      Gran’s smile lit up her whole face. “I’ll see you soon,” she said. “I really do want to have a look at that guesthouse. Cole tells me it’s all fixed up wonderfully now.”

      “It is.” Levi smiled. “We’re proud of it.”

      That guesthouse had been sort of a baby to them both, a project that they’d worked together on. It wouldn’t be the last, but Levi was hoping that... they could have an actual baby to raise together, too.

      Then Levi remembered the vase Jenn broke, months ago. He winced. “Remember that tall Asian vase you had in the downstairs den? It... fell over when Jenn happened to pass by. It’s my fault, I should’ve seen her coming. I didn’t think she’d get that far by herself—”

      “Oh, that vase,” Gran said, a note of surprise in her voice.

      “Anyway, I can pay for it,” Levi said, cringing.

      “Cole volunteers to pay for it,” Cole said next to him.

      Gran laughed, waving it off. “It’s fine. It was a present from an ex. I won’t particularly miss it.”

      “But it’s an expensive vase,” Levi said in horror.

      “Oh, get on with that appointment of yours.” Gran winked. “There are more important things in life than an old vase.”

      Well, that was a relief. They had been hoping to spend the money on Bryce instead. Cole linked his fingers with Levi’s, jangling the mansion keys. “We’ll be in touch. And I’ll come by to return the keys soon.”

      “Take your time,” Gran said. “Some things shouldn’t be rushed.”

      Cole smiled, and Levi nudged him all the way to the car.

      “What’s the big secret?” Levi pouted. “Gran knows, and you know.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” Cole kissed him sweetly on the lips, his eyes sparkling. “It’ll be worth the wait.”

      The only thing that huge that Cole could be excited about, and that wasn’t the baby... Levi wet his lips, his heart skipping.

      “I’m not telling,” Cole said, tucking the keys into his pocket. He was grinning wider, though. “C’mon, we have an appointment to get to.”
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      The doctor’s appointment took place at a prenatal clinic in Meadowfall, where lullabies played softly in the background, and pastel murals of rainbows and unicorns filled the reception room walls.

      Levi squirmed, holding on tight to Cole’s hand. Despite the couple times they’d been here, he still felt like an impostor, being around all the other omegas with their round bellies.

      He and Bryce had passed the four-month mark. Somehow... he hadn’t miscarried yet. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t, and every day when he showered, Levi looked at his abdomen, wondering how much time he had until he inevitably lost this baby, too.

      Cole slipped his strong arm around Levi’s back, kissing his temple. “Smith said you have a lower risk now, didn’t she?”

      Dr. Smith had narrowed down the reasons for Levi’s miscarriages to four different things: chromosomal problems, heart defects, placental problems, or an incompetent cervix.

      Which didn’t make Levi feel any better, but at least he now had an idea why he’d lost his babies.

      “A lower risk doesn’t mean no risk at all,” Levi mumbled, settling in a quiet corner of the waiting room. Cole sat next to him, wrapping his arms around Levi, dropping kisses all over Levi’s shoulder. Levi blushed. “Cole!”

      “Just kissing my bondmate,” Cole said, nuzzling Levi’s throat, where the old bonding mark was. It had been a while since Levi conceived their very first child. “If this doesn’t go as planned... we’ll start the adoption process, okay?”

      Levi bit his lip, wrapping his mind around the idea. Now that Cole had promised to stay with him regardless, he was willing to try it. “You don’t mind?”

      “I told you, I want to start on a nursery,” Cole said eagerly. “Remember that adorable plush bunny we saw at Pigeon’s? And that tiny striped tiger outfit? We could all dress up in tiger outfits for a picture for your gran.”

      A laugh bubbled through Levi’s chest. “You really enjoyed the picture-taking, huh?”

      “Yup. Can’t forget the bumblebee outfits. I showed Gran the pic we took with the other guys at the station, you know. She was so tickled, I think she peed herself.”

      Levi gazed into his alpha’s warm green eyes, part of himself settling into place. He was safe with Cole. He trusted Cole, and maybe, if it were possible... he wanted to spend the rest of his life with this man.

      “You’re beautiful,” Cole whispered.

      Levi’s stomach flipped. “Sweet-talker.”

      “I only tell the truth—you know that.”

      Before Levi could answer, the nurse called his name. He jumped. Cole pulled him to his feet, following Levi to the doctor’s office.

      Dr. Smith’s office always smelled like hay. She was a beta, with graying blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, and glasses perched on her nose. When Levi poked his head into the office, she smiled.

      “How are you?” Smith waved them both in.

      “Not so different from last week.” Levi held Cole’s hand, afraid all over again. He’d just been in here, and everything had been fine. Nothing should’ve changed since then.

      Smith took him through the routine questions and listened to his heartbeat, as well as Bryce’s. Then she pointed him to the exam table. “We’ll be doing your twenty-week ultrasound now.”

      Levi’s heart stuttered. Cole beamed. He helped Levi onto the table, crowding close. Levi nudged at him. “I can manage fine.”

      Cole touched Levi’s waist anyway. “But I want to help.”

      Dr. Smith laughed. “You’ll help best by giving me some space to work.”

      Sheepish, Cole stepped back a little, curling his fingers around Levi’s shin so they were still in contact.

      Levi pulled his shirt up to expose his belly. Smith squeezed a dollop of warm gel onto his abdomen, then spread it around with the ultrasound wand.

      Levi stopped breathing. Now that Dr. Smith would show them their baby... Would they discover something terrible? What if there had been a reason for all those miscarriages, and it showed up in this child, too?

      Instead of the ultrasound image, Levi looked at the medical charts on the walls. He couldn’t stand the thought of finding a defect in his baby, facing the possibility that his body would reject this new life.

      Cole sucked in a breath; Levi shrank into himself, scared.

      “Is the baby okay?” Cole asked, his eyes glued on the computer screen.

      Smith positioned the wand here and there, tilting it, tapping on the keyboard. After a long moment, she said, “It appears to be developing well.”

      “I’m not going to miscarry it?” Levi asked in a small voice.

      “It looks like your risk of miscarriage is lower,” Smith said, pausing in her exam to smile at him. “There is still a risk, but I think you may see a full-term pregnancy this time around.”

      It still wasn’t a hundred percent chance of success, but... maybe he might get to hold his baby in a few months. Levi’s heart pounded.

      Cole leaned in, his grip tightening on Levi’s shin. “Levi, look. That’s Bryce.”

      Smith flashed a smile. “You’ve named the baby already?”

      “We have,” Levi said. He gathered up his courage, and then looked up at the screen.

      White speckles moved against a black background. In the middle of it all, Levi glimpsed a curled-up figure. Tiny, with thin arms and closed eyes.

      “That’s our baby,” Cole said softly.

      Levi’s throat tightened. He’d held his fetuses after he’d lost them, but seeing Bryce on the screen... It was different. Not gory. There was hope this time, because Bryce was still safe in his belly.

      Hello, Levi thought. I’m sorry I haven’t spoken to you before. I’ve just been so afraid of losing you, but you’ve heard your other dad saying hi every morning. We’re looking forward to you joining our family.

      One day, maybe Bryce would smile up at him and Cole. Maybe Bryce would giggle and totter after Levi, and maybe they’d get to bring him to Gran’s, and Gran would be delighted, too.

      Levi swallowed hard, his heart heavy with yearning. Cole squeezed his shin.

      “Would you like to see the baby for yourselves?” Smith tilted the wand handle at Levi, inviting.

      “I can hold that?” Levi squeaked.

      “Yes, you may.” Smith wrapped Levi’s hand around the handle, showing him just how far to tilt the wand, how he could look at Bryce from different angles.

      Cole crept closer, eager. Then he wrapped his large hand around Levi’s, and they looked at their baby on the computer screen, Bryce the tiny, perfect child he was.

      “It’ll go fine this time,” Cole whispered at Levi. “Just you see.”

      “Always so positive.” But Levi smiled, his heart fluttering with hope.

      Cole ran his palm up the side of Levi’s abdomen, a slow smile curving his lips.

      “Would you like to purchase a printout of the ultrasound image?” Smith asked after a while. “It’ll be five dollars a copy, to be collected at the receptionist’s counter.”

