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  Blurbs




If they stop running, they die. 
Slade Slater’s had a great life until he pissed off a sorcerer, who dooms Slade to a life of endless wandering. Linger anywhere for more than a month and his life is forfeit. The only way to break the evil curse? Sacrifice true love.  
Which won't be an option anytime soon. Slade's been alone for a long time. Cursed nomads, it turns out, are a solitary bunch. After all, who could fall in love with a man who can never settle down? But everything changes the night he stumbles upon an injured shifter.  
Noah's never known the companionship of a pack, and desperately longs for the security of his own kind. Danger stalks him, forcing him to spend his life hiding from humans, until a cursed human lights up his bleak world. Saved from near death by the sexy stranger with tats for days and a big, black Harley, Noah finds that, while he might be the only werewolf in the eastern US, he doesn't have to be alone.
Though they’re stalked by ruthless enemies, Slade and Noah might be each other’s salvation.
If they can outrun the hunters. 
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  Chapter One


Slade Slater finished changing his Harley’s oil, stood, stretched, and then wiped his hands on a shop rag. The harsh Alabama sun beat down on his bare back. It brought out the details in the Road King’s paint job: a pack of wolves running against a twilight sky, on a background done in shades of black, purples, and blues. Aerosmith’s  Back in the Saddle blasted from the attached garage, the door left open to let out the music. Easier access to the minifridge full of beer too. 
About time to clean up, head for the bar, and select the evening’s entertainment. Saturday night hopefully meant better variety at the bar than the usual pickings. That last guy? Too fucking clingy. A quick fuck on the living room floor did not make a relationship.
Arms came around Slade from behind. What the ever-loving fuck? He spun, fist ready to fly.
“Whoa, whoa! It’s me.”
“Me” appeared vaguely familiar, early twenties maybe, blond hair, blue eyes. No one you’d notice in a crowd. Oh, yeah. Right. Mr. Clingy. 
“What are you doing here?” No sense hiding his irritation. The uninvited visitor violated Slade’s Rule of Sex #1: Once you leave, stay gone. Ride the Harley, come back to the house, trade cum, go home. 
A brief bit of fun, nothing more.
The blond’s bright smile fell. “Aren’t you happy to see me?” A bit of his smile returned. “You were happy to see me last Wednesday night.” He approached, tangling his fingers in the mat of black curls on Slade’s chest.
Oh, no. Slade grabbed the man’s wrist. “What do you want, Kyle?” No, not good when a one-night stand came back. Oh, hell. Tears? 
“Kerry. My name is Kerry.”
Right. Names didn’t matter if you made a point to never, ever use names during sex. “So, Kerry. What. The. Fuck. Do. You. Want.” Slade checked his cellphone. Time to go.
“Why are you acting like this?” Kerry took a step back, rubbing his wrist.
“Like what?” Slade had better things to do than waste time on bullshit.
“Like I’m nothing to you.”
No! Not this again! Slade sighed. Twinks. Fun on occasion, if they understood the meaning of “one-night stand.” He hated explaining. If he’d wanted to teach, he’d have gone to college instead of art school. “Look, kid—”
“Kerry!” Color stained the guy’s cheeks. He balled his hands into fists at his sides, confusion giving way to anger. “Was I just a fuck to you?”
No use denying the truth. “Yes. As I was to you. I got off, you got off, end of story.” Slade folded his arms across his chest, making his biceps bulge, showing off his colorful sleeve tats and the top part of the snarling tiger on his chest. No sense in asking the kid to keep his voice down. Nobody in this neighborhood gave a damn about arguments in somebody else’s yard. 
Until weapons came out.
Even in his growing rage, Kerry followed the movement of Slade’s muscles, like on the night they’d met.
Slade sighed. “Listen, I picked you up in a bar. You don’t meet people who’ll stick around in a bar.” Roughly forty minutes of sex wasn’t worth the aftermath.
“You…”
Slade fixed the kid with a glare known to back off many a rival. The boy fled. Five minutes. The last guy he’d chased off needed ten to get “go the fuck away” through his skull.
Good riddance.
Slade watched until Kerry disappeared down the street, then turned and headed into the house for a shower. Tonight, he’d make sure his pickup understood from the get-go. Sex. Nothing else. 

      [image: image-placeholder]A late model gold Bentley sat in Slade’s driveway when he stepped out of his front door smelling of cologne, hair hanging in damp strands down his back. The man leaning against the hood wore blue jeans, a casual polo shirt, along with the unmistakable aura of money.
What did the rich muthafucker want?
Handsome, possibly ten years older than Slade’s thirty-five. Touches of gray frosted the stranger’s otherwise light brown hair. A man not afraid of showing his age—years worn well. Firm muscle, more toned than ripped, filled out those clothes. 
He didn’t rake his gaze up Slade’s body like many prospective fucks. No. With single-minded regard, he made his assessment, dismissing Slade with a sneer.
