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      Thanks for picking up this newest series! I hope you’re ready for a sexy ride through Shifter Grove, the place where rogue werewolves come to start a new life!

      

      Don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter for exclusive deals and releases at www.blakerwolfe.com!
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      Watching the dark trees pass by out the passenger window made it possible to pretend I wasn’t hundreds of miles from home. But it was the furthest away I’d ever been, and there was a sense of panic that trickled all the way down to my bones. I had no money, no home, no pack, and nowhere to go except forward. In fact, the man driving the truck was a complete stranger to me. He didn’t know I was a werewolf, either.

      I’d met him at a truck stop down in Ypsilanti while I was passing through. I’d been hitchhiking my way north for some time, trying to get to a place called Shifter Grove. Apparently, there was a hotel there that took in strays like me for an indefinite period of time. It was one of the few pieces of information the pack Beta gave me when he dismissed me from the pack forever. I lost my family, my pack, and my home that day. And for the past week since that happened, I’d been trying to get to this Shifter Grove.

      A rare bit of luck arrived in the shape of a middle-aged trucker who was taking his cargo north up the coast of Lake Huron. He said he was passing close to that small town and would drop me off. He wondered what I was doing out by myself, but I made up some lie about going to see family, which seemed to satisfy him. For a while, I was worried he’d demand some sort of payment, and since I had no money, I figured it would be in flesh. And to be honest, I was so desperate and broken-hearted, I don’t know if I would’ve denied him.

      However, when he finally pulled off the highway on the exit to Shifter Grove, he just kept going. I thought he’d drop me off and make me walk into town, but he went out of his way to bring me all the way in. It was an odd feeling having a stranger do something so kind for me. When I thanked him and started to exit the truck, I felt a hand reach over and grasp my own.

      “The hotel is just down the block that way,” he said, pointing back behind me. “The owner, Sam, is just like you and will take care of ya, pup.”

      I furrowed my brows, confused how he could know what I was.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, his eyes flashing a pale green. There was the sudden smell of green things and damp earth. I realized he must have been some sort of Fae that could either mask himself well or I just plain didn’t notice. “Your secret is safe with me.” He paused for a moment. “And keep your chin up, alright? Things’ll get better. I promise.”

      I nodded, tears forming at the corners of my eyes. “Thank you.”

      He smiled gently. “Take care.”

      The moment the door was closed, the engine roared back into life, and the truck pulled away. I was left standing on the sidewalk with nothing but a mostly empty backpack and a business card for the hotel. It was dark, the small town was nearly dead, and if this hotel didn’t pan out, I had no choice but to spend the night sleeping on the ground. Not to mention, I hadn’t eaten for nearly three days since I ran out of cash down near Toledo. I really and truly had hit rock bottom.

      I stood there for a long moment, trying to gather up the courage to continue. Thoughts threatened to consume me, but I pushed them away. There would be plenty of time later to get upset, cry, and scream. But right now, I needed to find a place to stay for the night. Survival mode had already kicked in, and I wasn’t going to fall to pieces while my life was on the line. I could do that later.

      Hiking my backpack up on my shoulder, I started to walk. Downtown Shifter Grove wasn’t much to look at. Like most midwestern towns, it looked like it had peaked sometime in the fifties and sixties, then steadily declined from there. The buildings were crumbling in places, most of them still sporting their original wooden framed windows with peeling lead paint. A few of them had empty storefronts with faded For Lease signs in the windows. All in all, it didn’t exactly inspire confidence that the hotel would still be open. This sleepy little town looked like it was on the brink of extinction.

      When I finally arrived at the other end of the block, I hadn’t seen a single person out and about. Maybe two cars had driven down the road that was only lit with dim streetlamps. What shops looked like they still functioned had obviously closed hours ago. My phone had been dead for two days, so I wasn’t sure what time it was anyway. However, as I stepped up to the curb, my head was drawn upward.

      On the other side of the street was a vertical pink neon marquee that said Hotel. Not only was the marquee on but there were lights on inside as well. Higher up, I could see a few of the rooms had their shades open and table lamps aglow.

      So, the hotel was still up and running. Now I just had to hope the owner was as charitable as the truck driver that brought me into town.

      It took a surprising amount of courage to walk through that front door knowing I didn’t have a fucking dime. I’d been raised in a family where accepting charity was a crime more intolerable than murder. Asking for help was also not something I knew how to do. When the lobby was empty as I stepped inside, I thought about turning around and walking right back out that door. But just as I was about to turn around, I heard footsteps from the other side of the room.

      I turned to see a man with long dark hair pulled up in a bun step out of a back office. He had his phone in one hand and a clipboard in the other. It looked as if he were doing his final rounds for the night before closing up.