      “What about two copies?” Cole asked. “One for us, and one for Gran. I know she has a phone and everything, but this will still be a picture she can hold.”

      Levi’s heart melted. Cole cared—not only for Levi, but Levi’s family, too. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to deserve this alpha. “Sure,” Levi said. “We’ll have two copies.”

      Later, when Levi was cleaned up and they stepped out of the clinic, Levi tugged Cole over to the car.

      “What’s the big rush?” Cole asked, grinning easily.

      “I got us a lunch date,” Levi said, hesitating. “With Micah.”

      Cole slowed down, his smile fading. “Are you sure?”

      They hadn’t glimpsed Micah in the month since they’d gotten back together. Cole still continued to have his nightmares, and some nights, Levi slipped out of the bedroom so Cole could thrash in peace, and not wake up burdened by guilt.

      Levi shrugged now, wincing at Cole’s discomfort. “I just thought... it’d be better if we talked. If we can find a way to help Micah, and to solve your nightmares...”

      Cole didn’t seem convinced, but he got into the car gamely. “Let’s go.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Anything for a better future with you.” Cole met Levi’s eyes, and Levi’s chest tightened.

      Gods, if Cole ever thought about marrying Levi, if Cole wanted to make this official... Levi’s heart pattered. He wasn’t sure it was in his place to ask, though. Maybe when Bryce was born...?

      He got into the car with Cole, nervous and excited. If this worked out... it would help to solve Cole’s guilt. And maybe one day, perhaps it would help free Cole of his demons.
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      Of all the times Cole had stepped into Wy’s Drive-In, this had to be the most nerve-wracking.

      He was friends with one of the owners, Wyatt. He’d come here with his friends, and some of the guys from the station. But to meet Micah here... At least Cole was familiar with the place.

      “Sorry,” Levi said, eyeing Cole warily. “I just thought... you might be more comfortable here.”

      Cole huffed, pulling Levi close. He couldn’t help thinking about the ultrasound, and their baby healthy in Levi’s abdomen. He thought about Levi, always doing his best to try and fix things, putting others before himself even now.

      “You’re fine,” Cole said, kissing Levi’s temple. “I just have shit to deal with. Guess I’d never gone about it the right way before.”

      He still didn’t know what to say to Micah, that he hadn’t already. But that talk with Gran, about Micah having to seek his own future... Would Micah do that and not blame Cole?

      Cole reached into his pocket, fingering the mansion keys to calm his pattering heart. When he’d first run the idea by Gran, she’d been excited. She still was. He hoped Levi would enjoy what he’d planned.

      Hell, he hoped Levi would say yes. But until he received his custom order from Meadowfall Dreams, that would have to wait.

      “Hey, Cole,” Wyatt said, stepping up with a smile. He was a slim omega, with bright eyes and a Manager badge pinned to his shirt. “Table for two?”

      “Three, actually,” Levi said, looking around the restaurant. “We’re meeting a friend.”

      Past the potted bamboos lining the entryway, the restaurant area of Wy’s Drive-In bustled with the lunchtime crowd. The scent of rich pork broth wafted into Cole’s nose, and cutlery clinked.

      “Looks like he isn’t here yet,” Cole said, checking all the tables he could see. “An older omega, about this tall... He has a walking stick.”

      Wyatt frowned. “I haven’t seen him. Shall I seat you first?”

      “Sure. Oh! Wy, this is my omega. I don’t think I’ve introduced you?” Cole beamed, pulling Levi closer. “This is Levi. Levi, Wy. Wy’s married to his stepbrother, kinda like Ollie and Eric.”

      Levi waved awkwardly. “I think we met at Ollie’s wedding. Kind of? While I was avoiding you.”

      Wyatt laughed. “I think we might’ve met then, yes.”

      Cole grinned, remembering Levi all awkward and shy back then, looking away whenever Cole so much as glanced at him. And here they were now, Levi leaning easily into his side, Levi curled up in bed with him every night, his body pliant against Cole.

      Levi smelled like jasmine and honey and maplewood, and he was Cole’s. Mostly, anyway.

      Cole followed Levi and Wy to a quiet corner of the restaurant, stroking his fingers up Levi’s side.

      Wyatt left the table. Cole watched as Wy headed over to the far end of the restaurant, where his alpha, Raph, sat at a table with their three children. Their eldest, Hazel, had on an egg-yellow apron; she was working at the restaurant as one of the staff. It warmed Cole’s heart, seeing Wyatt and Raph with their family. But it made him crave his own, too.

      “Is that Wy’s family?” Levi asked, following Cole’s gaze. Wy sat at the table with all of them, and Raph fed him something in a soup spoon. “They seem happy.”

      “What, aren’t you happy with me?” Cole teased, nudging Levi.

      Levi laughed. “I mean, with their children.”

      “Someday, we’ll have all the children, too.” Cole kissed his omega on the lips; Levi beamed. “Here, pick out what you want to eat.” He watched the entrance while Levi pored over the menu.

      “Don’t you need to look?” Levi asked, nudging a menu at him.

      “I always have the same thing.” Cole laughed. “The pork broth ramen. It’s the best.”

      Levi looked thoughtful. “I might have to copy you, then.”

      “You know my taste is the best in the world.”

      Levi rolled his eyes.

      “Hey, I picked you, so you know it’s good.” Cole grinned when Levi cracked a smile.

      Cole turned his attention to Levi, switching between telling dirty jokes and dry ones to keep that smile on Levi’s face. It felt good, knowing he could make his omega grin like that.

      Micah stepped over to the table while they were both chuckling. And then Cole felt like a shitty person, because they were here to apologize to Micah, or do something other than giggle.

      He sighed. “Crap. That wasn’t how I was intending to meet you. Sorry.”

      Cole stood to shake Micah’s hand, Levi following suit. Micah hesitated. He cracked a smile, though.

      “That’s fine,” Micah said, returning the handshake. “I’d much rather see you both smiling. You always pull such long faces when you meet me.”

      Levi winced. “But you—” he lowered his voice “—but you’re envious of me, aren’t you?”

      Well, that wasn’t how Cole would’ve opened the conversation. Levi cringed immediately after, and so did Micah.

      Micah took a while to answer. He sat carefully down in his seat, his movements a little stiff with the scar tissue and walking stick. “Well... I can’t lie about that,” he said. But before Levi could react, Micah added, “That’s on me, though. It’s not something you should feel responsible for.”

      “You don’t resent me?” Cole blurted.

      Micah met his eyes, horrified. “Gods, no. I’ve told you a million times before, Cole. It was an accident.”

      “But you’re not happy,” Levi said.

      There was that. Cole sighed. “I still feel responsible. If I hadn’t set off those fireworks with the kids, the fire wouldn’t have happened.”

      For a moment, there was a faraway look in Micah’s eyes. Then he smiled crookedly. “I’ve known you far longer than just the accident, Cole. Levi’s talked about you from the first time I hired him, what, twelve years ago? You’re almost like family to me.”

      “Except York still hates my guts,” Cole said.

      Micah sighed. “York lost his precious collection of toy cars in that fire. It was important to him. I’m just glad he wasn’t hurt.”

      Cole winced. Yeah, he’d never really apologized as much to Micah’s son. He probably should.

      “I’ll admit that I envy what you have with Levi,” Micah said, smiling wanly. “It’s something precious. Treasure it.”

      “But what about you?” Levi said. “Cole and I want to help—”

      “And you’ve helped plenty.” Micah looked pointedly at them. “You’ve come to visit me, and Cole’s tried to cover up paying for York’s childcare over the years.”

      Cole squawked, blushing. All this time... Micah knew? “You weren’t supposed to find out!”

      Micah laughed. Levi glanced at Cole, his eyes soft. So maybe it wasn’t so bad that Micah knew, if it made Levi look at Cole like that.

      “I was just trying to help,” Cole muttered, his cheeks warm.

      “Like I said, you’ve helped enough.” Micah smiled, his expression kind, even if he had angry red scars mottling his skin. “Mostly, I’m disappointed and angry with myself. That’s not your fault.”

      Levi looked dismayed—exactly how Cole felt. Cole didn’t wish disappointment and anger on Micah. “That’s my fault,” he said.

      “Mine,” Levi said.

      Micah sighed exasperatedly. “No. It’s neither of your faults. Stop that.”

