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Chapter 1
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Shane floated, picking out the constellations he could just make out still. Cepheus... Hydra... Cassiopeia. They were fading from view as the deep blue of the sky began to lighten at the eastern edge. He couldn’t remember how he knew their names.

He tried not to dwell on it. Not when he had better things to dwell on, like this meeting Luke wanted him to attend.

When his boss had said that to him, Shane had snorted. Meeting. It sounded so corporate, like they were gonna talk about quarterly reports or hostile takeovers. He’d said as much to the big man, but then Luke surprised him.

“This is an opportunity, and I think you’d be good at it.” Then he’d said, “Never know what kinds of doors it could open for you.”

It’d been hard to resist a comeback—there were only so many doors at the refuge, and Shane had opened almost all of them—but Luke had had a funny look on his face that gave Shane pause. Like the man wanted to say more but was holding it in, which was weird because Luke Sorenson didn’t say a whole lot, ever. So Shane had just promised he’d be back on time.

He hadn’t slept well, though, for wondering what this opportunity was that the boss thought he ought to listen to. And who was the meeting with? It wasn’t like Luke had business partners. He was a lone wolf—literally. A wolf shifter who ran a refuge for other shifters. It was a pretty unofficial operation—shifter folks just kind of showed up when they needed help, or Luke brought them home in his truck. Like Macy and Levi, who were there now. Shane had shown up at Luke’s door one night too, but like so many other things, Shane didn’t really remember it happening.

Which he tried not to think about. Why obsess over things you don’t have when you can wonder at everything you do have? He had a good gig, helping at the refuge. Didn’t really get to use his geology degree so much, but he helped out around the place and got to meet all kinds of folks. Had easy access to water, plus three squares and his own room. And Luke’s truck whenever he wanted to borrow it, which he’d done an hour ago when he’d woken up from the dream.

The dreams were another thing he didn’t care to think about too much. They were weird in that way that felt so real but couldn’t be because, well, they had nothing to do with him. Plus, nobody in them had a face, which was horrible; they were just voices. Sometimes he was in his otter form, which was better but still not great because the water felt different. Darker. Colder. Which was saying something because the refuge sat on the edge of Minnesota’s Boundary Waters, and they could get downright chilly.

The stars were almost imperceptible now, so he flipped over and corkscrewed down through the pool until he came to the small stones at the bottom. He enjoyed clacking them together. The sound was both sharp and hollow, and it always helped to clear his head when he was churning on something. He picked up a couple of rocks and struck them against each other a few times. They felt good in his paws, smooth and heavy. Keepers.

The stones sat by the front tire of the truck as he shifted and then dried off, shivering, and changed back into his clothes. The swim had helped, he guessed, though he still didn’t know what to expect from this meeting. What he did know was he wanted to do well, whatever the job was. If he managed that, maybe Luke would trust him with more responsibility around the refuge. He wanted to help more, but sometimes his stupid brain got in his way. Maybe he could change that. He had to try.

Otherwise, he was just a broken otter, collecting rocks.

~
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Mike gripped the wheel of the rental car and assessed his surroundings.

The land was mostly flat, wooded with evergreens and birches. Snow still covered the ground, but it was a thin layer compared to what they would’ve had up here in full winter. A few inches at most in the deepest drifts. The sky was blue enough. If he rolled down the rental’s window, the air would be crisp. And if he were to stop the car and listen, all he would hear would be a light breeze soughing through the trees, the creak of branches, maybe a few optimistic birds. And no people.

It was almost perfect.

He squinted at the forest, the patchy snow, the deserted road, trying to figure out what the problem was. This was northern Minnesota, practically Canada. Remote, quiet, peaceful. Sure, they got invaded by tourists every summer, but if a guy built his cabin away from the towns, on a pretty little river, say, it’d be a sweet retirement. All the fresh air and fresh fish an otter shifter could want.

And no fucking people. Had he mentioned that?

It’s just not majestic enough.

He shook his head. Majestic. The word sounded stupid and was an excuse, if he was being honest. He needed to pick a spot and be done with it. Get on with the business of building a place. There’d be permits to acquire and contractors to hire. This final job would give him enough to top off his nest egg, and then he just needed to pick a plot of land and pull the trigger. The last trigger he ever pulled, he hoped.