At six-four, Slade towered over the man, his T-shirt and sleeve tats a stark contrast to the wealthy man’s casual elegance. “Hey, buddy. You lost?” No one in such a car ever ventured into this neighborhood.
Not alone, anyway. Slade slid his hand to the small of his back. Damn. No jacket, so no gun.
“I can assure you; I’m exactly where I intend to be.” Ever so slowly, the man pushed away from the car, stalking up the driveway. Gravel crunched under expensive-as-hell loafers. Stalking. Yeah, the guy carried himself like a predator: slow; unhurried; eyes on his prey.
Slade’s heart ramped up the beat. Oh, God. Fight-or-flight instincts kicked in. Everything about this man screamed danger.
Mr. I-Drive-a-Bentley stopped a few feet away.
Slade had never laid eyes on this guy before. Pissed off a one-night stand’s boyfriend? No. No recent fucks looked to have a rich sugar daddy.
Words popped into Slade’s head and out of his mouth. “Nice car.”
“It is. I’m blessed with many nice things in my life.” Heavy innuendo laced the words, spoken with a barely discernable, cultured accent. French, maybe? Parlez-vous, come suck my dick. 
“Better keep an eye out. About half the people on this street are staring out their windows, planning a little grand theft auto.”
“They wouldn’t get far. I defend what is mine.” Definitely innuendo.
Slade took a step back. “What do you want?” Power. This man exuded power, despite his average height and build.
“Slade? I can call you, Slade, right?” Without waiting for an answer, the man continued, “You returned something of mine damaged. You see, I’ve worked many months to undo the insecurity caused by callous people who think only of themselves.” The calmness in his voice didn’t hide the menace.
What the fuck? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Hell, no one on this end of town talked like this guy.
The man cocked his head to the side. “Don’t you? A vulnerable young man trusted you, saw something in you. Something not there. Kerry doesn’t know your rules or lack thereof. You took him because you could and for no other reason. We don’t know each other, you and I, but you’ve done me harm. You’ve harmed the thing in this world most precious to me—my family. You brought turmoil into my peaceful home. Kerry and I will weather this storm, for I care for him and am a patient man. To a point.”
He stared at Slade with storm cloud gray eyes, daring Slade to look away. 
Damn. Slade knew the twink was trouble from the start. Unfortunately, he’d never been a man to walk away from trouble—the reason his brother called him an idiot. “You can’t mean much to him if he’s leaving bars with strangers.”
“Do you think I didn’t check you out? The bartender where you met is under the mistaken impression you’re a good guy.” The man sighed. “Look, Kerry is young. Destined to be mine by birth. I let him taste life like any other young man his age. When he’s ready, he will be my mate. Do you know what a mate is, Slade? Among my kind, a mate is everything. I waited years to find my counterbalance.
“I am not angry with him for leaving the bar with you. I am not angry at you for having sex with him. What I am angry about is how you treated him after. Like nothing. He’s not nothing, believe me. You didn’t take him because you wanted him. You didn’t care about Kerry at all.”
Prickles raced down Slade’s spine. He readied himself to duck flying fists. “Listen to you.” Arrogant asshole. “What kind of messed up shit is destined to be mine?” Slade mocked the stranger’s accent.
In a flash, the man grabbed Slade’s arm, holding him in place while driving his thumb into the back of Slade’s hand. “Listen to me, Walter Henry Slater…”
What the fuck? No one used Slade’s real name. He yanked back. The man’s grip didn’t falter.
“Walter Henry Slater,” the man hissed through clenched teeth.
The skin of the back of Slade’s hand heated. What the fuck? He tugged at his hand. The grip tightened.  
“You caused turmoil, hurt someone you’re not worthy of. Because of your black heart, you will never know home like the one you nearly destroyed, will never find peace. You will wander the earth all the days of your life. You cannot settle down. You love the life of a nomad so much, cruising on your motorcycle, carefree. A different man every night? Go. I cannot kill you outright, but if you attempt to stay in one place, you will die.”
“What the ever-loving fuck?” No one told Slade what to do. 
“I’m not completely without mercy. I’ll give you one month. Stay longer in any one place, and pay with your life.”
Pain slashed into Slade’s hand. A white-hot poker of agony sinking into muscle, skin, and bone. Oh, God! “Why are you doing this?” Slade nearly wailed, yanking on his hand. Excruciating agony set every nerve on fire, shooting pain up his arm.  “He consented. I didn’t do anything he didn’t want.”
“He didn’t consent to being treated like a piece of meat. Not so much as a kind word. Now, I’ll have to console him, repair the mistrust you’ve caused. You tried to take my home from me. I’ll forever see you without.” The stranger released his grasp. 
Stumbling, Slade barely managed to stay upright while his attacker strolled casually to the Bentley. Too shocked to react, Slade clutched his burning hand. What the hell?
Before the man closed his car door, he turned and repeated, “One month.”
“Come back here, mutherfucker!” Slade screamed, frozen in place. Why the fuck couldn’t he move?
When the car pulled out of sight, his muscles unfroze. Slade dropped to his knees on the concrete, staring down at his throbbing hand.  