      Then he struggled to his feet, fumbling with his walking stick. Cole winced, stepping over to help. But Micah just pulled him into a hug.

      “It’s okay,” Micah said, rubbing his back. “I’m old and I don’t need any pity. I forgive you both.”

      Cole swallowed his guilt. “You’re not that old.”

      Micah chuckled. “I’m too old for more children, but I guess that’s okay.”

      Going by the look in Micah’s eyes, though... he looked like he would’ve liked more babies. Micah deserved an alpha, someone who would treasure him and look out for him, someone who could help bear his burdens. It couldn’t be Cole, and Micah had already turned down the alphas Cole pointed toward him.

      “If there’s anything I can do to help...” Cole trailed off.

      “I’ll make sure to ask,” Micah told him. “But I am capable.”

      Levi came around to sandwich Micah in a group hug, meeting Cole’s eyes. “Definitely tell us if you need anything, Micah,” Levi said.

      Cole stroked Levi’s side, patting Micah on the back. He thought about Gran’s words. That Micah would have to seek his own happiness, instead of having Cole be responsible for it.

      After years of believing it was something he had to do, himself... It still felt like an alien concept.

      “We fought over that accident so many times,” Cole said wryly. “Levi and I. We both tried to take responsibility for it, except there were all these things we couldn’t resolve.”

      Micah winced. “Levi told me. I’m just glad you’ve both seen past that, you know? You had to move on with your lives. There’s more than just the accident.”

      “But you need to tell yourself that, too,” Levi said, kissing Micah’s cheek. “There’s more to you than your scars.”

      “Touché.” Micah chuckled. “I’ll get over it.”

      “I hope you will.” Levi looked worried. “Cole still has nightmares of it.”

      Cole winced. That was something Micah didn’t need to know.

      “Even now?” Micah met Cole’s eyes. “Please remember that I don’t blame you. If there’s one thing you take away from today, that has to be it. I wish I could bear your pain, Cole. I want you and Levi to be happy. That means moving on from the accident.”

      Cole breathed out, releasing Micah. He wants me not to blame myself. “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” Micah said, patting Cole’s hand. “I’d much rather you focus on Levi. Levi needs you. I’ll find my way around.”

      At first, Cole thought maybe Micah was just saying something he thought Cole needed to hear. But Micah looked at him steadfastly, and Cole realized... that maybe it really was okay for him to let the accident go. For him not to hold himself to a wound, to Micah’s happiness, or anything like that.

      “I’ll focus on Levi,” Cole said, bowing his head. “It’s gonna take time, but I’ll remember to move on. And if at any point, you need assistance...”

      “I have a young man to depend on too, you know.” Micah grinned. “York’s grown up well. I trust him. And you too, Levi. Move on from the accident. I’ll live.”

      Micah looked hard at Levi, until Levi bowed his head.

      “I’ll try,” Levi said. “It’ll be difficult.”

      “But promise me you’ll do it,” Micah said. “I don’t want to be the reason you can’t move on in life.”

      “I promise. I hope you’ll find the very best alpha in the world,” Levi said earnestly. Then he glanced at Sam in the kitchen and added, “Well, maybe two alphas. Maybe that’ll help you even more.”

      Micah laughed. Cole cracked a smile, relieved.

      This had gone better than he’d hoped. And maybe... there was hope for all of them. For Levi and Cole, and for Micah, who still had his future ahead of him.
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      “We’re going back to the mansion?” Levi asked a month later, peering out the windshield at the darkening sky. “Did we leave something there the last time? Or does Gran want something cleaned up?”

      “How about neither?” Cole grinned, watching from the corner of his eye as Levi turned toward him in confusion.

      “But why...”

      Cole waited. It had been a long time coming. Since he’d gotten the keys from Gran, he’d been dropping by the mansion, setting things up. He wanted everything to be perfect.

      Levi hadn’t suspected a thing, either, when Cole had spent a couple hours here and there, making sure the lights turned on when he wanted them to.

      When they approached the tall iron gates, Levi glanced at them. And then did a double-take.

      Past the gates, gold fairy lights covered the bushes leading the way to the mansion. There had to be thousands of them. And at the end of the driveway, the mansion had been lit up, too, bathed in a warm golden glow against the night sky.

      “Wait,” Levi said, leaning forward in his seat. The gate opened when the car approached, and Levi’s eyes grew wider as he stared at the fairy lights skimming by. “Is there... some sort of party here? I don’t hear any music.”

      “There was one,” Cole said, grinning. “Remember the time Gran invited the whole family over? I don’t know who was there, but I think there were your cousins and your aunts and uncles, and so many people in the pool.”

      Levi broke into a smile. “I remember. Everyone was so distracted by the rainbow lights in the pool, and the courtyard was empty.”

      “And you said it was such a pity,” Cole added. “So you dragged me there.”

      “I’d spilled fruit punch down my shirt,” Levi said. “I had to wash my shirt, and then it was wet and I was cold.”

      “So I gave you my shirt.”

      Levi laughed. “You were shirtless the rest of the night. I mean, not that I was complaining.”

      Cole coughed lightly. “Yeah, you couldn’t take your eyes off my chest. I had to tell you my eyes were up here.”

      Levi snorted, nudging him. “I can’t believe Gran threw that party for my sixteenth birthday.”

      “She loves you. Of course she would.” Cole parked the car next to the front steps. Then, before Levi could get out, Cole jogged over, opening the door for him.

      Levi made a face. “I’m fine, Cole. Just pregnant. And it’s just six months, at that.”

      “That’s enough of a reason.” Cole wrapped his arm around Levi’s waist, sliding his other hand down Levi’s belly. At six months, Levi’s belly was half the size of a basketball, and he was eating more, putting on more weight. Cole couldn’t get enough of touching him.

      Somewhere in Levi’s belly, Bryce kicked. Cole’s heart skipped.

      “Gods, did you feel that?” Cole beamed; Levi laughed.

      “You’re always so excited when he kicks.”

      “Well, yeah. It’s our baby!” It felt like his smile might split his face, but Cole didn’t care. He helped Levi up the front steps, opening the front door.

      “Wait, I still don’t know why we’re here. There isn’t a party right now.” Levi frowned, glancing around the empty foyer.

      Cole touched Levi’s belly again. Then, because Levi was so close, and because he was beautiful and pregnant and so very lovely, Cole pressed Levi against the wall, dropping kisses all over his face.

      Levi’s eyes fluttered shut; he tipped his face up, his pink lips pulling into a smile. “Wait. This is exactly how I conceived Bryce, Cole. Don’t tell me—”

      “Nah, I’m not gonna fuck you right now.” Cole grinned, kissing Levi slow and sweet, just savoring Levi’s breath, his soft tongue, the way he opened so readily for Cole. “There’s other things we need to be doing.”

      “Things like what?” Levi asked breathlessly when Cole broke the kiss.

      Cole ran his thumb across Levi’s damp lower lip, sliding his arm around Levi’s waist. “I don’t think we looked at the spiral stairs when we were living here. Did you?”

      Levi frowned. “I think I was too busy moving in. But I remember those stairs—remember the time we were playing Catch, and I was running down the stairs and I just slipped? And I fell the rest of the way. And I lost one of my contact lenses.”

      Cole’s stomach squeezed. “Gods, no more of that for you. Don’t even think about it.”

      “I was squinting so much looking for my missing contacts, I bumped my head into your butt. That’s what a headbutt is, isn’t it?” Levi laughed.

      Cole grinned, flipping on the light switches. The spiral stairs had been built for servants long ago, but they’d been well-maintained, polished cherrywood spiraling through the floors of the mansion.

      Cole led Levi to the widest part of the stairs, made sure Levi held on tight to the railing, and then placed himself right behind his omega, ready to catch him if Levi so much as slipped.

      “I can climb the stairs, you know,” Levi said dryly.

      Cole rubbed Levi’s ass. “I’m enjoying the view from here.”

      “Figures.” But there was a smile in Levi’s voice. He climbed the stairs slowly, Cole keeping a steady palm on him the whole way, retracing the steps they’d taken in this mansion as children.

      “So... we’re here to reminisce about the old days?” Levi asked when they reached the landing.

      “Maybe?” Cole grinned.