One more job, which meant one more orientation meeting. Today, in fifty-four minutes. But about twelve minutes ahead was a spot he’d scouted on the map to pull over and get in a swim. He had just enough time to strip and shift if he didn’t dawdle—

The rental jerked, and he gripped the wheel harder. Then came the full-carriage rhythmic thump of a blown tire.

Shit.

Right. This was why he insisted on a spare. Rental places didn’t like to provide them, wanted to send a tow service instead. But up here, who knew how long that’d take. And what kind of forty-two-year-old didn’t know how to change a goddamn tire? He flipped on the blinkers and pulled over onto the narrow strip of bare dirt that counted as the shoulder. He looked at his watch. Eight minutes, tops, then he could shift. The aurora had draped the sky the night before and his skin itched with the need. He was also horny as shit—another effect of the northern lights—but his solo session in the shower this morning would have to suffice until after the meeting.

He’d leaned the spare against the car and was cranking the jack to raise the axle when he heard an approaching vehicle. Move along, pal. But it didn’t. It slowed and pulled over behind the rental, and then the driver was out and walking toward him.

“Need a hand?”

Mike finished cranking the jack and reached for the lug wrench.

“Morning,” the guy said, almost next to him now. “Would you like some help?”

“Nah, I got it.” He gritted his teeth and shoved at the first nut. Stuck tight. What joker had cranked them down like this? Probably revenge for his demanding the spare tire. Keenly aware of the stranger’s eyes on him, he got it loosened and unscrewed it. He set it on the shoulder and seated the wrench on the second lug nut. It was looser, thank God. He laid it next to the first.

“You upstate for some hunting?”

“Nope. And I’m good here, so.”

“Fishing?”

Jesus. Take a hint. Maybe if he made eye contact, the guy would beat it. He paused with the wrench and looked up. But whatever he’d been about to say dried up in his mouth.

The guy was gorgeous. He had green eyes and light brown hair. It looked soft, the way the breeze was lifting the curls, and Mike could imagine that with enough sun it’d take on some bronze. Slim build, nice broadness to his shoulders. The guy could’ve been anywhere from twenty-five to thirty-five, which might have made him useful in Mike’s line of work, except there was no way this guy would blend in anywhere. In a fuckin’ surfer catalog, maybe. Unfortunately, he wasn’t wearing board shorts just now—had on a parka over Carhartts and fleece-lined boots—but Mike would’ve bet his last dollar the guy had a stellar ass.

Get a grip, DeLuca. He turned back to the tire and tried to seat the wrench. Took a couple of attempts, but then he had it. He cranked it like his own ass was on fire.

“There’s some sweet spots not far from here,” the pretty stranger said. “For fishing, I mean. It’s kinda early for smallmouth bass, but the walleye are perky right now.”

Mike’s dick was perky right now too, but that wasn’t doing him any good. “I’m not here to fish.” Wasn’t here to change a tire capably either, apparently, ’cause he fumbled the nut. Tried to catch it as it fell from its bolt, but it bounced off his palm and rolled under the car.

“I’ll get it.”

The kid dropped down next to him and went for the bolt, and before Mike realized what he was doing, he’d grabbed the back of his parka and jerked him away from the car. “Don’t!”

The guy looked up at him, those green eyes wide.

Mike let him go and huffed. “You can’t just go reaching under a jacked-up car. It could fall on you.”

The guy straightened up to a kneel. He stuck out a hand and grinned. “I’m Shane.”

Great. Well, at least he had a name to grunt the next time he jerked off.

Soon, hopefully.

He shook the kid’s hand. “Mike.”

“Whatcha up here for, Mike?”

“Maybe I live up here.”

Shane chuckled. “Sure.”

“What?”

“Your car. It’s not what I’d call a local model.” He crooked his thumb back at his own vehicle, a pickup at least fifteen years old, maybe twenty. “That’s the local model.”

“You’re the local model,” Mike muttered.

Damn it.

Shane snorted and held out his hand again. Dropped the wayward lug nut into Mike’s palm. “Here you go. You seem to have things in hand. Good to meet you, Mike-Who-Might-Live-Here.” And then he was walking back to his truck.

Yeah, there was definitely a great ass under all those layers.

