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The moon was almost full again, and Dmitri’s skin itched with it.

Snowy January scrub drifted past as they rode the eleven miles to the game. The smells of the school bus surrounded him—the guys, their pregame adrenaline, the old vinyl seats, the oily odor of the linoleum down the aisle. Even the glass panes in the windows had a scent, like gypsum. Dmitri took a deep breath, noted every scent, then sank back into the seat and tried to figure out what the hell to do about his book.

It was shit. He was halfway through the twelfth draft—Christ, even thinking that was depressing—and to be honest, he wasn’t even halfway. Utter crap. Every word he put down on the page was worse than the last, more trite, more predictable, until this past week he hadn’t been able to stomach going further. He’d stared at it that day, and again the next, typed a grand total of seventeen words and deleted them all. Then he’d begun to erase more, backward and backward, until his finger got tired and he’d closed the file with a disgusted grunt. He’d have been there all night if he had backspaced over everything, but he was too much of a fucking coward to select all and hit delete.

Tonight’s game should help. It would serve as a distraction, at least. Let him blow off some steam. Pretend he had friends, even if they knew almost nothing about him. Sometimes he felt bad about that. He used them, after all, used their voices, their expressions and body language, used their lives, all in the service of his stories. All he ever gave back was his smart mouth, and sometimes his dick if someone was up for it. Not that he himself had been up for it for a good —

Ugh, he’d rather not think about how long it’d been. Not that any of them knew that, either. He managed to maintain the familiar facade—Dmitri on the prowl—when the fact was that he usually slunk back to his cabin alone, made some hot tea, and settled in to read Jane Eyre for the millionth time.

The locker room had the same fuggy atmosphere they always did—stale sweat, mop disinfectant, and the smell of old wood from the homemade lockers and benches. Dmitri dropped his duffel by an empty locker and started to strip. Well, he turned to face the locker and then started to strip. No one needed to see the pudge he’d developed while he failed to write his book but succeeded in making babka. His mother’s recipe, and her mother’s before her, was a comfort. Way too good a comfort, and his belly had become as soft as the dough.

Gear bags landed on his right. Warren Casey, owner of Grizzly Rim’s hardware store and lumber yard, and his brother Elliott, who ran the connected construction business. 

“Guys.”

“D,” Elliott said. “How’s the book?”

They only asked to be polite, the kind of bullshit thing you say in a locker room because putting on hockey gear takes several minutes, and it might be awkward otherwise. “It’s coming.”

“Lucky book,” Warren said and elbowed him. 

Dmitri tried for a dirty chuckle, but it sounded pretty lame. “Yeah.”

Another bag appeared on his left. Mac, looking as grumpy as usual. He always changed in whatever counted as the corner of the locker room. The grizzly shifter was shy under his gruff exterior. He was also the only person in town who had ever read Dmitri’s stuff. He claimed to have liked it and asked him now and then when the next book would be out, but he’d stopped asking lately. That was probably just as well.

Dmitri needed this game.

They left the locker room and tromped down a short, flickering hall to the heavy plastic strips that served as a doorway into the arena. Passing through that curtain usually did the trick for him. No matter what he was chewing on in the locker room, as soon as he stepped through those strips, his world became ice and game. He tried not to think about the obvious birth metaphor. He’d had enough metaphor to last three lifetimes. Fuck metaphor.

But it was different this time. The air curtain didn’t bring that change in focus, not on hockey or the feel of his stick in his glove or the smell of Zamboni exhaust. Something was off in the arena.

Or, not off, exactly.

Up. Amped way up.

They filed to their bench and sat. Dmitri looked at the stands, but the folks who sat there were no different from usual. Same winter gear, same red cheeks and noses, same good-natured shouting. But damned if it didn’t feel like there was an electrical current running through the place.

He looked down the bench, knowing the other shifters would sense it if it really was something and not just his own brain finally sparking out. And they did. Mac was squinting through his thick black glasses as he looked around the cavernous space, his grizzly-shifter nose flared. John Tillman was on high alert, too, shoulders rigid, sharp eyes scanning. Dmitri tried to ignore how that posture gave his crank a good, hard turn.

Once upon an earlier, better draft, he’d talked Tillman into a weekend that had incinerated anything Dmitri had experienced since. But John was sloppy in love with Maddox now, and well he should be. They looked like a Marlborough ad, if Marlborough ads had ever featured two guys macking on each other. And he and Dmitri hadn’t really had much to talk about outside the bedroom. Still, when the eagle shifter met his eye, Dmitri got the same jolt he often got. It took him a moment to realize John had said something.

At his frown, John repeated it, low but plenty loud for Dmitri to hear him behind four sets of padded shoulders. “You feel it?”