      “Hi there,” he said with a warm smile. “Are you here to check in?”

      “I… I’m looking for Sam,” I said, recalling what the truck driver had told me.

      “You found him.”

      He waved me over toward the desk and I stepped up obediently. The moment I got within a few feet of him, I could smell the unmistakable scent of werewolf. He didn’t smell like an Alpha, but he was huge. Suddenly, I was terribly nervous, knowing that this man could probably tear me apart if he wanted to. He was tall, built like a bull, and easily twice my size, if not more. I doubted my short skinny ass could even beat his big toe in a fight, much less the rest of him.

      “What can I help you with?” he asked, still smiling kindly.

      “I… uh…” I searched for the right words. “I have this card.” Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the business card I’d been handed the day I was kicked out of my home and pushed it across the desk.

      “That’s one of our business cards,” Sam said, picking it up. He turned it over, noticing all the creases and the dirt smeared across the front. “Looks like you’ve had it for a while.”

      I shook my head. “Just a few days. But… it was a long trip.”

      His smile faded slightly as he cocked his head to the side, giving me a good once-over. He leaned forward, sniffing the air. As soon as he did, I saw his eyes widen and a nod of understanding.

      “You don’t have a pack anymore, do you?”

      Tears welled up and spilled down my cheeks before I knew what was happening. I hadn’t heard those words out loud until that moment. I’d thought it plenty of times, but hearing it said was the straw that broke the camel’s back. A flood of emotions rushed through my body and my shoulders began to quake.

      “I… I…” I sniffled, unable to say the words.

      Sam came around the desk. “It’s okay,” he said, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Everything is going to be fine. You came to the right place. We’ve got a room for you.”

      I just stood there and cried. It was incredible how totally shattered and relieved I felt in that moment. I was safe at last from the outside world, no longer wandering across the countryside. But it also solidified how terribly alone I was now. How alone I would be for the rest of my life.

      The permanence was what scared me the most. There was only one person I could rely on now for everything I needed.

      Me.

      “Have you eaten?” Sam asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Let me show you to your room so you can get cleaned up, and then I’ll bring you up some food, okay?”

      “I d-don’t h-have any m-money,” I sniffled, my voice still shaking.

      “I know.” It wasn’t a judgment, just a factual statement. “We’ll figure that out tomorrow. There are other ways to earn your keep while you get yourself back on your feet.”

      I looked up at him, fear in my eyes.

      He shook his head, reading my thoughts. “Normal ways to earn your keep. Like dishes, cleaning, and helping out around here.” He pulled me toward the elevator. “But that can wait for now. You need to get some rest.”

      I followed close behind him as he took me up to the top floor and down to the far end of the hallway. Taking out a ring of keys, he opened the door to the room and removed the key from the ring before handing it to me. We stepped inside, Sam flicking the lights on as we went.

      “There’s your bathroom here,” he said, pointing it out. “With towels and soap and toiletries. The beds get torn down and flipped every Monday and Thursday when we do the washing. There’s a mini-fridge and a kitchenette if you want to cook. I’ll make sure you get one good meal a day down in the kitchens. I only have three rules in this hotel.” He turned around, giving me a serious look. “No prostitution, no drugs, and no fights. I have to keep on the right side of the law in this town if I’m gonna help people like you, so please respect that, and you can stay as long as you need to.”

      I nodded dumbly, looking around the room with a sense of bewilderment.

      “Why?” was all I could ask. “Why do you do this?”

      Sam gave me a sort of sad smile. “Because when I was your age, nobody helped me.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Nobody should have to go through that.”

      He started to leave but stopped in the doorway.

      “Grab a shower,” he said gently, but with the full implication that I needed one. I knew he was right. “When you’re done, come downstairs to the kitchen. I’ll have some food waiting for you.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded.

      Sam stepped out, closing the door behind him and leaving me all alone. I felt a surge of relief through my chest, but that same sense of intense loneliness that I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around just yet. My backpack dropped to the floor and I leaned my back against the wall, staring up at the ceiling.

      The tears just kept flowing.
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      I was up at dawn, as usual. There was no need for an alarm clock. The sun streaming through my bedroom window was all I needed. Rolling over in bed, I stretched, the blankets pulling low on my waist. Sunlight warmed my skin as I stared out the window.

      Another beautiful day of solitude.

      And that was just the way I liked it.

      I threw the covers aside and hopped out of bed. Stepping up to the window, I stretched once more, enjoying the feel of the sun warming my naked body. It was mid-June, and the morning temperature was already high. That meant it was gonna be a hot day and that I should get out in the garden early if I wanted to avoid sweating half to death. It was better to do deliveries during the hot part of the day. That way I could enjoy the AC in my truck. Today was delivery day for the hotel anyway, so that would work out just fine.

