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Pierce winced as his alpha put a hand on
their guest’s back to direct her to the stand selling race
programs. Emerald Downs swarmed with crowds down from Seattle, but
here at the entrance they weren’t thick enough to justify John’s
touch. Michelle didn’t need help parting the crowd, either: she was
a short woman, but that only concentrated her intensity. Today, she
wore her mass of dark hair loose, and the light brown of her skin
glowed even in the cloudy brightness.

Michelle’s scent soured with frustration and
she increased her pace to pull away from John’s hand. If Pierce
could smell that from over here, he didn’t see how his alpha could
miss it right next to her.

“Would you grab programs for us too?” Pierce
jogged a few steps to catch up to Michelle and offered her a twenty
before putting himself squarely in his alpha’s path. John stopped,
frowning, and Michelle accepted the opportunity to put a little
more distance between them.

Being on the receiving end of his alpha’s
frown was rather intimidating. John wasn’t much taller than Pierce,
but he was much more solidly built. Pierce put a hand on John’s
elbow anyway and leaned in as Michelle spoke to the program
salesperson. “Ease up with Portland, would you? I know she’s hot,
but if you flirt any more overtly, you’ll piss her off, and we’ll
lose our nice, quiet border with her pack.”

John stared at him with an expression of
such confusion that Pierce wanted to growl. John was fine with
other women. Pierce supposed it was Michelle’s high rank that made
her so attractive that John’s social skills turned to jelly and his
nose turned off. Even beyond wanting to keep the advantages of an
amicable border, Pierce hated to see his friend embarrass himself
this way. He was usually such a stable, competent leader.

“Relax.” John shook his head, apparently
just discarding his confusion. “This isn’t a territory negotiation
or something. I’m just showing a fellow alpha the local sights.” He
stepped around Pierce and ran fingers through his short brown hair,
which just encouraged the cowlick.

Pierce moved right back into his path.
“Seattle—” He hoped using the title would lend more weight to his
advice than casual teasing between friends, but John frowned
again.

“If you’re this worried about politics, you
should accept my offer to be beta. Otherwise, leave it to me.” John
pushed Pierce out of his way and strode to join Michelle. His
fingers clumsily lingered on hers as he took his program from
her.

Pierce gritted his teeth. Well, that had
backfired. Rather than compound his mistake, he let John and
Michelle move off alone. Eventually he realized he was blocking
traffic, so he let the stream of people carry him into the
building. He drifted out of the flow into a clear area near the
food court and stood with his hands shoved into his pockets as the
announcer pattered about the next race in an Australian accent.

He wasn’t sure he was cut out to be beta,
that was the problem. He wished John could understand that. Just
because Pierce was friends with the alpha didn’t mean he was suited
to take on the responsibility of watching over everyone in the pack
as well as backing up the alpha. And Pierce wanted to be
sure before he made his decision. If he took that responsibility
on, he couldn’t in good conscience abandon it if it proved too much
for him.

A blond college student pushed by and Pierce
sidestepped to avoid a slosh of beer from one of the two large
plastic cups filling the man’s hands. Too damn crowded. At least
this outing had been carefully planned to coincide with the new
moon. Being jostled in crowds of humans set most Were on edge at
the best of times. It was much easier to remain calm when the need
to run on four feet wasn’t itching underneath your skin.

But he still clearly needed to stop standing
around brooding with this many people trying to crash into him.
John wanted privacy to dig himself deeper, so Pierce supposed he
might as well try to have some fun at the races on his own.

He slipped out through the open side of the
building to stand among the bleachers at the edge of the track. On
a board in the center of the track, brightly lit numbers updated
odds and counted down minutes to the race. With the odds in mind,
Pierce followed his nose to the paddock area. John swore it was
possible to make some serious cash if you smelled out the winners.
Maybe he could sniff out a hot tip and use that as an excuse to go
back and distract Michelle. John hadn’t said he couldn’t talk to
her, and Pierce really didn’t want her going away angry. An
amicable border meant the Seattle pack could take business trips or
even vacations to Oregon. And more importantly, it meant he and the
pack’s other fighters didn’t have to be constantly on their guard
near the border, waiting for some of Portland’s bored fighters to
jump them because they felt like a skirmish.

Behind a black-painted railing, the horses
were being led between short walls in the suggestion of stalls to
get their saddles and colors. Once saddled, grooms wearing bright
vests with the horses’ numbers walked them around the outside of
the paddock. Chattering humans pushed to the railing, pointing to
the horses as they passed. The number two horse suddenly kicked up
its heels, drawing a general laugh of surprise. Pierce edged closer
to the rail and captured a spot as a bored teen left. He drew in
deep breaths, trying to tease apart the different horses’ scents in
the confined space. What did a winner smell like, anyway? John
hadn’t mentioned that.

The next horse to approach in its circle
snorted and pulled toward him with marked curiosity. Pierce’s heart
sped as he waited for any of the surrounding humans to react. But
the groom dragged the horse back on track and the next one seemed
too focused to muster curiosity. Pierce snorted mentally at
himself. Of course no one had noticed. The horse could hardly
shout, “That doesn’t smell like a human!” Animals reacted to all
kinds of things in their environment, and while it was best to
avoid the dog park, there was no need to freak out.

A few of the following horses smelled tired,
or bored, or angry. One smelled joyful. Pierce smiled as it passed.
That one had the enthusiasm needed to win, he suspected. He checked
the smaller odds board at the side of the paddock and grimaced. It
was the favorite. Of course. Not much money to be made there. He
lingered at the rail, hoping to find a candidate for one of the
other categories—place or show, his vague memory of the
informational signs out front prompted him—but none of the other
horses stood out except as very bad bets.

A good-looking woman battled her way to the
rail a few rowdy children down from him. Her fingers on the rail
were bare and she wore an ice-blue top sewn to look as if the
fabric was gathered in a knot just below her generous chest. Tight
above, it floated loosely over her stomach below.

A moment later, Pierce’s nose broke into his
appreciation to explain the reason for that. She was pregnant. Far
enough along she needed the shirt to disguise it, but early enough
the trick should work on those who couldn’t smell her. Even if he’d
felt like flirting with John’s terrible example on his mind, he
wouldn’t want to pester this woman.

The rowdy children climbed up on the
concrete step the rail was set into, pressing themselves against
the rail to keep their balance. The oldest boy shoved his neighbor
and they all tumbled off, shrieking. They crashed into the woman
and she stumbled back into the crowd, eyes wide with surprise.
Pierce lost sight of her, but he was certain any moment he’d hear
the skidding thump of her impact. What if the fall hurt the
baby?

Pierce shoved several people roughly aside,
desperate to get to the woman. He couldn’t let the baby get
hurt!

When he reached the edge of the paddock
crowd, he found the woman still on her feet. She stood slightly
bent, hands on her knees as she collected herself. Something about
the posture raised a flash of memory: his mother, standing that
way, panting harshly, smelling of sweat and fear and
desperation.

Pierce shook himself out of the memory and
strode
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