“Yeah.”

“What the hell?”

He shrugged.

The game started with no further answers. Gliding onto the ice helped take his mind off everything, and once the puck was in play, so was he, finally.

He played his usual position—right wing—thankful he’d continued to be useful in that position as he’d gotten older. He wasn’t the oldest guy on the team—that was Dub Niven, also their de facto coach. But damn if he didn’t feel more decrepit at thirty-nine than Dub seemed at sixty-something. Still, he managed some good passes, and the first few minutes passed with only a vague sense that something hadn’t happened yet. They hadn’t scored, so maybe that was it.

He was still thinking that when a cement truck hit his left shoulder and sent him sprawling.

Scrambling to his blades, he looked around, as though assessing the location of the puck while trying to tell who’d hit him. That guy, the tall one skating away. Dmitri rolled his head, testing his shoulder. He’d have to stay more aware.

It happened again right before the end of the first. He had just passed the puck to Warren when a shape barreled on from his left again and checked him. He slammed into the Plexiglas wall of the rink, the impact sending a painful twinge up from his elbow. And then a scent wafted into his nostrils that nearly took him out. It was musky, way beyond sweat or heaving breath. Sharp and woody, almost sweet, and undeniably canine. He twisted hard to see its source.

The guy hovered a few feet away, dark eyes wide. His nose flared, exactly as if he were scenting Dmitri. Breath puffed from his lips—full ones that curled into a pleased half-snarl—and then the buzzer sounded, and the guy turned and glided to the opposing bench.

Dmitri pushed off the wall and just tried to not lose his balance.

He sat out the first half of the second period, so that Elliott could get some minutes. While he watched, he became aware of a building of that same tension as before. Once, he saw John look up from his position on the rink, up and around, seeking the source, but by then Dmitri had an edgy feeling he knew what was causing it.

Or who.

When Dub put him back in, he skated out on deep breaths. He could do this. He’d been skating since he was two and smacking pucks since four. You didn’t grow up around this much snow and not play, especially when your father coached.

His dad’s voice—the one telling him to get his head out of his ass—distracted him. It’d been a long time since he’d heard that voice. A long time since he’d let it in. He much preferred his mother’s voice, soft around the edges with an accent born in Ukraine. While she had lived it had often been accompanied by pierogi, the savory potato and onion kind he loved—

A hit from his right knocked his teeth together. Instead of flying free this time, though, he fell to the ice tangled with another player. His helmet hit with a hollow thud, and they slid. Even in the short time before they stopped, the heat of the other man’s body came through his gear to push against Dmitri’s skin. He struggled to untangle himself, but the other guy had a leg wrapped around Dmitri’s own. He stopped twisting and looked at him.

Glittering eyes stared back at him, framed by long lashes. Dark stubble covered the guy’s jaw. His tongue skimmed his teeth, flicking an incisor, and he grinned.

“I found you,” he said.

What the—

And then the guy was up and gone.

Dmitri rose on shaking legs. I found you? That was creepy enough. Add in that he was pretty sure the guy was a shifter, and increasingly certain he was a wolf...

He shivered, and it had nothing to do with the chilly air in the arena.

But hell if he was going to get hit again. He skated hard, harder than usual these days, keeping his head up, his attention spread around. He fell back on the old instinct, the one that let him follow the path of the puck while he watched the players move around it. It was like a dance almost, or one of those mobiles that hung from several different strings. Like planets, except any universe that moved like this would never last. Too unpredictable. Too much contact.

By the end of the second period, they were tied, two-two. The third started with no substitutions, and Dmitri began to feel his power, really feel it. He was skating like he had when he was eighteen and a hotshot at his high school—clean arcs, stops on dimes, sharp reverses. Once in a while he caught that scent, the sweet woody one, and he’d spare two seconds to watch the stranger. If Dmitri was feeling smooth, that guy was stunning, as if his blades weren’t even touching the ice. He moved like a fucking ballerina.

A really aggressive ballerina.

And when the guy turned toward him again, Dmitri was ready. He saw him coming, smelled him coming, but more than anything, felt a wave of purpose rolling toward him in advance of the guy’s body, and he might have stood there a little longer than he normally would—might have baited the guy, just a bit.

So he was a wolf, so what? Dmitri was too, and an older one. Let this kid come at him. Let him exhaust himself. If there was anything a man learned as he got older, it was how to do things more efficiently. How to save time. How to conserve energy.

And how to really get under a pup’s hide.