      He took Levi through the mansion, up to the third floor, peeking into dusty rooms they hadn’t touched during their stay here. At the balcony of the master bedroom, Levi looked down at the sprawling land beneath them—the dim courtyard, the rainbow lights pulsing gently in the pool.

      “It’s such a big space,” Levi murmured, his gaze lingering on the cobblestone courtyard. “We’ve done so much here.”

      They’d spent... days and weeks and months of their lives in this place—as teenagers, as adults.

      “I’m just glad I had the chance to do them all with you,” Cole said, nuzzling Levi’s shoulder. “Remember your shoe broke when you were pulling me over to the courtyard? At your birthday party.”

      Levi huffed. “I tossed both my shoes. And you ditched yours, too.”

      “Well, I wasn’t about to crush your toes.”

      Levi smiled, his gaze faraway. “I’d like to do that again,” he said. “In the courtyard.”

      Cole’s heart skipped. Because that was where he’d intended for the evening to end. “Yeah? Right now?”

      “Now,” Levi said, his eyes lighting up. “I can’t believe we haven’t before this.”

      “We didn’t have the chance.”

      Cole tried to keep his excitement down. There was something important in his pocket, something he’d taken pains to conceal from Levi since it arrived at their apartment.

      He turned Levi away from the balcony railings, trying not to hurry Levi through the mansion. Didn’t want to give things away. But it was so difficult, when Cole wanted to be out in the open air, holding his omega.

      And then they were stepping through the backdoor, the full moon shining down on them, glinting off the smooth surfaces of the cobblestone.

      “Shoes on this time,” Cole said dryly. “I don’t want you to catch a chill.”

      “This isn’t like last time,” Levi said, grinning.

      They’d jumped into the pool after their courtyard dance the last time. Levi had come down with a cold. Cole had made him soups and brought Levi his homework, and that had been special, too.

      Cole brought Levi’s hand to his lips now, kissing his knuckles. “Damn right it won’t be the same this time.”

      This time... He had plans for something more.

      With their hands linked, Cole brought his omega all the way to the middle of the courtyard, the trees shadowy around them, the night breeze curling around their bare arms.

      “What song are we dancing to?” Levi asked, looking around with a smile.

      “Doesn’t matter to me,” Cole said, his heart tripping. “Any song is fine.”

      “What about Those Good Old Days?” Levi hummed the beginning notes of the song, an old piece they’d heard on the radio back when they were in middle school.

      “You still remember that one?” Cole teased. But he took Levi through a slow waltz around the courtyard, one step at a time, holding Levi steady to keep him from stumbling.

      It spoke of trust, Levi following Cole through the movements, their bodies remembering the motions of a long-ago dance. They danced slowly, on and on, until Levi closed his eyes, letting Cole guide him wherever.

      Then the lights around the courtyard came on—thousands of gold fairy lights perched on the trees, draped between ornate lampposts, surrounding the entire square.

      Cole smiled, still guiding Levi through the waltz, waiting for Levi to open his eyes. “Do you remember what I said to you here? When we danced.”

      One day, I’m gonna marry you.

      Levi wet his lips, smiling. “You said a lot of things.”

      “Any you remember?”

      “You said I looked beautiful. You were glad our teacher canceled that pop quiz.”

      Cole laughed. “What else?”

      “You said... that I smelled like yours. And also... you... you said you were going to marry me.”

      Cole’s heart skipped. You remembered.

      Levi’s eyelashes began to flutter, like he was trying not to open his eyes. “Don’t tell me you forgot that,” he said teasingly.

      “I haven’t,” Cole murmured.

      “Wait,” Levi said, his breath hitching. “You...”

      “Look at me,” Cole whispered.

      Levi opened his eyes, meeting Cole’s gaze. But he couldn’t help glancing at the fairy lights—all those little pinpoints of light around them, illuminating the place. “Cole—” Levi croaked, his eyes growing wide. He slowed to a stop then, his surprise causing him to stumble.

      Cole caught Levi safely in his arms, drawing him close. “You like?”

      “You... you did all this?” Levi breathed, following the swathes of fairy lights with his eyes. “Wh—Why...”

      “‘Cuz there was something I wanted to ask you,” Cole whispered, kissing Levi’s ear.

      Levi turned to stare at Cole, his eyes hopeful and disbelieving, his breaths coming in quick, shallow puffs.

      And now Cole was suddenly nervous. What if Levi decided that they weren’t ready for marriage yet?

      Cole cleared his throat, reaching into his pocket. Couldn’t stop his hands from shaking a little.

      He made sure Levi was steady on his feet. Then he knelt, pulling the rings from his pocket. Caught Levi’s hand and pressed the rings into his palm, closing Levi’s fist over them.

      “A long time ago, I made you a promise,” Cole murmured. “I swore to protect you, and you were my best friend. And... and now you’re my best friend again. You’re the light in my life. You’re the omega I want to share my future with. And I love you more than I can say. Levi, will you marry me?”

      Levi had been staring at Cole, his mouth open, his eyes wide. Then his throat worked, and he blinked hard. “Yeah,” Levi croaked, his voice breaking. “Of course I will. Did you think I wouldn’t?”

      Relief unfurled through Cole’s chest. He kissed Levi’s knuckles, then stood, and kissed him on the lips. Breathed in Levi’s jasmine-and-honey scent, savoring Levi’s warmth. He wants to marry me.

      “You make me so happy,” Cole whispered, pressing their foreheads together. Levi leaned into him, the bump of his belly pushing against Cole’s hip. He tipped his head up and kissed Cole fervently, and Cole couldn’t help cupping Levi’s cheeks, returning the kiss. Showing Levi how much he wanted this bond between them.

      “I love you,” Levi breathed, his eyes filling with tears. “I can’t believe you did all this just—just to ask me to marry you.”

      Cole huffed. “It’s an important question. It affects the rest of my life.”

      And Levi broke into a smile, so warm and beautiful. “I’ll always answer yes, you know.”

      “You’d better.” Cole grinned, scooping Levi into his arms, twirling him around the courtyard. “You’re the very best thing that happened to me.”

      Levi laughed, wrapping his arms around Cole’s neck.

      If they could have Bryce, too... That would be perfect, wouldn’t it?
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      The dream began in Micah’s backyard like it always did. Cole tensed, wary of what would happen. He knew the fireworks that would come, he knew the blaze that would rip through Micah’s home.

      Spike looked up at him, the fireworks in his hands. “I wanna play,” the ten-year-old said. “Light a firework!”

      Cole took the firework tube. Tried his hardest to stop himself from lighting it. He didn’t want to see the devastation. He didn’t want to face that pain all over again.

      When he looked up, he found Levi by his side. Levi had been very pregnant the last few times Cole dreamed, except today, his belly was flat.

      Cole almost panicked. Then Levi held up a bundle to him—a bundle that moved.

      “This is Bryce,” Levi said, his smile warm. “Our son.”

      Cole forgot about the fireworks. Spike complained, but Cole took the baby gently from his omega. Bryce was tiny. He blinked up at Cole, all large eyes and tiny hands; Cole realized how important this baby was.

      And the scenery around them faded like water sweeping through pigments.

      They were now in the nursery, with tiny fire trucks painted on the walls, and a cot in the middle of the room. There was a changing station that Cole had assembled recently, and a dresser full of baby clothes.

      Levi was still there. Bryce wailed in his arms. Cole cradled his family close, his heart growing full. They’re mine.

      When he opened his eyes again, he was in a different room. The bed smelled like jasmine and maplewood and musk, and a hint of honey. And Levi was curled up next to him, sleeping soundly, his back to Cole.

      Where was Bryce? Cole held his breath, looking around. He slipped his arm around Levi—and realized Levi was still pregnant. Bryce wasn’t here yet.

      It had been a dream. A good one. So much better than those countless nightmares of Micah’s place. Did this mean... his subconscious was finally letting that accident go?

      Cole breathed out, closing his eyes. Thought about waking Levi to tell him the good news. But Levi was almost at thirty-eight weeks, and Cole wanted him to get as much rest in as he possibly could. When Bryce arrived... they were going to have their hands full.

      He couldn’t help kissing Levi’s back, though, and Levi’s bare side. Then he stroked down Levi’s thigh, where Levi had curled it close to his belly.