An ass that was sliding into a warm truck and leaving Mike’s on this deserted shoulder. The kid started his engine, flicked on his blinker, and with a wave pulled onto the road and drove off.

Mike finished swapping out the tires. He stowed the shredded one and the tools and checked his watch. Twenty-nine minutes.

No shift, then.

Grumbling and still half hard, he climbed back into the rental, checked his nav, and took off for his meeting.
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Chapter 2
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When Shane pulled up in front of the main house, Luke was showing Macy how to use the snowblower. As Shane approached them, Luke was using what Shane called his patient-but-barely voice. Looked like Macy wasn’t catching on.

“I can do it,” Shane offered.

“Macy can do it,” Luke said. “Right?”

The porcupine shifter seemed doubtful. “I think so.”

“Just takes practice.”

“What if I fuck it up?” Macy asked, to which Luke shrugged.

“Then you do it again.”

“You’ve got this,” Shane said.

“Thanks.” Macy started the machine and began to steer it along the path already cleared by Luke. Hers wasn’t nearly as straight.

Luke set a hand on Shane’s shoulder and turned them both toward the house. “How was your swim?”

“Good. Thanks for your truck. Keys are in it. Tank’s full.”

Luke clapped his back. “Good man.”

He shouldn’t have felt a sense of accomplishment for doing the simplest thing Luke insisted on, but he did. Sometimes he wondered that he didn’t have a massive crush on the guy. Older dudes were Shane-bait, and while Luke wasn’t a geezer, he was probably in his late fifties. His blond hair was turning iron gray, more apparent in the winter, when he let his beard grow out. It was pretty thick now in early spring, and mostly silver, and he’d’ve made a pretty good Santa if he didn’t also usually look like he wanted to murder someone. That he was big and a wolf shifter only made him more intimidating.

Luke would never hurt anyone unless he had no choice—Shane knew that now—but his size and demeanor kept strangers off the refuge.

Anyway, if Shane had had a crush early on, he couldn’t recall it now. Luke was his boss, and a good friend even if he wasn’t one to deal out hugs or all-night chats or feelings in general. Besides, Shane happened to know that the big man carried a torch for a lady in Montreal, so. Off the market.

“You nervous about this meeting?”

He was, but no way was he going to admit it. “No, I’m ready.”

Luke was studying his face, as if he were looking for the fib. Only it was Luke who seemed kinda nervous. “Listen, before it starts, I wanted to—”

“Huh.” A car had rounded the curve of the long front drive. But not just any car. “I know that guy.”

Luke looked at the driver as he got out. “You do?”

“Well, I don’t know him know him. He got a flat out on the county road. I pulled over to help, but he was pretty much finished.” Pretty much a dick was more like it. A cute dick. “Hi!” he called. “You lost?”

The guy—Mike—had stopped and was staring at him.

“He’s not lost,” Luke said, then cocked his chin at Mike. “You gonna just stand there, or what?” He went down the steps to meet him. “Good to see you again.” Mike gave Luke a quick, hard hug, but his gaze was still on Shane. Luke walked them to the porch. “Shane, this is Mike DeLuca. Old friend of mine.”

Shane held out his hand. “Shane Richmond.” Mike had a firm grip. He gave Shane one pump, which only brought back the feeling of the guy yanking him out from under the jacked-up car. He’d be lying if he said it hadn’t turned him on, that protective impulse and the strength behind it, but he’d also be keeping that to himself. Obviously, his meeting was going to be with Mike. No idea why, but no need to make it awkward, either.

From across the driveway, Macy yelped. She was struggling so much it looked like the snowblower was driving her, not the other way around.

“Nice to meet you again,” Shane said, then jogged over to Macy just in time to catch the blower before it ran into a tree. He put it in neutral, holding it while Macy dusted herself off.

“Thanks.” Her shoulders were hunched as she looked toward the main house. “Who’s that?”

“Friend of Luke’s.”

“Luke has friends?”

Shane chuckled as the boss held the door for Mike. When the guy disappeared inside, Luke held up a finger to Shane. Give us a minute, it said. Shane turned back to Macy. “Who’d’a guessed, right? So what’s the deal over here?”

“It won’t drive straight.”