Now branded with a mark.  






  
  Chapter Two


Slade lined up his shot at the back pool table of The Last Call bar, trying to tune out whatever godawful squawking came from the bartender’s playlist. Asshole must be tone-deaf to like such bullshit. Two riding buddies stood on the other side of the table. “Hey, y’all know a rich asshole driving around in a gold Bentley?” He’d waited all night for them to comment. Neither seemed to notice the ugly black mark on his hand, even when discussing tattoos. 
“Not me.” Badger hovered by the table, alert to Slade’s every move. He’d earned the name with a bad attitude and tendency to burrow—under other people’s skin.
“If I did, he wouldn’t have it long.” Moose leaned against the wall, waiting to play the winner. The fucker might never learn his lesson about stealing cars. Hell, he’d gotten released from prison six weeks ago. Was he planning to go back already? 
So much for Slade’s slim hope. His fellow bikers barely rubbed elbows with the middle class, let alone the rich. The amount of beer they’d chugged down on Wednesday didn’t bode well for them remembering anything past their own dicks.  
Slade took his shot, neatly landing the eight ball in the corner pocket. He straightened, holding out his hand for his winnings. 
Badger groaned, counting out twenties. “If I hadn’t watched every move, I’d swear you cheated.”
No cheating needed. Badger sucked at pool. As casually as possible, Slade asked, “Either of you remember a blond twink in here Wednesday night?”
“I don’t notice twinks. They’re too much trouble. Give me a man who can handle a good pounding any day.” Badger acted out holding a guy by the hips and ramming home. Slade bet ten bucks the grumpy bastard last got laid over six months ago. 
“You don’t remember me leaving with someone?” Slade perused the bar. No one resembling the kid came in. Nope, leather, denim, muscles, tats, as far as the eye could see, many of the tats Slade’s work.
Moose pushed away from the wall. “You left alone. Claimed you had a headache.”
A headache? Not according to Slade’s memory. He placed his cue in the rack on the wall. “Speaking of headaches, I feel another one coming on. I think I’ll head out.” Leaving the bar—alone—before ten p.m. on a Saturday night. What a damned waste. 
He muscled his way through the crowd. Saturday nights lured more people into the bar, offering a wider variety of prospective partners. The bartender ambled over, the same middle-aged man Slade thought he’d seen Wednesday. “Need another beer?”
“Not right now.” Slade leaned over the bar. “Let me ask you something. You tended bar Wednesday night, right?” If he kept yelling over the poor excuse for music, he’d get the made-up headache for real.
“Yeah. Every Wednesday night this month.” So far, so good.
“Did you see me leave with anyone?”
The bartender cocked his head to the side, brow furrowing. “No. You left alone. I remember, ’cause you swore you weren’t leaving without someone on the back of your Road King.”
Okay, maybe not so good. “Did anyone ask about me?”
“No. If they had, I wouldn’t’ve told ‘em. I don’t answer questions without a warrant.” The man let out a belly laugh.
Slade held out one last hope to prove his sanity. “Do you have video of the parking lot from Wednesday night?”
“Why? What happened? Did someone mess with your bike?” The bartender pursed his lips, bald head gleaming in the low light and bushy brows reaching for his nonexistent hairline.
“No, I’m looking for someone.”
“Sorry. The camera’s been out for a few days now.” 
The twenties Slade won tonight said the camera went out on Wednesday. 
Someone called from down the bar. “Gotta go.” The bartender turned away. 
“Thanks, man.” Slade clapped the bartender on the shoulder in passing, throwing a ten into the tip jar sitting on the bar. Unease squirmed in his stomach, increasing with every step out to the parking lot.
What the ever-loving fuck? Some kind of coverup? Why? He hadn’t imagined the man or the twink and also didn’t have a fucking idea what to do if they suddenly appeared. He’d do—something. The bastard marked his hand, mumbling nonsense about Slade not being able to stay in one place.
He’d go wherever the fuck he wanted. No stranger told him what to do. Nobody told him what to do.
Slade stared down at the back of his hand, the mark oddly visible by the light of a street lamp. The dark image blended with his sleeve tattoo. No rough burn scars. Even a gentle stroke with a fingertip shot shockwaves up his arm. Okay, okay. No touching. Pumice soap had irritated the skin without fading the mark.
Marked. Permanently marked against his will.
Wait until he got his hands on Mr. Bentley. He’d deliver a well-deserved ass-whooping. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“I’m telling you, man. The dude held something hot in his hand. Burned the shit out of me.” Slade sat beside his brother on the leather couch he’d paid too much for the moment he finally made enough money to afford nice things. He hedged the truth. Calling the whole incident a fight worked, right?
“Lemme see.” Chuck pulled Slade’s hand close to his nose. The asshole needed glasses. “Man, I don’t see a damned thing.”
“Because you’re blinder than a fucking bat.” Slade yanked his hand back. What did Chuck mean, he couldn’t see? The fucking mark practically glowed. Two weeks of looking for the muthafucking Bentley driver to find out what the hell he’d done turned into wasted time.
