
  [image: Unacceptable Risk]


  Unacceptable Risk


  Hidden Wolves Book 1


   


  Kaje Harper


  SMASHWORDS EDITION


  * * * * *


  Copyright © 2011, 2021 Kaje Harper


  https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/KajeHarper


  Editing by Amanda Faris


  Proofreading by Ashley VanBuren and Jonathan Penn


  Cover art by Jay Aheer


  Formatting by Beaten Track Publishing – beatentrackpublishing.com

 

License Notes


  All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the original purchaser of this ebook ONLY. No part of this ebook may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission of the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.


  Image/art disclaimer: Licensed material is being used for illustrative purposes only. Any person depicted is a model.


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


  Content warning: For adult readers over the age of 18 only. This book contains explicit sexual situations between two men.


For a hidden shifter, falling in love with a man may be the death of them both.
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Unsettled Interlude

Hidden Wolves 1.15

Paul woke slowly, to the awareness that he was very warm, weighted down, and a bit sore. Behind his slitted eyelids, he could see a tiny crescent of hazy morning light. He took only a second to remember that the warm and weighted down part was Simon, draped across him like a living hot water bottle. The sore part was… also Simon.

Paul moved his legs slightly on the sheets, feeling the pull of sensitized skin. He thought the motion was subtle, but Simon immediately tensed and pushed away from him. “Are you okay?”

“I'm fine.” Paul opened his eyes and sure enough, Simon was braced above him, staring down at him with a little frown creasing his brow. “You're hovering.”

“More like landing on you.” Simon wriggled his hips against Paul's thighs.

Despite the joke, his eyes seemed wary. Paul tried to recapture some of his righteous anger from the evening before, his frustrated fury at Simon and Aaron and all the werewolf bullshit, but those emotions felt distant. In this familiar room, with Simon smiling and the brightness of a winter morning filtering through the curtains, the last two days could’ve all been a dream. Except for the way he could feel, somewhere inside his head, that Simon was actually more hungry and worried than horny.

Paul gave him a push. “Get off and we'll get some breakfast.”

Simon rolled gracefully away and bounced to his feet. “I'll cook if you want a shower.”

Paul leaned up on his elbow and looked over at his, um, mate. Looking at Simon was never a hardship. He wasn't classically handsome, but he was sculpted and solid, with smooth, brown skin wrapped over curved, hard muscle. His green eyes shone under hair that was nearly black. Across his flat pecs, a dusting of equally dark curls led the eye downward to a clear six-pack. And on down, to that… Paul jerked his gaze upward, to meet Simon's grin.

“It's all yours,” Simon said.

“I was actually thinking pancakes,” Paul suggested.

“I'll do my best. Although I remember you were down to marshmallow fluff and stale bread, so it may not be easy. Some kind of French toast, perhaps.”

Paul swung his legs out and stood up, hiding a wince as he moved. Last night had been, well, intense. He walked over to Simon and didn’t hesitate as he closed the last foot of space. Simon wrapped strong arms around him in a hug, and he returned it, laying his head on Simon's good shoulder. This was what he'd always craved and never had. Someone he could go to and be welcome, held, loved, without question. He still couldn't believe the permanence was true, but he couldn't deny the sweet echo of relief and pleasure and affection that filled them both, over that wacky bond in his head. How can I disbelieve his love when I can feel it?

“You don't really have to cook for me.”

“I offered. I want to. Cooking’s a way to show the love.”

That word again— the thing Paul had never thought he'd be worthy of. The thing he still couldn't quite understand he'd found, and didn't feel he deserved. Simon loved him. Of all the incredible events of the last two days, of werewolves and captivity, murder and mind-bonds, that was the one that felt most like fiction. Amazing, I-wish-it-was-true fiction. He closed his eyes and opened his mouth against Simon's bare neck, tasting the salt tang of sweat on his lips. So good. Surely this had to be real? “I love you too.”

“I know.” Simon leaned back, tilting his head so their mouths came together. He kissed Paul with a careful hunger Paul could feel. “Love you more.”

That was probably another of Simon's jokes, but it might well be true. “I'm sorry.”

“No. God, I was kidding.”

Paul burrowed his face against the uninjured side of Simon's neck. “I'm not good for you. I'm married to my work and not going to be social,” he mumbled. “You have all these people, these friends, and I'm going to be the weird guy in the corner who doesn't talk to them. And I don't handle being told what to do well. That's part of why I leaped at the chance to buy my own clinic. I question everything, and I'll probably get you into trouble again.”

“Hush. Paul, look at me?” When he refused to lift his head, Simon pressed a kiss against his hair and chuckled. “If you don't think I can find trouble on my own, you haven't been watching. If you're around to hold me like this when it's over, I'll have no complaints.”

That Paul could do. They stood pressed together, naked in the cool room. Paul focused on the heat of Simon everywhere they touched and the chill of the air whispering over his spine, until Simon said, “As much as I love this, Aaron told me to show up at ten, and it's after nine. I don't think our new Alpha has much patience with lateness.”

“And I should check the clinic.” Paul had to force his arms to let go. “Shower. I was going to shower.”

“Yeah. Get clean and come have some marshmallow fluff pancakes.”