Shane put the blower in gear, but he’d only taken a few steps before the problem showed itself. Something was up with the self-drive mechanism. He cut the engine. “Tell you what. I’ll take this back to the barn. The path can wait. You grab a couple shovels and brooms, and we can at least clear the front deck.”

Macy smiled for the first time since Shane got home. “Sure thing.”

~
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Mike rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the shock of finding the kid at the refuge. He masked his efforts by looking around the front hall, but it didn’t seem to have changed in the years since he’d left. Same paneling, same long rack of coat hooks, same colorful Welcome Home sign Luke had picked up at a Pride event before Mike’s time.

“Drink?”

“Sure.”

“Beer or Scotch?”

He frowned at Luke. “It’s ten a.m.”

“You look tense.”

“Had to change a tire.”

Luke gave him a funny look, then said, “You call for help?”

“Nah.” He shrugged. “That kid outside stopped. Shane. But I sent him on his way.”

“You didn’t let him help you?”

“Didn’t need it.”

Luke snorted. “Nothing changes.”

“Except all that gray hair in your beard.”

“Wiseass. Come into the office.”

Luke’s office had always been full of framed photos. The big guy was way more sentimental than his gruff appearance might indicate. Mike checked and yup, there was the pic of the two of them taken at Winter Festival down in Ely. Mike was almost unrecognizable, even to himself. Younger, slimmer, no facial hair. He looked like a goddamn grump, though, so some things hadn’t changed.

He perused the images, recognizing just a few faces in the older photos. Then he came to one that looked more recent. Luke was standing next to a young guy—thirty, maybe—and one of the most attractive human beings Mike had ever seen. “You meet a movie star?”

“Huh?” Luke looked over from his desk. “Oh. No. That’s, uh, that’s my son.”

Mike spun to face him. “Your son! Since when?”

“Long story and not one I’m proud of. His name’s Thierry.”

The name tripped easily off Luke’s tongue. “He’s French?”

“Québécois.”

Mike pointed to the sign in the photo. “What’s Grizzly Rim? Sounds like a porno.”

Luke’s unease relaxed into the suggestion of a smile. “It’s the town he lives in, in Alaska. He lives there with his partner, Dmitri. Solid guy.”

Wow. Luke had a son. He tried not to resent that Luke had never told him. “How did something so pretty come from your ugly mug?”

“All due credit to his mother. Have a seat.”

Same chair in front of the desk, an arrangement that had always made him feel like he was in the principal’s office. Luke’s nod to cold weather had been to drape a blanket over the back. He offered Mike a choice between a pumpkin spice macchiato or crème brûlée cappuccino—just to see the resulting look on Mike’s face, he was pretty sure—then chuckled as he used a coffee pod machine behind his desk to make two steamy mugs of black. 

“Solstice gift from the residents. The crème brûlée’s not bad, actually, but you didn’t hear it from me.” He sighed and considered Mike. “It’s been a while. How’s it going for you?”

How was his head, he meant. The guy was usually blunt to a fault, though Mike didn’t fault him for it. He preferred a direct approach and was going to redirect this convo right up front. “I think we put the PTSD to sleep. Not forever, but deep. Let’s call it comatose.”

“Let’s not.”

“I haven’t had any issues for years. No flashbacks, no tremors. No uncontrollable weeping, except when the Packers lose.”

Luke glared at him. “Deflection.”

“Superpower.”

Luke sat back. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you too. It’s been too long.”

Luke’s eyebrows rose, and fair enough. Mike had never been one for sentiment. Or social connection. Something about seeing the big guy again, though, felt almost like coming home.

Almost.

“I’m looking to retire,” he said. “Build a place and be done with all of it.”

“Hope I can talk you into one last job.”

“I’m here, right?” Mike shrugged. “I could use a little something to put the cabin fund over the top.”

“This would certainly do that, as long as it’s not a palace.”

Mike spread his hands. “Have you met me?”

“Worst day of my life,” Luke grumbled and stood. “The mission lead’ll be calling soon to give you two the rundown, but I’ll do a little preview. Let me get your charge in here.” He left before Mike could ask questions, leaving him to stare at the photos on the wall.

He’d been a real piece of work when he’d shown up at the refuge. A contact of a contact of a contact had hooked him up, and he’d been just fucked up enough to agree to going. If he’d known what was in store for him, he wouldn’t have gone.