The whole thing pissed Slade off so much he’d not even brought anyone home lately. Lack of sex didn’t improve his mood. 
“Why did you get into a fight?” Chuck asked.
Slade let out a sigh. He’d catch hell now. “I fucked his boyfriend.” Future boyfriend, or some such. Nothing the asswipe said made any sense. Lecture starting in five, four, three…
Chuck slammed his beer bottle onto the coffee table covered with Harley parts and magazines. “Damn it, man! How many times have I told you not to poach? I bet they were somewhere together, and you took the boyfriend to prove a point.”
Slade’s youngest brother knew him far too well. Past M.O. didn’t mean Slade repeated mistakes. 
Often.
“No one twisted his arm and made him come with me.” No, the blond oohed and aahed over Slade’s tats, happily jumping on the back of the Harley. 
“Well, yeah. The guy should’ve kept his cock in his jeans if he was in a relationship. I agree with you there. That’s on him, not you.” 
“The man who came by was over twice the kid’s age. Expensive car. Expensive shoes. Expensive everything. I have no idea why some rich asshole’s boy toy hangs around a place like The Last Call.” I let him taste life, be like any other young man his age. Weren’t those the bastard’s words? “What if the kid didn’t want to be with him?” Which, honestly? Not Slade’s concern. And you treated him better? the little voice in Slade’s head asked.
Chuck pasted on his stern third-grade-teacher look. “You taking him home, fucking him into the mattress, then making him leave before he even caught his breath helped how?” Yup, the little voice sounded exactly like Chuck.
Chuck, younger by a year, got the socially acceptable genes, the sole family member capable of walking down the street without folks crossing to the other side. He kept the family’s nearly black hair short, while Slade wore his long, Chuck ordered wine at restaurants, Slade ordered a beer. Chuck took pains to never go out in public without a clean-shaven chin. Slade usually sported at least two days’ worth of scruff.
The Slaters earned their less-than-stellar reputations. Dad, a mechanic who’d make ends meet if he didn’t snort most of his paycheck up his nose. Dalton, the oldest son, currently spending twenty years behind bars for aggravated assault. Preston, the second son, held the position of the family drug dealer and all-around bad influence. Third son, Slade, the biker, must be dealing drugs, too, right? Especially after his stint in rehab.
Chuck attended college, graduated with honors, became a teacher. Talk about the black sheep of the family.
Instead of being tall and muscular like Dad and the rest of his brothers, baby of the family Chuck barely stood to Slade’s shoulder. Slade dwarfed his slender brother, who more than passingly resembled an old neighbor. A Slater boy with blue eyes instead of brown.
Their mother left all her boys behind when she ran off to marry her boss. Between cokehead Dad and “fine, upstanding citizen” boss, Dad was the better man.
“I’m poor but honest,” Dad often said. “I see a definite pattern there.”
Slade learned young: rich and powerful meant never owning up to your actions. The day he’d tried to tell his mother he’d spotted his stepfather getting a blowjob from a twink in an alley, he’d seen Mom for the very last time. 
“You know how I feel about entitled rich people.” No need to say who weighed on his mind. They’d discussed the fuckwad many times. 
“I think you need professional help.” Chuck managed to keep any trace of accusation from his voice. “I hate our stepfather too, for destroying our family. But, do you know what I hate even worse? You letting the past ruin your present. Let it go, man. Let. It. Go.”
Spoken like a guy who attended yoga classes three times per week. Even during the divorce, Dad refused DNA testing for his youngest son. No, he’d declared Chuck a Slater. End of story. Everybody else in town called him the mailman’s kid. 
Yeah. Dad. A good man with a cocaine addiction.
“You don’t need to kick me. I’ve been kicking enough.” For the repercussions, more than Slade’s actions. 
“Well, the guy who messed with you left you alone since then, right?” Chuck cocked his head to the side.
“I haven’t seen him.” Not for lack of trying. Slade also avoided pickups since the kid. Could the mark and mumbo jumbo be some kind of curse? If not for the mark, Slade would shake his head and forget the whole thing. Why couldn’t Chuck see the burn?
“Look, I appreciate the guilt and you taking a tremendous step in your evolution, but you need to talk to someone about your hand.”
“You mean, ’cause you don’t see nothing, there is nothing, right?” Nope, no believing in a curse for Chuck. Logic. Always logic. What if Slade’s years of abusing brain cells had brought on delusions? 
Chuck winced. “My opinion doesn’t count. You believe it’s there. A problem to be solved. Which is why I think you should talk to a professional.”
“So they can tell me I’m batshit crazy? No, thank you.” Slade talked to enough counselors during his stints in rehab.
“No! So they can help you get to the bottom of the issue. Find out what’s going on.” Chuck sat on the edge of the couch, hands resting on his knees. Calm. Rational.
Holier-than-thou. No, not fair, when Chuck sat listening to a story too far-fetched to be real. 