      But the first order of business was coffee.

      The best part about living in a small one-bedroom house you built yourself was that everything was exactly where it should be. I didn’t have to worry about rooting through cupboards or searching for my perfect mug. There was one mug, the same one I always used, and a small coffee pot. I was a plain and simple kind of guy. Coffee was black, without any bells and whistles. Sure, I splurged a little bit on the coffee itself, making sure it was the best I could find, but there was nothing complicated about it.

      I tried to keep my life as uncomplicated as possible. Ever since I’d moved to Shifter Grove at the age of seventeen, keep it simple had been my mantra. I worked my ass off doing odd jobs so I could buy a little five-acre plot of land on the outskirts of town. After that, I lived in a tent while I cleared a section of it by hand. Once the garden was planted, I began work on the house. It was an odd construction made completely out of reclaimed materials. More than likely, it didn’t meet the local zoning ordinances, but it was warm, water-tight, and had everything I needed. I even had indoor plumbing.

      The house was surrounded entirely by forest on all sides, which is why I didn’t think twice about stepping out into the garden with just my cowboy hat and a coffee mug. The earth and grass were cool under my feet, still wet with dew as I walked through the garden sipping my coffee. My growing method was a bit unconventional. I didn’t really do plants in rows. Actually, the place looked pretty wild. But, if anyone looked closely, they’d realize all my plants were intercropped with beneficial partner plants. And that’s why everyone thought I was a magician with vegetables. I didn’t use chemicals or grow like traditional farmers, but my produce was always the first bought at the farmer’s market. In fact, I usually had to pack up early because I just plain had nothing left to sell. My customers were ravenous.

      And, every week, I took a few crates of veggies over to the hotel as well. No matter how many times Sam offered to pay for them, I turned him down. When I’d shown up in Shifter Grove all those years ago with no pack, no family, and nowhere to go, he took me in without question. He was a werewolf like me, and both of us rogue Alphas. The bond of friendship grew quickly between us, and even after all my time in Shifter Grove, he was really my only friend.

      Sure, I was nice to everyone. I had to be if I wanted to keep my customers. But I liked to keep to myself. I still remember what it was like being part of a pack and having a big family way back when. And how they all turned on me the moment I told them I was different. I just never had a reason to trust anyone again after that, except Sam, of course.

      But I tried not to think about all that. I loved my life in Shifter Grove. It was quiet, peaceful, and I could just do my own thing. I had my own house, my garden, my coffee, and no neighbors to see my dick flopping in the wind every morning. It was sheer bliss. And that’s how it was going to stay if I had anything to say about it. While the world outside my property got more complicated, my world did not. I was just a simple wolf living off the land. What more could a guy ask for?

      After five minutes of wandering around the garden and taking stock of everything, I inevitably found some weeds that needed to be pulled. Crouching down, I sat my mug in the grass and began to work. Before I knew it, I’d worked my way down the entire path, checking on things and harvesting as I went, my coffee abandoned and cold at the other end of the garden. After a quick trip to the shed for a crate, I collected my harvest for the day along with my coffee mug and headed back to the house. There, I sprayed them all down, getting off as much of the soil as I could. Of course, by then, I was completely covered in dirt, sweat, and mud myself. Gardening naked came with the understanding that showering was a frequent experience.

      Instead of going inside and tracking mud through the house, I just stood out on the small porch and sprayed myself down with the hose. I kept a spare bar of soap out there for just such occasions. The water from the hose was freezing cold, but after the heat of the sun on my skin all morning, I relished the sudden shock that caused goosebumps to break out over my body. I soaped myself up and rinsed myself off once more before grabbing my hat and taking a seat in the single lawn chair I had.

      Stretching out on it, I let the sun dry me off, turning myself over halfway through. By the time I’d finished with all of that, it was getting close to noon, and I figured I should probably get moving. Sam liked to have enough food in the hotel for his guests, and dinner was the meal they usually requested. Besides, I could chat with him a while and maybe grab lunch in town. I had a hankering for french fries that I just couldn’t shake.

      With a sigh, I pushed myself up from the lawn chair. Putting clothing on was the worst part of the day, but necessary if I wanted to go into town. Sam was a good friend, but we weren’t that close. And I doubted he wanted my balls all over his furniture anyway.

      Twenty minutes later, I was pulling into the rear entrance of the hotel in my rusty old pickup. The back entrance went directly into the kitchens, where the walk-in cooler was. I had a key to the place, thanks to Sam, so I grabbed a crate and headed inside. Before I’d even made it back to fetch the second, Sam appeared.

      “There you are!” he smiled, pulling me into a quick hug. He nearly knocked my hat off but reached up and put it back in place. “Took your time this morning, huh? I was starting to think you wouldn’t show up today.”