Not that the hard shit started right away. Luke had taken one look at him and put him in a private room. No way could he have handled the bunkhouse. Too many people, too many personalities. Too many random noises at night to startle him awake, if he could even fall asleep in the first place.

Luke did insist that he come out of his room every day. “One meal a day, your choice. But you’ll eat it in company.”

Mike chose breakfast. He told himself it was to get the requirement out of the way as soon as possible every day, which was true. Also true, though, was that he might not have gotten out of bed otherwise. That would’ve been okay if his body had needed the healing time, but his injuries weren’t physical. Most of the time he just felt really fucking sad.

So he got out of bed, and he ate his breakfast in the big dining room, surrounded by other shifters whose names he didn’t bother to remember from day to day, and when he finished eating, he’d escape the post-meal bustle to go outside.

That was where he would get better, he’d told himself. He was an otter shifter, so he just needed to swim. The location of the refuge was the reason he’d agreed to try it. Luke had a lot of acreage, and a good portion of it was wet. Lakes, ponds, small rivers—if Mike had wanted to, he probably could’ve just dug himself a holt near a creek and stayed out there. The water was cold and clear. It washed away the fog in his head, streamlined his tangled thoughts. It buoyed him when he couldn’t do much more than float and hid him when all those other personalities overwhelmed him.

He never stayed out too long, though. Had his hardwired sense of responsibility to thank for that. One day, he’d surfaced to find Luke in his wolf form, resting on his haunches under a nearby tree, watching the water. Watching for Mike. The big wolf dipped his chin, solemn, then rose and padded into the forest.

After that, Mike checked in with him before he left the main house, and eventually he came to appreciate what the guy had created. How he was helping shifters, and how many of them passed through the refuge. A person could easily mistake Luke for having a head as thick as the rest of his giant frame, but they’d be wrong. He wasn’t a rocket scientist, but neither were most people. His breadth of knowledge kept the refuge running and maintained, and what he didn’t know he had an extensive network of contacts to help him with, allowing the refuge to stay under the radar.

And he had a big fuckin’ heart. It made Mike uncomfortable at first (hell, it still made him a little jumpy). But the longer he stayed under the man’s roof, the more opportunities he had to witness the effects of that heart: shifters healed, made to understand they would be okay no matter their condition. Luke played it gruff, but he’d give his left ball if someone needed it. He was a giant teddy bear, if you took a moment to notice.

Eventually Mike did. He quit being a standoffish asshole and started hanging around the main house more. The bunkhouse still had too many voices, too many random movements in his peripheral vision, but he could park himself in the corner of the living room, two walls to his back and all the windows and doors in his sight lines, and start to be around people again.

For his efforts, Luke moved a comfy armchair into that corner (sneakily—Mike woke one morning to find it there, a wool blanket draped over the back). Neither of them acknowledged the gift, but Mike sat his ass in that chair every day after that, until one day he found himself telling a story to a group of laughing shifters. He’d stopped mid-sentence, staring at them as if they’d appeared out of the ether. How the hell had he come this far?

Luke Sorenson was how. The guy was relentlessly patient and driven to help. Maybe someday Mike would find out where that instinct came from. For now, he was just glad he could count Luke among his few friends.

Until Luke walked back into the office, trailed by Shane.

Mike’s charge, apparently.

Fan-fucking-tastic.
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Shane leaned his broom next to the front door and followed Luke inside. “Meeting time?”

“Let’s head to my office,” Luke said. “He’ll be calling in soon.”

Who will? Shane wanted to ask, but something made him not want to ask questions or seem unprepared. Worse: what if Luke had told him already and he’d forgotten?

Hell, no. He was gonna walk into Luke’s office and take one of the chairs in front of the desk like a professional... meeting person, and play it as it came.

What could go wrong?

Well, first off, he should’ve guessed Mike was a shifter. Luke rarely had folks to the refuge who weren’t, and as soon as he walked into Luke’s office, the scent smacked into Shane’s senses, slightly muskier than aftershave could account for. And then there was the compact, muscular body that Shane was having trouble ignoring. Not gym-rat muscle—the guy’s arms weren’t threatening his shirt seams—but the contours were there if a fellow cared to notice. Mike wore a long-sleeve button-down shirt with a wool vest over it. There was a little buckled strap on the back of the vest that Shane’s fingers itched to tug on. Below that, nondescript pants in a lighter weight than the ones Shane wore. Not tight, but not so loose that he was unaware of the nice, solid butt and thighs underneath. He’d bet a month’s board they were furry and—

“Shane.”