Fuck. If the one man who’d always offered unconditional support called bullshit, Slade stood a snowball’s chance in hell of finding someone who'd understand.  “You don’t believe me.” Hard to blame Chuck. The whole sad ordeal sounded like the plot of a low-budget B-movie. A brief touch of pain flared on the back of Slade’s hand, a reminder of the agony.
Chuck held Slade’s gaze. “I believe anything you tell me is your perception of the truth. I’m your brother. I love you, man. I’ve got your back. I gotta tell you, though. You’re starting to worry me.”
Slade hated confessions. “I’m starting to worry myself.” 
“What else has been going on? Anything?” Good ole Chuck. Changing the subject when shit got too real.
“I sold some more tattoo designs.” Work: a nice, safe topic Slade fully understood.
“Show me.” Chuck nodded to the laptop peeking out from underneath a few magazines on the coffee table.
Slade pulled his laptop onto his lap, accessing his portfolio. The first image showed a woman’s naked back as she sat on her heels, peering over her shoulder with a come-hither smile.
“Oh, she’s beautiful,” Chuck remarked.
Slade chuckled. “Her boyfriend stayed with her the whole time. Took several visits.”
A rose and vine scene embellished her skin from her right shoulder to her waist, an artfully draped braid and a silk scarf shifting the rating from R to PG-13—one of Slade’s finest works. The blonde flirted outrageously with both her boyfriend and Slade during her multiple tattoo sessions.
They’d even invited him to join in a threesome a few times. 
Slade clicked on the next offering, the same as the first picture, painted on a Harley Davidson gas tank, woman, art, even the scarf, perfectly captured. 
“Fucking amazing!” Chuck pulled the laptop closer, spreading his fingers on the touchpad to enlarge the image.
“I’m also doing a matching helmet.” Slade shook his head. “Client’s paying damned good money. I hope they don’t break up. I’d hate to see my work spray-painted over.”
He’d once painted a woman on a man’s gas tank. The couple fought, she walked out. Her new boyfriend took offense to his nearly naked girlfriend’s image on someone else’s bike and fixed the problem with a can of black spray paint. Weeks of creating a masterpiece, ruined in five minutes—what a waste.
“I’ve got a few more helmets ready to ship out, along with the gas tank.” Slade idly flipped through several more pages of tattoo and helmet designs.
Chuck stopped him occasionally, pausing to study an uploaded picture. “You should start painting ag—”
“No!” Slade managed digital, tats, and motorcycle art fine. Something about oil paints, canvasses, and the creative process brought out cravings for heroin. Or at least for a joint. Nope. He’d backslid four times already. Never again. No more rehab hell.
Or Grandma and Great-Aunt Judith’s tough love, which finally made the therapy stick.
“You were an amazing artist.” Chuck backpedaled. “Are. You are an amazing artist.” He rolled up his sleeve, showing his dragon tattoo, a birthday gift from Slade the previous year. 
“Thanks.” Losing painting hurt like a muthafucker. In the end, the temptation wasn’t worth the risk.
“Other than a mark on your hand. Did the guy hurt you? Remember the time some asshole smacked you in the head with a beer bottle?”
“No, he didn’t, and I needed stitches for the beer bottle.” Slade left out details about the bar camera not working or no one else seeing the twink on the night in question. He’d started sounding crazy even to himself.
Chuck placed a hand on Slade’s shoulder. “Well, then, don’t worry. I’m sure it’s nothing. In the meantime, want me to find a good counselor?”
Slade shrugged off the hand. “Oh, hell, no!”
Chuck pulled his cellphone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen. “I’m sorry. I gotta go. Think about seeing a counselor, please.”
“I will,” Slade lied to get his brother off his case.
Chuck rose, giving Slade a backslapping hug. “Catch you later, man.”
“Sure. Later.”
Slade stared at the door a long time after Chuck left. Without proof, his steadfast ally didn’t believe him. Why the hell couldn’t Chuck see the mark?
The mark clearly etched on the back of Slade’s hand.
To make matters worse, the damned thing started itching.  






  
  Chapter Three


Noah stared out the window at a sunny day. Something in his bones warned of an approaching storm lurking on the horizon, either physical or emotional. Across from him at the table sat the only one of his kind he recalled meeting, who’d raised him, kept him safe in a hostile world. 
Sheltered him from the world.
“I got some people coming this weekend,” Paul said over a breakfast of eggs and toast made from bread he’d baked himself. 
Noah slathered more plum jam on his toast. They sat at their two-seater table in the kitchen area of their tiny log cabin. Outside the window, the greens of summer gave way to a riot of colors heralding the approaching fall. An orange leaf hit the window on its fluttery journey to the ground. A pile of chopped firewood waited out by the barn, ready for another Michigan winter.
People were coming around, which meant Noah had to get lost in the woods for a few days. The nights weren’t too cold yet—no real hardship. Still, like many of his kind, or so Paul said, Noah didn’t like being alone. “Do I have to go? I’m twenty now. I’m not a kid. I can help. Farmers pay me pretty well during planting and harvest. ‘Bout time you retired, doncha think?” They both knew the primary source of their money.