      “I’m here every Tuesday,” I replied. “You know that.”

      “I know, I’m just giving you a hard time.” He gave me a nudge. “Want some help?”

      “Sure.”

      Sam followed me out of the truck, the pair of us making three more trips to bring all the produce into the cooler. Once we had it in there, I helped him put everything in its proper place. After delivering for years, I knew where he kept each little thing. It was ten minutes of comfortable silence. Sam, thankfully, understood I wasn’t much of a talker.

      “Well,” he said, helping me carry the empty crates back to my truck. “I suppose you’ll be wanting lunch.”

      “I can grab something on the way home,” I replied. “I know it’s late.”

      “Nah. Don’t worry about it.” Sam was always happy to feed just about anybody. The man loved to cook. “What have you got the taste for?”

      “Fries,” I said simply.

      He rolled his eyes. “You and your french fries. I swear. You’d think a werewolf would say something like steak or burgers. But not you.” He clapped me on the back, leading me back inside. “One day, you’re gonna wake up and find that you are made of nothing but potato.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “If that’s what your heart desires,” he sighed. “I guess it’s fine.”

      We stepped into the kitchen, Sam directing me to a seat at one end of a long stainless steel prepping bench. He went into the cooler and came back with all the fixings for a decent lunch. There were potatoes, to be sure, but also some greens, tomatoes, onions, two small chicken breasts, and a bucket of ranch dressing.

      “You know me too well,” I said, looking at the ranch.

      “I’ve fed you every week for the past five years,” he replied. “And more often before that. I ought to know what you like by now.”

      “Are you eating too?” I asked, looking at the extra chicken breast.

      “No, I already had lunch. But I had a new wolf wander in pretty late last night.” He sighed, pushing the potatoes toward me. “Cut these up while I prep everything else.”

      That piqued my curiosity. It wasn’t very often that a new wolf wandered into town. Back when Sam first started the hotel, there was a bit of a glut. But as the world slowly began to accept more types of people, so too did the wolf packs. They had no other choice. I had a cousin in the Allard pack on the other side of the state whose pack nearly disintegrated due to stodgy traditional pack laws. The younger generation just didn’t put up with that sort of thing anymore.

      “What’s the new guy like?” I asked, pulling out a knife and cutting board. Sam would kill me if I used a knife directly on the steel table.

      “It’s not like you to be nosy,” he replied, lifting an eyebrow in my direction.

      “Just curious,” I said with a shrug. “Not a lot of excitement at my place.”

      “If you’d try to find a boyfriend, I bet that would be different.”

      “Don’t want one.” I started slicing the potatoes into thick wedges. “I like my solitude.”

      “I think you’re just scared of being happy.”

      I lifted my gaze, giving Sam that look I’d given him a hundred times that said stop pestering me. He sighed, shrugged a bit, and went back to working on the chicken.

      “New guy is young,” he said, going back to my original question. “Probably twenty or so. And whatever happened to him, it happened fast. I could smell the fear and desperation on him the moment he walked through the door. He just started sobbing when I told him he could stay. He got cleaned up and came back downstairs to eat. You should’ve seen how he gobbled down his meal. Poor thing hadn’t eaten for days, and he’s already so skinny to begin with.”

      “Alpha?”

      Sam shook his head. “Not from what I can tell. Just a lone wolf from a small-town pack somewhere down south. He’s got the cutest little twang to his voice.” He sighed as he turned around and lit the fire on the stove, popping a pan down on top of it. “Poor kid will probably be scarred for life after hitchhiking all the way up here.”

      “I did that to get here from Traverse City.”

      “Yeah, but you were already a tough little thing,” he replied. “This kid seems… I don’t know… kinda fragile. There’s more to it than just losing his pack. I just can’t place my finger on it.”

      “I wonder what it could be.”

      Sam shrugged again. “No idea. But I’m sure it’ll come out in time. I’m gonna give him a few days to get a hold of himself, and then I’ll help him figure out how to get back on his feet. Something tells me he’s never been on his own before, so it’s gonna be a project.” He turned around, pointing a spatula at me. “Do you need help with that garden of yours?”

      “Not really,” I replied, chopping through my last potato and tossing it into the bowl. “Then again, I can’t really make it any bigger without help. But I’m not sure if I want to. I’ve got enough money, and I like my privacy.” I pulled the salad greens toward me and started prepping those for the side salad. “Besides, I don’t talk much, and you know how that makes people uncomfortable.”

      “Maybe that’s what this kid needs.” He leaned to the side, flipping on the deep fryer for the fries. “But I’ll figure that all out later. Something smaller might be a better start.”

      I breathed an internal sigh of relief. The last thing I wanted was someone on my farm all the time.
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