He jerked his eyes up to Luke, who was staring at him. Shit. “Yes?”

“Close the door?”

“Oh. Sure.” He did, then took the chair next to Mike.

Luke had his black-framed readers on and was clicking around on his laptop. “So I have this friend, Sten. He’s a Sorenson too, except he’s Norwegian, so it’s Sørensen. Anyway, he’ll introduce himself and the job he’s proposing. I can tell you he’s a wolf shifter. He works in what he calls artifact acquisition and everyone else calls treasure hunting, and when we talked about this particular job, we agreed it was well suited to a team of otter shifters.”

So Mike was an otter too. Cool.

Wait.

Treasure hunting?

“The terrain you’d be exploring is mountainous with quite a few rivers and lakes. There may also be call to investigate some underground spaces. With that in mind, Sten thought someone with a geology background would be helpful. So that’s why you’re here, Shane.” Luke looked at him over the tops of his glasses. “You could finally use that know-how on more than helping me pave the back patio.”

Yeah, that didn’t make him sound like a loser.

“Mike, you can guess why we wanted you along. Shane, Mike does...” He frowned at his screen, clicked something again. “Security work. Sten’s projects always call for some level of security, but this one requires a specialist. Mike’s got a lot of experience navigating challenging settings, so he’d be an asset.”

“What’s the location?” Mike asked.

“Northern Wales.”

Because Shane couldn’t stop staring at him, he noticed that Mike’s shoulders relaxed a little. He’d never been to Wales himself—had never been anywhere, really—but he had to admit it didn’t sound all that dangerous. It wasn’t one of the places that came up in the news a lot, anyway.

“Any artifact in particular?” Mike asked.

And then a weird thing happened. Luke smiled. Kind of shook his head, as if he wasn’t sure how to say it. He looked from Mike to Shane, then back to Mike. “You’ve got to have an open mind for this one.”

“Okay...” Mike said, just as Shane said, “Hit me.”

“You’d be searching for a sword.” Luke drew a big breath, then shrugged. “King Arthur’s sword.”

Mike blinked. “King Arthur?”

Luke nodded. “King Arthur.”

King Arthur.

Yeah.

Cool, cool, cool.

Shane bit the inside of his cheek, clacked imaginary rocks, then blurted, “Who’s King Arthur?”

Luke’s eyes snapped to his.

Slow as a glacier, Mike turned to stare at him.

Damn.

But before he could cover, the video conference program on Luke’s laptop rang.

~
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Mike flinched at the sound from the laptop. The call had gone through finally. On the other end sat a white guy with long hair and a bushy beard, both dark blond. Judging by the way his shoulders ate up the screen, he was even bigger than Luke, and that was saying something.

“Sten Sørensen,” the guy said. “Shane Richmond?”

The kid sat up and waved. “Hi!”

“And Mike DeLuca.”

“That’s right.”

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. I will cut the shit-chat—”

Shane snorted.

“I have a proposal for you.”

“I gave them the basic gist,” Luke said, “but just that it’s a search for the sword.”

“King Arthur’s sword?” Mike said, still not quite believing this whole thing.

“Arthur’s sword,” Sørensen corrected him. “We don’t know if he was a king. But we do know he lived! I’ve been tracking his sword for some time, and I have several leads in Wales. Because of the terrain, I thought, Otters!” Sørensen flashed big, square teeth.

“Cool,” Shane said.

“Hold up,” Mike cut in. “How do you know he was real?”

Sørensen’s expression went stern. “Anything can be real, Mike. I think you mean to ask how I know he lived?”

Great, the guy was a philosopher.

Evidently, he’d spent the previous fall in Scotland, following a lead, and had discovered some surprising things from a source he claimed was trustworthy.

For one thing, Arthur had existed. For another, he’d been gay. He’d had a lifelong partner in his shieldmate, Bedwyr, and they’d lived in northern Wales, in the sixth century.

“And they were shifters
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