Definitely not baling hay for local farmers.
Paul turned away from the window, giving his usual indulgent smile, adding contours around his mouth and eyes to the already abundant lines on his face. “I know. You don’t need to get involved. That’s what I’m here for.” He winked. “Don’t want to put me out of a job, do you?”
Actually, yes. Noah learned from newspapers the dangers of drug running. As Paul kept saying, he was getting older. He’d not been a young man even when they’d first met fifteen years ago. Now, with Paul grizzled and gray in both forms, came time to stop taking risks. His treks from Michigan across the border into Canada and back grew longer each time, the specially made packs heavier.
Sooner or later, a huge wolf wearing a backpack would draw some notice. 
“How long?” Noah hoped no longer than a week. 
Paul took a swig of coffee, grimaced, and added more from the pot. Nothing worse than cold coffee. He’d said so often enough. “About three days ought to do it.”
Noah nodded. “I got some fence to run over at the Smith’s farm tomorrow. I’ll leave my stuff out in the barn and come by around five or so.” Before Paul could reply, Noah held up a hand. “I’ll make sure no one sees me.”
Paul studied him for a long, long moment before nodding. He grew quiet, staring out the window while he sipped his coffee, eggs congealing on a plate in front of him. “Have I ever told you about my mate and pups?”
Yes. Many times. Paul forgetting doing so added to Noah’s worry about his mentor slowing down. Noah settled in to listen to the same story he’d heard dozens of times.
“Susan was a beauty.” Paul smiled, focusing on something Noah couldn’t see. “With big blue eyes and fiery red hair. What they say about a redhead’s temper is true.” He gave a mock shudder. His craggy face relaxed back into a smile. “She wasn’t supposed to be mine. Her parents promised her to another, so we ran away to the city. Found an apartment. We tried to fit in with the neighbors, learn how to live among humans. She gave me three beautiful pups.” 
His expression turned solemn. “Hunters came one day while I was at work. By the time I got home, the bastards had destroyed everything I loved. All four of them shot at point-blank range. Nothing stolen. Not even cash. Whoever came wanted one thing: us dead.
“At first, I thought someone held a grudge against me, wanted to make me suffer. Susan left a box out on the bed, packing away some of my old clothes. Knowing her, she told the hunters I died, and she was clearing out my things so they wouldn’t come after me. The cops blamed the whole thing on vicious attack dogs surprising robbers.”
The sole physical evidence left behind: a mother wolf and three pups, probably passed off as wolf-hybrid dogs. 
Paul paused, blinking hard at the ceiling. His voice came out strangled. “I hid in the human world, afraid to go home. Being alone got old. Finally, I went home to my pack.”
Noah’s heart dropped every time Paul told the story, knowing the ending. The words stung anyway.
“They were dead. Been dead for about a week when I found ’em. Men, women, kids. Some poisoned, others shot to death. It’d been years since I left, so I didn’t know everyone. The bodies I found in the woods said whoever came for them didn’t plan on leaving survivors.”
Noah took his cue. “Did anyone ever find out who killed them?”
Paul shook his head. “The cops didn’t consider my family humans, didn’t know the truth, so no murder investigation. Any missing person reports filed hung in limbo. I moved around a lot, then came here to my uncle’s place.” He nodded at the cabin surrounding them. “He’d put me in his will, but I changed my name after inheriting, made out like I’d bought the place, and I keep a lookout.”
He smiled again. “Then one day, I found a scrawny kid who didn’t remember his name, where he came from, or how he got covered with some other shifter’s blood. I took him in but never found his family, no matter how hard I looked. I raised him.” Paul toasted with his coffee cup. He always left out the part about drug running to survive and keeping bags packed in case they needed to leave in a hurry.
Noah washed dishes while Paul puttered around the house. Pacing? Not Paul’s usual style. The people coming worried him? Or something else? 
Not Noah’s business. Before he left, he gave Paul a back pat. “See ya, old man. I’ll bring back some nice, fat rabbits.”
Paul grinned. “I’ll be waiting.”
Right before Noah strode out the door, Paul clasped him into one of his rare hugs. Noah leaned in, absorbing the physical affection. “If I haven’t told you this week, I’m so glad I found the skinny kid in the woods.” Paul turned, heading back to the kitchen.
How odd. With his family on his mind today, maybe Paul needed the hug.

      [image: image-placeholder]The moment Noah stepped into the clearing, the hairs on the back of his neck rose. No smoke from the chimney. No sounds from inside. No scent of cooking. Just loam, damp leaves, and possibly a few squirrels.
He crept to the back door. Three days. He’d been hunting three days. Any minute now, he’d see Paul bursting through the door, ready to dress the rabbits. Noah slung his kill onto the table by the back door and slowly turned the knob. Unlocked. Paul hardly ever locked the door, preferring a Smith and Wesson security system or sharp teeth to locked doors.
Still, all instincts soared to high alert. 