      Levi’s skin was soft, his belly streaked with red stretch marks. Cole wanted to cradle him, hold him. He ran his hand over the smooth skin of Levi’s abdomen, kissing down Levi’s arm.

      Levi stirred, curling his leg further up. This exposed his hole a little, and a coil of musk wafted off his skin.

      Cole grinned. Was his omega having a sex dream?

      Slowly, Cole ran his palm down the inside of Levi’s thigh, cupping him between the legs. He found Levi’s balls pulled up tight, Levi’s cock full. It jerked when Cole nudged it lightly with his fingertips.

      For months now, Levi’s belly had been so big that he couldn’t see his own cock at all. Cole had been showing it to him through a mirror.

      Levi moaned, his cock nudging at Cole’s palm, blunt and hungry. Cole swallowed hard. Having Levi writhe against him, hungry like that... it made his own cock stir.

      “Cole—” Levi whimpered, rolling his hips.

      “You awake?” Cole asked thickly.

      “Yes. Want you inside.”

      All the blood in Cole’s body surged between his legs. Couldn’t help it. He was hard in seconds, his cock straining to slide into Levi, so he could savor the warm, snug heat of his omega’s body.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” Cole rasped, pumping his own cock.

      “Slowly. Should be fine.”

      Then Levi angled his hips toward Cole—an invitation—and Cole’s breath rushed out of him.

      He dipped a couple fingers into Levi, gathering some of that slick so he could lube up his cock. Then he angled his tip against Levi’s hole, and Levi’s moan sent Cole throbbing. He wanted to be inside. Wanted to pleasure his omega.

      He sank into Levi’s warmth, the blissful friction stealing his breath away. Cole wanted to go slow. He didn’t want to risk hurting the baby at all.

      Inch by inch, Cole sank into Levi. He watched as Levi’s smile grew, Levi taking him deep, his cock neglected against the bed.

      So Cole curled his fingers around Levi, dragging his foreskin down, touching his sensitive tip. Squeezed it, at the same time he thrust slowly into his omega.

      Levi’s breathing quickened.

      They built a rhythm, Cole massaging his omega inside, Levi doing his best to rock back against him. With his belly so round, he had trouble moving on the bed.

      “Feels almost like a kiss,” Cole growled, smiling. “Like when I slide into your mouth, this is what it feels like.” He sank into Levi, letting their hips press together. Then he pulled back out, the friction sending pleasure thrumming down his nerves. Levi whined.

      Cole stroked Levi’s heavy cock, Levi’s body squeezing tight around him, growing slicker yet. Their options had been limited these last few months, with Levi’s belly getting so round.

      This was one of the best positions they’d found, and Levi had begged for Cole to fuck him more often than not, his hormones running wild, his musk driving Cole to distraction.

      After all the hard, rough sex they’d had in the past, this was different. Slow, but just as intimate.

      “I th—think I’m going to come,” Levi gasped, his spine arching, his cock swelling thick in Cole’s fist.

      “Come for me,” Cole growled. “Gonna taste all of it.”

      It made him throb, thinking about Levi’s pleasure. Cole rolled his hips slowly, grinding against Levi’s prostate so Levi gasped and shuddered. Then he pulsed in Cole’s hand, thick spurts of come smearing across Cole’s fingers.

      Cole had to pull out so he wouldn’t lose control. He jerked himself off, imagining his hand as Levi’s body, Levi squeezing around him.

      He came in a burst of pleasure, sliding back into Levi’s body as he spilled. Made a mess of the sheets.

      “That’s the best way to wake up,” Levi purred, squeezing around Cole.

      Pleasure jolted up Cole’s spine; he closed his eyes and swore, his body sensitive right after his climax. “Sure is. Especially with you.”

      Levi chuckled, sinking down on Cole’s cock, taking his knot.

      For a while, they drifted in the afterglow, Cole stroking Levi’s hair, Levi falling back asleep. Then Levi’s body clenched, harder than Cole had ever felt from him. Pleasure and a hint of pain whispered through Cole.

      “Ow,” Levi breathed, panting. “That hurt.”

      “That wasn’t you?” Alarm filtered through Cole’s senses. “I thought you were playing a prank on me.”

      “Gods, no,” Levi wheezed, wrapping his arms around his belly. “That... that felt like a contraction.”

      A contraction? A tendril of fear coiled around Cole’s heart, squeezing tight. “Okay. And... And I’m still knotted inside you. You’re not going to give birth to Bryce while I’m still inside, right?”

      Cole wondered if EMTs found themselves responding to a situation like that. It sounded extremely awkward. Would it be dangerous?

      “Oh gods, no.” Levi groaned, covering his face. “Besides, I’m going to dilate. You’ll be free when that happens.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Okay. I should’ve thought of that.” He couldn’t help panicking, though. This was still too sudden. After the months of preparing for their baby... they were going to be dads. “I’m not ready yet,” Cole yelped.

      “Then start getting ready.” Levi nudged him with his elbow, wriggling.

      “I would if I could.” Cole rolled his hips, pushing his knot a little deeper into Levi. Levi panted; his nails bit into Cole’s thigh. “Kinda locked inside you right now.”

      “I guess we’re stuck here,” Levi said, sagging back into the bed.

      Cole hugged him. Ran his wrists down Levi’s skin, kissing his shoulder. “That’s fine. I’m off today, but you’ll probably need to call Ollie. Think you’ll still be in labor tomorrow?”

      “I hope not.” Levi winced. After a moment, he asked, “Do you think you triggered that? The contraction.”

      Cole had heard about sex inducing labor, but... it had somehow slipped his mind when Levi had moaned for him. “Possibly.”

      And now he was nervous, all over again. Worrying about Levi and Bryce, and whether they’d both make it okay.

      When Levi’s body finally released him, Cole handed Levi his phone. He jogged around the apartment, checking Levi’s overnight bag, then the nursery, and the stash of prepared meals they’d frozen in the freezer.

      Levi waddled after him. Cole panicked. “You should be sitting down!”

      “I’m not an invalid!” Levi frowned. “Should we check into the hospital? I don’t think my water’s broken yet, which means we still have some time to wait...”

      “Here, sit down.” Cole found the office chair, seating Levi in it. Made sure his omega was comfortable. Then he pushed Levi around the apartment, double-checking everything.

      “Gods, you’re more anxious than I am.” Levi grinned. “It’ll be fine, Cole.”

      Cole wanted to think so. But with Levi’s history of miscarriages, he couldn’t help worrying.

      This was so different from before, when Levi had been the one worried about Bryce. Over the past few months, Levi had become more confident in his pregnancy, when his doctor visits had gone well.

      Instead, Cole was the one who was now far too aware of the risks—they were moving into uncharted territory. So many things could go wrong.

      “Cole,” Levi said. “Come over here for a second.”

      Heart pattering, Cole stepped over, kneeling in front of Levi.

      Levi leaned in as close as he could, with his belly in the way. He cupped Cole’s face with his warm hands. Met his eyes. “It’ll be fine,” Levi said earnestly. “Don’t worry about me.”

      Cole gulped. He couldn’t help worrying, though. “Childbirth has its risks,” Cole croaked. “I’m not willing to lose you.”

      “I’ll hang in there,” Levi murmured, stroking Cole’s cheek. “I know there’ll be someone waiting for me when everything’s over with.”

      It was the same thing Cole had said to him, months ago. Cole cracked a smile, a tiny part of his worries easing. “I’m holding you to that.”

      “Please do.” Levi leaned in, and Cole kissed him, soft and sweet.

      When they were finally on their way to the hospital, Levi’s water broke. Cole breathed out his anxiety. Levi held his hand, but Cole’s nerves were abuzz.

      It was only after Levi had gotten admitted, when he’d changed into a hospital gown and he was sitting comfortably in his own bed, propped up by a stack of pillows, that Cole relaxed somewhat.

      He squeezed onto the hospital bed with Levi, frowning when an older midwife clucked at them.

      “Off the bed with you,” she said. “I need to take Levi’s vitals.”

      He shuffled grudgingly off, hovering close. Didn’t want to release Levi’s hand.

      The midwife took Levi’s pulse, then Bryce’s. She pulled on a glove and slid a finger into Levi. Cole growled, possessive.

      “Two centimeters dilated,” she said, clucking at Cole. “You alphas. There should be a course on childbirth for the lot of you.”