Just as the guy was about to slam him again, Dmitri pushed off a toe and feinted, leaving his point dug into the ice in the guy’s path. The player went down hard, with a grunt Dmitri could hear over the racket of everything else. He got to his feet quicker than Dmitri had planned on, though, and he had to put on some speed to avoid getting blasted apart.

“D!”

He turned at the shout, at John’s voice, but missed the pass. Elliott saved it before the other team could get it. Dmitri moved in a wide arc away from Angry Pup. For several minutes, he managed to stay in the game. With about a minute to go, he caught the puck in a scoop that might actually have made his father proud. He didn’t have a clean shot, though, so he passed it off to John. Tillman nabbed it, saw his shot, and scored. The Grizzly Rim stands erupted, or what counted as an eruption, as they numbered only about thirty people. Dmitri enjoyed the moment for about four seconds before he found himself mashed against the wall again.

The guy had him pinned. He was strong and jacked up on something, and the longer he held Dmitri there, the more Dmitri began to feel high on the same thing. Adrenaline? Pheromones?

Then, he felt an unmistakable thrust at his hip pads.

Lust. It surged through him, so sudden and hot he forgot he was surrounded by ice. Oh, hell yeah, he hadn’t felt this—really felt it—in a long time. That scent curled into his nose, and he gasped with the rightness of it. The stranger had his glove pressed to the Plexi next to Dmitri’s helmet, his stick caught underneath. Hockey gloves were big to start with, but this guy’s hands—

In a jerky movement, and with a howl that sounded like pure frustration, the glove curled and the stick came back, quick and hard, striking Dmitri’s cheekbone before he could turn his head. The shock of the hit crumpled his knees. They knocked the ice with a jolt that rang his skull a second time. Then, shouting, a lot of it, as a scuffle broke out behind him. He gave up on dignity and huddled against the wall, protecting his neck with his gloves.

After a few seconds, the noise moved away, and he felt himself being pulled up. When he stood, Mac took his hands back but frowned at Dmitri’s face. “You’d better grab some bench, D. Or just go to the locker room.”

Across the rink, the pup was being herded off the ice by the refs. He was shouting and then, incredibly, laughing. Just before he reached the gate, he turned, and his gaze locked on Dmitri’s. He winked.

Fuck if Dmitri’s cock didn’t go painfully hard.

Then the guy was gone, stomping toward the locker rooms.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2



[image: ]


Thierry paced the small office adjoining the locker room. He knew what was coming, didn’t need to hear it. But the other guys on the team were giving him the narrow eye. And he needed a moment to think.

The wolf was here. The one from his dreams. Right now, in the other locker room. 

The thought made him want to launch his body against the office door. He nearly did, then flinched when it swung open.

The manager stood in the doorway. The room behind him was empty, the team gone. “What the fuck, Marrou?”

He pushed past the manager.

“Marrou—”

“No need,” he called over his shoulder. “I’m out. Bonne chance.”

His bag slung over his shoulder, he walked the short distance to the exterior door and stepped out into the night. It met him, crisp and clear, stars just visible beyond the few lights in the parking lot. Standing in the relative shadow of the building, he watched the bus—the other one, the one that had brought the Grizzly Rim squad. Somewhere on that bus, warming one of those seats, sat the wolf.

His wolf.

Not that he could talk his way onto the bus. He’d be laughed off. Or beaten. Didn’t matter; he had no intention of trying. He had crossed North America to find what he’d found tonight. Indulging in a few more miles of chase sounded delicious.

He waited, slinking farther into shadow as people came out to their vehicles, made their goodnights to neighbors and rivals, and drove home. The Grizzly Rim bus left in the midst of this. Thierry noted its direction, then waited a bit longer. Finally, when only two vehicles remained, he readied himself.

Stripping his clothes, he stuffed them into his pack. He’d modified it soon after he left Montréal, when he had realized he might be traveling some distance. It held his hockey gear—his meal ticket—and a few changes of clothes. He had modified the straps so that they crisscrossed his chest and held the pack firmly against his back, his stick cinched along its length like a second spine.

When he was naked and the straps as snug as he could get them, he crouched, said a short prayer, and shifted.

The fur insulated him instantly, bringing a shiver of delight. With his mouth he gave the loose strap nearest his muzzle one more tug—the final adjustment, carefully designed—and then he moved out of the shadow of the building. Loping across the parking lot, he rounded onto the road the bus had taken. Its red taillights were long gone, but that didn’t matter. The scent of his wolf still hung in the air. He raised his nose and drew it in, then began to run.

The small arena lay at the edge of town, and he was soon part of the wilderness surrounding it. He kept to the snow-packed road, following its long, blue curve under the light of a three-quarter moon. He had run across a continent just like this, chasing first an idea, then an image, but until tonight he hadn’t had a scent to follow. It held elements of this place, wood smoke and snowfall, but also things infinitely warmer. Whisky. Caraway. The keratinous scent of body hair. And a tang, a subtle but undeniable sharpness that bespoke fear.