Opening the door, Noah took a deep whiff. “Paul?” Nothing. No sound. No scent. The twisty feelings wriggling through his insides screamed of wrongness. Had a drug deal gone wrong as he’d always feared?
“Paul?” Paul sent Noah hunting whenever he planned interactions with humans. No "essence of human" lingered in the cabin.
No scent of Paul today or even yesterday.
Noah stepped through the kitchen area and into the main room, sniffing the air. Clean. Everything in place. No cheery fire in the fireplace, Paul’s bed folded into a couch.
“Paul?” Noah’s heart hammered. He’d constantly worried about Paul getting caught on one of his “business” trips. Or running into a trigger-happy local. “Paul!” 
He dashed into the bathroom. Empty. The truck sat outside in the usual spot, unmoved.
Noah climbed the ladder to the loft. Initially designed as a weekend fishing and hunting cabin, this tiny log building wasn’t meant for full-time occupation by two men. They’d made due for the past fifteen years. 
At some point, Paul came up here and made Noah’s bed. Back downstairs, Noah went. If Paul were here, he’d have appeared by now. Had he left the house, gotten hurt out in the barn or the woods?
Breath lodged in his throat, Noah dropped to his knees, flinging open the trunk Paul used as a coffee table and clothing storage.
None of Paul’s clothes. Noah’s heart tapped a hard beat. No! No! No! No! Not alone! Not again! He didn’t like being alone, hadn’t from the day Paul found him.
At the very bottom of the trunk lay a tiny green shirt. Noah lifted the thin cotton to the light. He remembered being cold. Too cold for a small child to be out in the woods alone, dressed in jeans, a short-sleeved shirt, tennis shoes, and a pendant hanging around his neck.
Covered in someone else’s blood. 
Paul had kept the blood-stained shirt.
Noah kept digging. Worn out books Paul bought on sale and insisted Noah read.
He ran back to the kitchen. Behind canned green beans, corn, pickles, and plum jam, he found an old coffee can. The top appeared sealed, the can full. Flipping the can over, Noah felt along the edges to find the false bottom and open the hidey-hole.
Stacks of twenties. A pendant.
Papers.
Using the weak afternoon light, Noah spread out the pages onto the two-seater wooden table. Fuck. A deed for a cabin with twenty acres.
In his name.
What? Why?
Blinking hard didn’t clear the blurriness. He read the next document: the title to Paul’s truck, also in Noah’s name.
Utility bills, in Noah’s name.
The faked birth certificate Paul paid some guy good money for, in the name of Noah Price.
A hand-written note lay at the bottom of the pile. He lifted the paper to his nose, taking in a whiff of Paul’s scent, then closed his eyes against the sting. After a final sniff, he placed the paper back onto the table. His hands shook too badly to read while holding the note.
Through a prism of tears, he read:
Dear Noah, 
The time has come for you to be on your own for a while. I left you all you need to survive. Stay away from people as much as you can. I warned all my customers away. No good can come of getting too close to humans. All bills will continue to be paid from our joint account. You’re set for years if you spend wisely. I need to find more of our kind. I won’t be around much longer and want to see you settled before I go. Stay safe. I’ll return when I can find more of us. You shouldn’t be alone. 
Paul
Not, Love Paul. No. Paul didn’t go in for mushy sentiment. He showed affection in other ways: an apple pie, a book from town…
Paul cared for Noah. Not as a surrogate son for the ones he’d lost, not only as a friend.
As pack.






  
  Chapter Four


Something godawful died in Slade’s mouth. Four days. Four fucking days of feeling like roadkill. Score some points for working from home. Instead of an office or garage, he lay in bed with a laptop on his lap, staring unseeing at a drawing program. Lines shifted and blurred. Colors ran together. 
His phone chimed for the umpteenth time. Probably a text from Moose or Badger, wanting to go out or ride. He might answer if he’d left the damned phone within reach. Nah. Answering took too much strength.
Strength needed to yell at his virtual assistant to shut the hell up. The endless loop of his favorite music aged past appreciation two days ago. If Stairway to Heaven played one more time… 
Rubbing his eyes brought the lines on the laptop screen back to normal. A single touch to the drawing tool made all hell break loose again. The image refused to come into focus: nothing too intricate—a delicate butterfly tattoo for a woman’s wrist. Easy stuff. 
Beyond his capabilities at the moment. 
Maybe eating might help. Or at least a cup of coffee. He pushed the laptop away, swung both legs over the side of the bed, and eased to his feet. The world spun. A quick headboard grab kept him upright. Holy shit. One step, two steps, he began the slow shuffle into the kitchen. Clothes were for people with enough energy to dress.
He leaned against the wall, panting like a marathon runner. His heart played a hard staccato beat in his chest. This sickness put withdrawals to shame. Letting go of the hallway table, he grabbed onto the countertop. Okay, time to stop and rest on a barstool. Yeah, almost there. Contemplating the three feet to the refrigerator nearly brought a groan of defeat.
Okay. Stand. Shuffle. Grab the handle. Pull.