      Then she bustled off, and Cole clambered back onto the bed with Levi, still growling.

      Levi nudged him. “At least she didn’t talk about any love juices she found in there.”

      “Love... juices?” Cole stared at him. And then grimaced. “The fuck—you can’t call it love juices!”

      Levi grinned. “Then what would you call it? Baby-making fluid?”

      “Gods, Levi. No. That’s just gross.”

      “Elixir of balls? Spermy splooge? Oh, I know! Cream of alpha?”

      Cole growled, tackling Levi gently into the pillows. Levi yelped, but he wriggled against Cole, pulling Cole against himself.

      “You’re... impossible.” Cole grinned, dropping kisses all over his face.

      “I’m very possible.” Levi smiled back. Then he hunched over in pain, and gasped for breath.

      Cole forgot all about the jokes. He held Levi, rubbing Levi’s back, murmuring encouragement in Levi’s ear until he began to relax again.

      “That’s going to drain every last drop of my life,” Levi panted.

      “Don’t you die on me.” Cole glared, suppressing his panic. How was he going to sit through hours and hours of Levi in pain?

      They passed the first few hours in relative peace, with Levi’s contractions occurring every so often. Then the contractions grew more frequent, to the point where Cole gave up and just spooned his omega, brushing Levi’s sweaty hair away from his face, his body wrapped around Levi’s.

      More hours later, the midwife sat Levi up against the pillows, holding Levi’s hand. “Push,” the midwife said when Levi’s contraction began. “Breathe with me, and... push!”

      Levi panted, pushing.

      Cole sat next to Levi, needing to do something aside from watching his omega struggle. He wanted to help. But what was there for him to do?

      He got an idea. When the midwife allowed Levi a break, Cole shuffled Levi forward a little. Then he squeezed himself between Levi and the pillows, pulling Levi back to recline against his chest.

      “I’m here,” Cole murmured in Levi’s ear. “Wanted to be here next to you.”

      Levi blew out a weak breath, leaning his entire weight on Cole. “I’ll need all the help I can get.”

      “You’re strong,” Cole said, kissing his nape. “And I promise I don’t mind if you swear at me and everything.”

      “I’m not going to swear at you!” Levi frowned.

      Another hour later, Levi’s nails bit into Cole’s thighs. “If you put another baby into me, Cole Lancaster, you’re not fucking bringing those balls home.”

      Cole held his tongue, his balls pulling tight against his body. Yeah, he wasn’t going to say anything right now. “I promise to give you backrubs forever,” Cole blurted instead. “And all the kisses you can ever want.”

      “No balls,” Levi snarled.

      Cole winced. “No balls,” he said. Would he lose them for Levi’s sake? Probably. But Levi would be the only reason he even thought about giving them up.

      He held Levi through the panting and pushing, torn between worrying for Levi, and worrying for Bryce. Would he lose either of them? Gods, what would Cole do if he could only bring one of them home? His stomach twisted tight.

      Then, finally, the midwife said, “The baby’s crowning,” and Cole blew out a breath. Held Levi, stroking Levi’s back, watching as something bloody slid out of his omega.

      Levi collapsed against Cole, his head tipped back, his skin damp with sweat. He seemed okay. Cole cradled his omega, his chest tight. Pressed kisses to Levi’s ear, his cheek, anywhere he could reach.

      “You did great,” Cole whispered, caressing Levi. “I’m so proud of you.” So relieved that Levi was fine.

      “But what about Bryce?” Levi breathed, craning his neck to look for their baby.

      The midwife brought the tiny, wailing bundle over, and Cole’s heart swelled.

      “There you go,” the midwife said, placing Bryce gently on Levi’s heaving chest. “He’s a beautiful one.”

      Bryce wailed heartily. Past Levi’s shoulder, Cole saw that tiny face, Bryce’s eyes squeezed tightly shut, his fine hair plastered to his head. Sweet relief washed through Cole, calming all his jangling nerves.

      “There, there,” Levi croaked. “It’s okay now. You’re with us. Your dad and I are so happy to finally meet you.”

      Bryce quieted, hearing his voice. Cole blinked back his tears. Couldn’t believe Levi had given birth to their child. He wrapped his arms around them both, just holding them.

      “Your dad’s really brave,” Cole told their son. “I love him, and I love you.”

      Levi choked down his sob. Cole held him. Closed his eyes, breathing in Levi’s sweat and his jasmine scent, and the faint tinge of blood smeared over all of them.

      After all the trials they’d been through, after all the children Levi had lost, Cole was so glad that Bryce had made it. That Levi was still here with him, that he had his very own family in his arms.

      Their meeting had been a result of chance. But more than that, Levi was here with Cole of his own accord. Cole had made a choice, too. To stay with and protect his omega no matter what.

      And now that they had a baby together... Cole looked forward to tomorrow, to the weeks and months and years ahead, knowing he would be spending them with his better half, and the love of his life.

      Things couldn’t have gone better than this.
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      Levi woke up feeling like he was missing something.

      It was an odd feeling. The baby monitor was quiet, and Cole had wrapped his entire body around Levi, his breaths puffing evenly into Levi’s hair.

      Without his contacts, Levi couldn’t see much—but he let his gaze drift around the bedroom, lingering on the blurry framed pictures on the dresser. Those were pictures of Bryce, pictures of Levi and Cole, and the three of them together as a family.

      In the few months since he’d given birth to Bryce, things had settled into a routine

      Bryce had been sleeping less lately. On the days when Cole was on firefighting duty, Levi brought Bryce to Ollie’s shop, catching a quick nap in the afternoon so he had the energy to care for Bryce through Cole’s twenty-four-hour shifts.

      Ollie had been helping, too—it was so much easier for them to take turns caring for their children. The backroom of Ollie’s Strings had turned into a mini-childcare, with Cole dropping by whenever he had time off work.

      Things were good. And Cole... Cole loved Bryce more than ever, grinning whenever he held Bryce in his arms.

      It was hard to believe that Cole was still here with Levi, that Cole still wanted him, marking Levi whenever he could with his scent. Sometimes, when they could, Cole pinned Levi against the bed, cracking the dirtiest jokes that made Levi blush.

      Levi laughed softly, leaning back into his alpha. Cole stirred. He tightened his arms around Levi, breathing in deep.

      “Mine,” Cole murmured, throwing his leg possessively over Levi’s hip. “All mine.”

      “Yours. I can’t help feeling that we’re forgetting something, though.”

      “Mm?”

      Levi checked the time on the alarm clock—the digital numbers blinked. 03:48.

      That didn’t seem right. Sunlight had begun to peek in around the curtains, so it had to be... at least seven, if not eight.

      And now Levi’s instincts were whispering, You’re forgetting something really important.

      He looked at the white-gold ring on his finger, then the black silicone band on Cole’s—Cole had taken to wearing the silicone band, which was safer for him at work.

      There was something important about the rings... “Cole?”

      “Mmm?”

      “I think we’re forgetting something big,” Levi said, glancing at the clock again. Had the power gone out last night and reset their timers?

      “Like what?” Cole pressed sleepy kisses down Levi’s neck.

      Was the alarm clock... supposed to ring?

      His heart pattering now, Levi reached across the bed, snagging his phone off the nightstand. Found ten messages and twenty-three missed calls. “Oh, crap.”

      A text from Ollie read, The first guests are here. Where are you and Cole?

      Levi stared. And then yelped so loud that Cole jolted upright in bed, looking around in alarm.

      “What happened?”

      “The wedding!” Levi gasped, shaking his phone at Cole. “It’s... it’s fifteen to eight!”

      Cole stared, his eyes sharpening. Their wedding was supposed to be at eight. “Fuck. How’d we even...”

      Cole threw himself off the bed, reaching over to help Levi out of the sheets. Levi tried typing a text to Ollie, but now his hands were shaking too much. He tried a call instead.

      “Levi!” Olivier cried over the phone. “Where are you?”

      “I just woke up.” Levi winced. “I’m so sorry. We’ll be right over.”

      “Eric and I are entertaining them,” Olivier said. “You’re paying us back for the time we were late for our own wedding, aren’t you?”

      Levi snorted. No, but he’d take that excuse. “We’ll be there soon as we can. Sorry, and thanks in advance.”