Thierry inhaled it, blew it out, caught it again, and ran.

Less than an hour later, he came to the edge of the town. Slowing to a walk, he explored the streets, taking in the low, one-story buildings with their sleepy-dark windows. Only a few houses glowed with television light. He smelled the air, searching for the scent. It was hidden here—even among bear-proofed refuse bins, the odors of human habitation hung in the air, along with exhaust fumes and dog shit. A glow ahead caught his eye, and he ambled toward it. Staying to the shadows, he approached the place.

It was a tavern, judging by the number of trucks outside and the orange light emanating from the windows. The alley on either side was clean, the rear wall of the place stacked with crates and empty kegs. Circling around until he sat in a dark alley across the street, he watched the door.

Smelled the air.

Listened.

His wolf was in there, and for a moment he felt an odd sensation: uncertainty. After months of running, of searching, of skating and brawling and running again, he had finally found the source of the dreams, and he was almost frightened to take the next step.

The dreams had begun in Montréal. At first, he couldn’t have said what had happened in them. After each, he would awake disoriented, unsure whether he was in his human or wolf form, and with a vague feeling that something was calling him.

He had dismissed them at first. He had just turned twenty-seven, and his mother had remarked at his birthday dinner that surely, now, adulthood must be calling to him. So, he assumed the dreams had been only that, some silly mental attempt to turn her words into images.

But they had continued, as had a growing tendency toward aggression. He’d had the distinct feeling he was looking for something, and the frustration of not finding it—of not even knowing what it was in the first place—led to altercations. He had, in fact, altercated his way from Québec to Alaska, hounded the entire way by the dreams. As he joined teams and was kicked off, took side jobs and was fired from them, the dreams grew more vivid, more compelling, until the night he had crossed the border into Alaska’s massive territory and gotten his first detailed glimpse of the figure in the dream.

It was a wolf shifter, his fur glinting silver in moonlight, breath puffing in small clouds. His eyes reflected the snow all around so that they seemed an electric sort of gray, pools of mercury Thierry wanted to leap into. In the dream, he was also a wolf, so that when the other’s tongue lashed out and caught his nose, Thierry licked back. He never touched the other wolf, though. Always saw his tail as he ran from him. He would follow the wolf into a dark, snowy forest, and when he found him again, the shifter was in his human form. Always he stood beneath the low boughs of an evergreen, his face shrouded by long needles.

When Thierry had crossed into Alaska, those needles had fluttered, lifted by a light nighttime breeze, and he had caught the merest glimpse of the man’s features. Silvering hair and beard, gray eyes, broad chest. The man had reached a hand toward him, smoothed his fingers over Thierry’s head, cupped one of his ears, scratching lightly, and winked.

By God, it was the wink that had kept him going.

A new vehicle dragged his attention back to the present. An SUV, in an undented, rust-free condition that proclaimed it a rental, pulled up before the tavern and parked. The driver’s door opened, and the driver climbed carefully out. He stretched, his groans audible even if Thierry hadn’t been in wolf form. Then the man walked to the front door, rolling his shoulders and, if Thierry wasn’t mistaken, limping slightly. When he opened the door, his hair shone honey-gold in the warm light of the interior, and then the door closed behind him.

Thierry huffed and pawed at the snow. He needed to do something. This indecision wasn’t like him. He always moved, even if the direction was wrong and the consequences dire.

Then, an unbidden and very unwelcome thought occurred. An image of the blond man who had just entered being greeted by his wolf. Pulled into that strong chest, brushed by that silvering beard.

He shifted, still growling as he lay on the snow, naked. Grasping at the too-tight straps, he loosened them and pulled off the pack. The men were probably kissing now, he could see it in his treacherous mind’s eye. Yanking open the bag’s zipper, he grabbed his jeans and tugged them on, then stomped into his boots. Too impatient for a shirt, he threw his coat over everything. It was ostentatious, with its spiky red faux fur, but long enough to keep some local from shooting him outright. Mashing his toque onto his head, he crossed the street before he could second-guess himself.

From within the building, an unmistakable whiff of lust.

He charged the door.

It burst inward, smacking the wall. Silence met him, then a shout from the bartender, but Thierry was busy scanning the place. The blond man sat at the bar, staring at him, next to...no, not the wolf. Thierry looked quickly from face to face, searching, seeking—

And found him standing at the other end of the bar.

His wolf.