The refrigerator door refused to budge. A second attempt failed. On the third try, the door creaked open. A pack of bologna sat on the top shelf, next to a carton of eggs.
Oh, God. Everything reeked. Slade’s stomach roiled, bile searing the back of his throat. Breathe in, breathe out through the mouth. Calm. Calm. Okay, better. No food. He never got sick. Even as a kid, viruses attacked the rest of the family, bypassing Slade. Dad always said, “You’re too mean to get sick.”  Time to get meaner. Another day or two of misery might force him to a doctor.
Slade managed a few sips of coffee before returning to his room.
The return trip took fifteen minutes.

      [image: image-placeholder]Slade lay in bed. His phone quit chiming yesterday, probably from a dead battery. The slightest movement coursed pain through every nerve ending. His stomach gurgled, either wanting food or threatening a return trip of anything he tried to eat. Even raising his hand to look at the stupid mark wore him out.
One month. The asshole who’d burned him said if Slade stayed in one place longer than a month, he’d die.
How long ago? Three weeks? Four?
Bullshit. Some kind of shit talk to mess with Slade’s head. Some bastard’s words and a burn hadn’t caused his misery. A bug. He’d caught a bug.
He’d be fine in a few days.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Slade? Dude! Are you in here?” Chuck’s voice echoed through the house. Too loud. Too fucking loud!
“In here!” No way Slade’s voice carried to the front door. Footsteps led to his bedroom anyway.
“Slade! Where the hell are you?” Chuck appeared in the doorway, mouth dropping open. “Dude! What the fuck happened to you?”
Slade fought to keep his eyes open. “Chuck?”
“Yeah, man. You didn’t answer your phone. Your neighbors and the animals you call friends hadn’t seen you, so I figured I’d better come check. Thank God, you gave me a key.” Chuck stepped closer to the bed, wrinkling his nose. “Damn. How long have you been in this bed? You stink.”
One week? Two? “I think I’m dying.” Or maybe he’d already died. Hell, even those few words wore Slade out.
“You look like week-old roadkill. Buzzards aren’t circling, so there’s hope. You shoulda called me.” Chuck’s expression hovered between a glare and near horror. “Come on. Let’s get you out to the truck. I’m taking your pitiful ass to urgent care.”
Slade barely registered cussing while Chuck dragged him into a sitting position on the side of the bed. “Damn, man. Help me out here, okay?” A cool hand touched Slade’s forehead. “You’re burning up!” Slade listed to the side. Chuck managed to get a T-shirt, sweatpants, and flip-flops on him. “You’re not gonna be in any fashion magazines. I think this might be all I can get on you.”
Tired. So tired. “Let me sleep.”
“Hell the fuck no.”
Slade attempted to rise. His legs barely held, the scars from his old motorcycle accident shooting agony through his calf and thigh. His stomach churned. Nothing left in there to throw up. 
A muthafucking drummer pounded away inside his head.
“What the fuck happened?” Chuck slipped under Slade’s arm, taking some of his weight. “Did you take something? Don’t bother lying!”
“Nope. Ain’t even ’ad a joint.” Unless someone slipped something into Slade’s drink. No, he’d not been out in weeks, and if Moose or Badger managed to find anything good, they’d keep the stash for themselves, selfish bastards. A blessing, in the long run.
Chuck stopped Slade by the hall mirror. Hair wild and everywhere, two weeks of beard growth, and…
Bloody tears tracked down Slade’s face and neck. What the ever-loving hell?
“Slade, you’re my bro, and I love you, man, but if I catch some weird disease, I’m kicking your ass.” Chuck got the words out on grunted breaths as he half dragged, half carried Slade to the truck.
The neighbors were probably looking out their windows, laughing their asses off, thinking Slade fell off the wagon. 
Somehow, they got him into the passenger seat of Chuck’s truck. Chuck buckled him in and closed the door. Slade leaned against the door, eyes closed. Ah, the window, cool against his face. “Kill me, now,” he groaned. Everything hurt. He’d never felt this bad. Not when he’d nearly lost his leg totaling his first Harley, or in his dumb, stupid days when he’d taken way too many pills.
Chuck slipped under the steering wheel, patting Slade’s leg. “You hang in there. Fuck urgent care. I’m getting you to the emergency room. I’m betting you get admitted to the hospital.”
Good. Doctors. Men in white coats carrying lovely, lovely prescription pads, leading to precious drugs to make at least parts of Slade stop hurting. “No narcotics,” Slade reminded his brother. 
“I’ll kill ‘em if they try.”
Slade managed to open his eyes. “Urgent care is closer.”
“Fifteen minutes more for the hospital. You can hang on for fifteen minutes, right?”
Slade groaned in answer, dropping the seat back. Chuck talked in frantic tones to somebody else, not him. Based on the one-sided conversation, he’d called someone on his phone. 
Gradually nausea faded. The pounding in Slade’s head slowed from heavy metal to reggae. “Thirsty,” he croaked.
“I got a Coke there in the console. Help yourself.”
Slade found a canned
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