      He hurried to the bathroom with Cole. At least they didn’t have clothes to struggle out of.

      “I thought we set alarms,” Cole muttered, stepping into the shower. “The hell happened?”

      At the bathroom counter, Levi splashed water onto his face. He’d been so sure he’d set more than one alarm last night. He’d done the alarm clock, and then he’d done the one on his phone... No, he’d been about to do the one on his phone.

      And then Cole had pounced on him. After a whole twenty-four hours without his alpha, Levi had silenced his phone, intending to get back to the alarm later.

      Cole had ravished him thoroughly. And they’d clean forgotten about the second alarm.

      “The power went out.” Levi groaned, covering his face. “It killed the alarm clock. And I never did set one on my phone.”

      “Gods.” After a pause, Cole asked, “Was it because of me? ‘Cuz I know I fucked you really hard into the bed.”

      Levi blushed. Last night had been good. “Well, we’re both at fault. Our... pre-wedding celebration.”

      Cole laughed, his body a blurry shape behind the shower curtain.

      The baby monitor crackled. Bryce began to wail, and Levi groaned.

      Thirteen minutes. How were they all going to get dressed and get to the park in that time?

      “I’ll get him.” Cole stepped out of the shower, water trickling down his chest.

      “You haven’t even been in there two minutes!”

      “You’re the one who has to get dressed up all nice.” Cole flashed a grin, his gaze coasting down Levi’s body. “I mean, you look good with no clothes on, but I don’t want my coworkers seeing you like this. They’d all want you for themselves.”

      Levi rolled his eyes. “Right. Go get Bryce. I’ll get dressed.”

      Levi didn’t think he looked as good as he had before the pregnancy—the stretch marks had stayed on his belly, not fading. But Cole stepped up to him, catching Levi’s lips in a slow, sweet kiss, his damp palm brushing down the marks on Levi’s belly.

      “Some parts of you, I want all to myself,” Cole whispered.

      “You’re such a flirt.” Shivers ran down Levi’s spine. Cole squeezed his ass, jogging out of the bedroom.

      By the time Levi washed up and got his clothes on, he found Cole in the nursery, Bryce quietened, peeking over Cole’s shoulder.

      At four months, Bryce had Levi’s hazel eyes and Cole’s blond hair, and he loved when Cole sang him to sleep. Levi made a face at Bryce, grinning when Bryce giggled.

      Cole turned, meeting Levi’s eyes. “Hey, you found your dad before I did.”

      “Maybe I was just trying to surprise you.” Levi grinned. “Guess that’s the bright side of having a baby—you get to see behind you, too!”

      Cole snorted. He’d pulled on a pair of boxers, but he hadn’t dressed further than that. “I got Bryce fed and changed,” he said. “Figured that was more pressing than clothes.”

      Levi couldn’t help smiling. “I’ll take over. Now, you, I wouldn’t want all the guests seeing you like that, or they’ll want to get their hands all over you.”

      Cole grinned. Levi took Bryce over, sniffing at his clean scent. Cole dropped a kiss on Levi’s temple, then grabbed the suit he’d thrown to the side.

      Levi found the fluffy, bright yellow outfit Gran had sent. “At least Gran’s only sent one for Bryce this time.”

      “I’m sure we’d look really good as a duck family waddling down the aisle,” Cole said dryly. “Don’t you think?”

      Levi grinned. Bryce babbled, smiling up at him. And Levi’s heart melted, all over again.

      Some days, it seemed incredible, holding his very own child in his arms. A tiny life he’d created together with Cole. They’d visited Levi’s family and Gran, and Cole’s family, too. And Bryce had taken to all the new faces faster than Levi thought he would’ve.

      Levi dressed Bryce in his duckling outfit, complete with a plush orange bill right above the opening for his face. Bryce babbled, his large eyes fixed on Levi, watching him.

      “You’re perfect,” Levi murmured, kissing Bryce on the nose when he was done. “We’re so lucky to have you around.”

      Bryce babbled back.

      “Oh, I thought you were talking about me.”

      When Levi turned, he found Cole grinning. Levi laughed. “Well, you too, I guess.”

      “You guess?” Cole pounced on Levi, pulling him and Bryce into a big bear hug. “Are you seriously saying that on our wedding day?”

      Levi tiptoed, kissing Cole on the lips. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t a hundred percent serious.”

      Cole met his eyes, his gaze warm and steadfast. Levi’s heart beat for his alpha.

      “All right, then,” Cole murmured. “Let’s get out there, and get married.”

      Levi grinned, following Cole out of their apartment.

      By the time they arrived at the park, most of the guests were already there. Olivier hurried up to the car, his face pinched. “You’re later than I was,” he said, waggling his finger. “I hope it wasn’t Cole’s fault.”

      “Definitely my fault,” Cole said with a rakish grin. “I had Levi all kinds of distracted.”

      “Oh, you.” Levi nudged at him, handing Bryce to Cole. “That’s supposed to come after the wedding.”

      “I want you to come all the time,” Cole said.

      “That’s way too much information.” Olivier stuck his fingers in his ears, turning away. “We’ve got everything set up and ready to go, so anytime you’re ready, Levi.”

      Levi hugged Ollie, kissing him on the cheek. “You’re the best brother-in-law I could ever ask for.”

      Ollie laughed. “I wasn’t expecting us to become family, but I’m not complaining, either!”

      He swept Levi and Cole through the park, to a small gazebo by the lake, where guests had filled the rows of chairs. Levi had left the wedding planning to Olivier; Ollie had picked jasmine-and-maplewood arrangements for the chairs.

      “Jenn’s all raring to go, too.” Ollie grinned. “We promised her an exciting ride, so now she’s all squirming and Eric has to keep her occupied.”

      Levi laughed. He handed his ring over to Olivier, and so did Cole. Cole squeezed Levi’s waist. Then he brought Bryce over to Eric, where Jenn squirmed in a small, silvery open-top airplane, complete with tiny wheels and pedals for her feet.

      “Now I see why you wanted to organize the wedding,” Levi said to Olivier.

      Ollie laughed. “We bought the plane for Jenn as a birthday present. What better use for it than to take it down the aisle?”

      At the start of the aisle, Gran waited for Levi, dressed in a mahogany dress to contrast with Levi’s white lace shirt, and his navy blue pants.

      “Look at you,” Gran said, her eyes crinkling. “I can’t believe I’m giving you away, Levi.”

      Levi’s throat tightened. After all that had happened with Gran, she’d still been so excited when Levi asked if she wanted to walk him down the aisle. “I can’t believe you wanted to give me away, either.”

      Gran laughed. “I told you, you’re my very favorite.”

      She patted his hand, and Levi leaned against her, savoring the gathering of his friends and family around him.

      There was Cole’s team from the station—single alphas, but also Harris, Valen and Sam, and Brad and Ian, all of them with their toddlers close by. Cole’s other brother, Aaron, held a squirming Taylor, Aaron’s smile a little forced. He wasn’t so fond of children, Levi assumed.

      Cole’s parents were there, too, his dad dressed formally, his mom in a wheelchair.

      On the other side of the aisle, Levi’s parents and brothers waved, smiling. Levi waved back.

      Then there were their friends—Wy and Raph from the drive-in, their children, and... also Micah.

      Levi’s breath stuck in his throat. But when Micah met his eyes, Micah only smiled and waved.

      No hard feelings there.

      Relief bloomed in his chest. Levi blew out a breath, waving back. He’d been hesitant to invite Micah to the wedding. But Micah had sent back his RSVP with a smiley face, and Cole had cracked a smile at that.

      The guests settled in their seats. “Are you ready?” Ollie asked, squeezing Levi’s shoulder.

      Levi tried to quell the butterflies in his stomach. Despite having Cole’s bonding marks on him, this was a little different—everyone would witness their marriage today.

      At the end of the aisle, Cole grinned. And Levi’s heart swelled. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      Ollie gave the signal for the music to begin. Then all the faces turned toward them, and Ollie gave Jenn’s airplane a little push. “Fly, Jenn! Fly!”

      Jenn cheered, paddling as hard as she could. Her bumblebee outfit glittered in the early morning sun. Above her head, the gleaming rings dangled from the ends of her wire feelers. Cole had suggested that bit.