The man turned to face him, a look of recognition on his face. He squared his shoulders to Thierry, gray eyes wary. Thierry ripped off his hat and crossed to him. When he stood close—very close—he leaned into the man’s neck and inhaled.

And then had to brace his knees against the overwhelming relief and comfort of the scents that met him. Soap, yes, and aftershave, but under those, a human spice, a wolf’s musk, and desire.

Thierry raised his lips to the man’s ear. “Make me yours.”

The man’s whimper scraped across Thierry’s skin, and it took a great effort not to sink his teeth into the pulse below his chin. He stepped back, and the silver wolf raised his gaze. His eyes met Thierry’s with a flash of heat that should have combusted the bar, sending it up into the night in an explosion of sparks, then his eyes dipped again. After a second, he stepped around Thierry and walked out the open door.

A few snowflakes drifted in from outside.

Merde, the door.

He drew out his wallet and looked inside. Damned American money, it all looked the same. He pulled out a wad and smacked it on the bar. Met the bartender’s eyes. The guy was livid.

Also, he was possibly a grizzly bear.

Time to go.

“Désolé,” he said, then turned and jogged into the night.
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Dmitri stood next to his truck, shivering. He didn’t have to wait long. After only a few seconds, the stranger stalked out of Mac’s, looked around, and then he was coming at Dmitri as if drawn to him.

He willed his legs to stop shaking. He didn’t know what the fuck was going on. What he did know amounted to this: this guy had met him on the ice tonight, had collided with him on purpose, several times, and had spoken to him. Had raised the small hairs on his neck. Had raised other parts as well.

And he was a shifter and younger than Dmitri by a good decade. He had been able to tell in the arena that the guy was good-looking but Christ, out of his helmet and pads...

Those eyes met his now, close. Sensual, expressive lips were forming words.

“Wh-what?” Dmitri stammered.

“I’m ready.”

Dmitri managed a nod. He was behind the wheel and starting the ignition before his brain kicked in with any kind of question. What was he doing? He didn’t know this guy. What if he was some kind of nutjob? Images slammed into his mind, of Stephen King stories about writers held hostage by their biggest fans.

Which almost made him laugh. Right, like this guy next to him was remotely interested in the kinds of books he wrote. Or even old enough to have read the last one he’d published.

But he felt a compulsion to keep moving, and while it wasn’t really a comfortable sensation, it was undeniable.

He pulled out of the parking lot, hyperaware of the body next to him. The guy vibrated energy into the small space of the cab. His legs were long under that ridiculous coat, and his hands rested on his thighs. Dmitri didn’t dare look at his face or even farther up his torso.

Didn’t need to—their brief interaction at the bar was seared into his mind. The man had longish hair, dirty blond and curling. At least a day’s worth of dark scruff shadowed his jaw and mouth. His eyebrows made dark, expressive slashes above a nose that had been broken at least once. If tonight was any indication, that didn’t surprise Dmitri at all. He had a feeling this guy attracted fists to his face like beehives attracted bears.

He tried to concentrate on getting them back to his cabin without driving off the road. It was a close thing on one of the final turns, when the guy flexed his fingers and Dmitri was momentarily distracted by how long they were. The tires skidded—shit—but he managed to right them again. Finally, the dark outline of his house rose in front of them.

He gulped greedily at the cold air outside the truck. Slamming the door shut, he reached into the bed to pull out his duffel. A sudden presence at his side stilled him.

“Leave it.”

Dmitri looked sideways at him. He couldn’t make out the guy’s features in the cloud-covered moonlight, only the more luminescent shapes of his teeth. “Who are you?”

“Who are you?”

“I asked first.”

The teeth turned into a grin. “My name is Marrou.”

He spoke with an accent, but his voice was so quiet Dmitri couldn’t place it. That, and his own pulse was deafening. “Marrou? What kind of—”

“And you are?”

“Dmitri,” he said before he could stop the word.

The guy took a deep breath through his nose, and his shoulders rose under the coat. Its fur flexed in aggressive spikes, but what had looked unnaturally red in the bar had a more muted tone under the moon, like a cabernet. “Dmitri.” He said it as if he were tasting the name. Maybe it tasted like that cab; Marrou smiled again. “Nice to meet you.” He looked as though he might say more, but then his eyes only glinted in the silver light, and Dmitri figured he’d misread his face.

Not that he had a bead on any of this, but the guy was compelling. Literally, and he hated when people misused that word, but this stranger was literally compelling him to move, to speak, to—

“Run with me, Dmitri?”

Shit, a request, and with his name added, like a thumb pressed to the throat during a kiss.

“Okay,” he croaked.

Marrou slipped off his coat, revealing a naked torso that would have
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