      “We’ll need a family picture later,” Gran said, patting Levi’s arm. “With Ollie and Eric and their beautiful children, too.”

      “We really do,” Levi agreed.

      They watched as Jenn approached the end of the aisle, waving at Cole. Cole scooped her out of the plane and kissed her cheek, plucking the rings from her headband.

      Then all eyes returned to Levi, and Levi couldn’t breathe.

      “It’s the start of a new chapter,” Gran said. “Aren’t you excited?”

      “I am.”

      With the opening notes of Those Good Old Days reverberating around them, Levi took the first step forward, Gran at his side.

      At the end of the aisle, in a navy-blue suit that matched Levi’s pants, Cole waited, his eyes never once leaving Levi, only raking down his body once, and then locking with Levi’s gaze.

      With Cole looking at him like that... Levi couldn’t breathe.

      They’d loved and lost, once upon a time. Their bond had shattered, and Levi had been adrift for years. Then he’d found Cole again—Cole the very first alpha to offer his protection, Cole the clumsy boy who had kissed Levi on the lips, and said, It doesn’t matter how you look.

      It had been a journey that took him away from Cole and threw them back together, and now that they’d dealt with the ghosts of their pasts, now that Levi had overcome his odds, refusing to let anything else get in the way of their future, it seemed that things could only get better from here.

      “That look he’s giving you,” Gran murmured. “Many would kill for a love like that.”

      Levi swallowed hard. “I’ll treasure it for the rest of my life.”

      Then they reached the end of the aisle. A smile played on Cole’s lips; he thanked Gran when she handed Levi over. Cole’s hand closed warmly around Levi’s fingers, and he pulled Levi close, his gaze dragging over Levi’s face.

      Vaguely, Levi was aware that the minister had begun to speak. He didn’t hear a single word, though. Just the music from their past together, and Cole standing in front of him, that handsome smile forever imprinted in Levi’s mind.

      He was going to be Cole’s. Everyone would know. And that was one of the best things to happen in his life.

      The minister looked expectantly at Levi. Levi blinked in confusion. “What?”

      “He asked if you’d like to be my omega,” Cole said beneath his breath, biting down a smile.

      “Oh. Yes! Yes, I do.”

      Cole’s hand tightened around Levi’s; his smile grew wider.

      “And will you, Cole Lancaster, take this omega to be your husband?”

      “Yeah,” Cole rumbled, his gaze warm, his thumb brushing over Levi’s knuckles. “Every single day of my life.”

      He never once looked away when he said that. Levi’s throat grew tight.

      It had felt like a dream when Cole asked Levi to marry him, and it still almost felt like a dream now. Except Levi smelled the mix of scents from their friends and family, and Cole’s warmth soaked into his skin.

      “You may exchange your rings,” the minister said.

      Cole brought his other hand up, their rings cradled in his palm. They were custom rings with a small ruby pressed into each one. Red for how much I love you, Cole had said.

      Levi hadn’t realized until he’d looked closer, that Cole had the words In my heart engraved on the insides of the rings.

      “Do you want to go first?” Cole murmured when Levi took the larger ring.

      “Yes,” Levi said, grinning. “I want to make you mine.”

      Cole’s smile grew into a smirk. “Yeah? Later?”

      The minister coughed lightly. Levi nodded. “Yes.” And he slid Cole’s ring on, marveling at the perfect fit, and his ring on Cole. Cole was his.

      After years of yearning for his alpha, this, too, felt like a dream.

      Cole took Levi’s hand, kissing his knuckles. Then he slid Levi’s ring on, and hauled Levi close. Pressed their foreheads together, his breath falling heavy on Levi’s lips.

      “I can’t believe you’re mine,” Cole whispered. “All mine.”

      “Yours.” Levi beamed, tilting his head so their lips met. “Always.”

      Cole shared the longest, sweetest kiss with him, his wrist brushing down Levi’s arm, marking him.

      When they finally broke the kiss and their friends and families came forward, Gran was the first to stop in front of them.

      “Congrats, the both of you,” she said, smiling so wide her eyes crinkled. “I’m so proud.”

      “Thanks.” Cole grinned. “I’ve never wanted another omega this much in my life.”

      Levi blushed.

      Gran took their linked hands. Then she pressed something into their palms—warm and hard, kind of jagged.

      Keys. Keys that Levi recognized—keys to the mansion. Levi stopped breathing.

      “I made a promise,” Gran whispered. “I told you that you could have it. It’s been over a year.”

      Next to Levi, Cole’s eyes widened, too.

      “But... but you can’t,” Levi squeaked. “It’s too much!”

      Gran could sell that mansion for a whole million dollars.

      “I’m giving it to you. It’s a wedding present.” Gran laughed. “You agreed, remember?”

      “But... But what about the rest of the family?” Levi whispered in her ear. “Won’t they be mad?”

      Gran chuckled. “That’s not my only property, you know. Your Gramps, bless him, invested in many oil stocks. There’s more to go around.”

      “Oh.” Levi met Cole’s eyes. Cole stared at him in bewilderment.

      But that mansion... it was a place full of memories. And maybe... they could make more memories there, too. Levi gulped.

      “We’ll live in the guesthouse,” he said quietly, glancing at Cole. “At least, until Bryce gets older.”

      “Sounds good.” Cole squeezed his hand, lifting it to kiss Levi’s wrist. “Thanks, Gran. We really appreciate it.”

      They pulled Gran into a tight hug. Over her shoulder, Levi saw his friends and family with smiles, Cole’s warmth pressed firmly against him.

      Then Cole leaned in, kissing Levi on the ear. Levi’s heart swelled.

      “Here’s to a new life together,” Cole whispered.

      With Cole’s nightmares finally gone, with Micah’s blessings releasing them from the accident, and Bryce a healthy, happy child, they had started on a path to a better future. A future that contained no more doubts, and no more guilt.

      And maybe, in the distant future... who knew? They might have a second baby on the way. Levi wasn’t as broken as he thought he was.

      In the midst of all the congratulations, Cole leaned in, kissing Levi again, his eyes so bright.

      This? It was the perfect beginning to a whole new chapter of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t want to leave Meadowfall just yet? Check out the rest of the Men in Meadowfall series, where protective alphas and broken omegas find their way into each other’s Happily Ever Afters!

      The full Men of Meadowfall series
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      Newsletter sign-up:

      http://annawineheart.com/newsletter/

      As always, take care, and be gentle with yourself!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading The Pretense! I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did writing it. :) Cole and Levi’s story veered away from my usual tropes - stepbrothers and age gaps and all things forbidden ;) - and yet it was so much fun!

      What’s next, you ask? Well…. here’s a secret:

      Micah’s book will be released end-May/early-June 2019, so be sure to join me for another hell of a ride! :D

      In case you haven’t read Ollie and Eric’s book, that’ll be Stepbrother’s Secret. :) Or, for an age-difference MMM story, check out Harris, Valen, and Sam’s book! (Two Alphas, One Omega)

      To be extra sure you don’t miss any of my books, follow me on Amazon for the latest book releases!

      Plus, sign up for my newsletter and catch super sneak previews at Anna’s Wine Shack (my reader group!). Word has it that giveaways sprout up sometimes. ;)

      If you’d like more places to stalk me:

      Bookbub | Goodreads

      Take care, and stay warm!!

      Anna

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            In Meadowfall…

          

        

      

    

    
      The Omega’s Secret Pregnancy - second chance, childhood sweethearts

      Omega Teacher’s Baby - older omega, younger alpha

      Omega’s Stepbrother - second chance, single dad

      Two Alphas, One Omega - second chance, alpha/alpha, age-gap

      Omega Teacher’s Secret - secret baby, age-gap

      Stepbrother’s Secret - single dad, second chance, business rivals

      The Pretense (this book!)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      A huge fan of angst and bittersweet tension, Anna has been scribbling since she was fourteen. She believes that everyone needs a safe place, and so her dorky guys fall in love, make mistakes, and slowly find their way back into each other's arms.

      Anna loves fine lines on her notebook paper, and is especially fond of her tiny glass globe. She is currently living on the west coast of the US with her husband and a menagerie of stuffed animals.

      
        
        For more book information:

        https://www.amazon.com/Anna-Wineheart/e/B01KIFJ9S0

        Or email Anna at

        anna@annawineheart.com
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