He'd thought that was a joke, but apparently fluff could substitute adequately for pancake syrup. They were finishing up when Simon's phone rang. They both jumped in alarm, and Paul had to grab for his tipping coffee mug. He sucked the spilled coffee off his finger and listened. After that first surge of mutual alarm, Simon's presence in Paul's head felt calm and alert. Paul told his jangling nerves to stand down.

“Yes sir… Okay… I was wondering… That would work… I'll tell him.”

Simon tapped out of the phone and stared down at it.

“Tell me what?”

“That was Aaron. He's sending Lucas to watch out for you today, while I'm busy backing him up in the pack negotiations.” Simon wrinkled his nose, sounding as irritated as he ever got. “You'd think he could manage without me. Joshua sure doesn’t love me enough to give our pack a bigger share, just because I'm standing behind Aaron. More likely the reverse.”

Paul would’ve liked to keep Simon close for a while. Simon was his anchor in this newly-overturned life he seemed to be leading. But Paul was an adult, not a kid who needed his teddy bear, and maybe Aaron was deliberately detaching them for a few hours. “Maybe Aaron hopes seeing you will unsettle Joshua. Or guilt-trip him.” Joshua now led the pack that had been ready to rip Simon to shreds for loving another man. Paul hoped the old werewolf would feel some kind of remorse, though he wasn't holding his breath.

“Maybe. And then we'll meet as a pack tonight at five. Aaron's house.”

“Which is where?”

“Just let me know whether you're here or the clinic around four thirty and I'll come by and pick you up. Then next time you'll know.”

Paul nodded slowly. “Okay. And I'll be fine with, um, Lucas? I don't even know who he is. Is he playing bodyguard? Or making sure I don't go to the cops or something?” The whole overwhelming avalanche of new shit loomed again, and he took a shallow breath. “I'm not a threat.” Although maybe I should be. He was the one who read mysteries and scoffed at the heroes for not going to the cops when things happened. Like deaths. “I saw this guy turn into a wolf and then he was killed and dropped into a lake…” Maybe not.

“Bodyguard, absolutely,” Simon said. “The worst should be over, but you and I are certain to be unpopular for a while. Lucas is an older guy, medium height and build, brown hair, easy smile. I'll, uh, text him and ask him to come to the door before I leave, so I can introduce you.”

“He's in our pack?” Pack. Our pack. He repeated the words a few more times silently, but the idea only got more ridiculous with repetition.

Simon eyed him cautiously but said, “Yes. He swore to Aaron.”

Paul nodded. For some reason, Aaron's name was like a bell, ringing through the confusion and clearing his head. Whether because he was Alpha, or just because he was someone Paul had actually met, Aaron felt real. “Okay.”

“I wish I could stay. I know we should talk and I probably should’ve woken you earlier. But you looked so cute sleeping.”

Paul wrapped his fist in the front of the sweatshirt Simon was wearing and pulled him against the table to give him a hard, sticky-sweet kiss. “I am not cute. Now. This meeting. I'll get to see everybody? Learn some of the rules?”

“Yeah.”

“So that'll be good. We can talk after. And talk some more tomorrow. And probably the next day. But in between…” He could feel Simon's intense worry, and hated being a big part of that. He repeated the kiss, longer this time. “With everything that I'm confused about and doubting, I don't doubt you. Okay? I know you, um, love me. I trust you. My life feels turned upside down, but at the center of the good part is you, and that makes everything worthwhile.” He would believe that. He had to.

Simon kissed him back. “Okay. And a lot better than okay.”

§ § § §

Work at the vet clinic was a good distraction. Paul checked on the few kenneled animals who were staying the weekend and paused to give the clinic cats some loving. The younger two were willing to chase their catnip mice across the floor when he jiggled and tossed them. Old Sally gave him a disdainful glare from her slightly-crossed eyes, until he took the hint to rub her cheeks, scratch her arched back, and refill her bowl. It was all so normal.

Lucas seemed nice enough. Could you call a werewolf nice? He looked like a man in his forties, which presumably meant he was a lot older. He'd given Paul a nod and a firm handshake, and then insisted on driving his own car to the clinic and patrolling in his own way. He was out there somewhere. Paul wondered if a look out the clinic window would give him a glimpse of a middle-aged man in a dark parka, or an improbably big wolf. He didn't check.

After half an hour of mouse-tossing and a bribe of extra loose catnip, the younger cats were finally done playing and settled in a heap, grooming each other and purring in a slightly drunken slur. Paul picked up Sally and retreated to his office. She deigned to curl up on his lap and sleep, while he did paperwork and read journals. His coffee got cold, but getting more would have meant displacing her. He stroked her rounded back gently and she twitched an ear in response. Her fur was warm velvet under his fingers.

A dog barked, back in the kennel. Trouble? But the sounds seemed more like boredom than alarm. Paul's heart rate settled back to normal. He set his journal aside and closed his eyes. Had Simon sensed that, my instant of surprise and alarm? Can my freaking mate somehow feel the texture of Sally's coat, taste the stale coffee?

Paul tried to reach out with his mind toward Simon. He really had no clue what the hell he was doing. Simon. THAT WAY. Like a ribbon of light behind his eyelids, the something that was Simon led off into infinite darkness. Eyes still shut, Paul raised his hand to point toward it. He opened his eyes. His finger pointed to the left side of the poster of dog dental hygiene on the west wall. Hm.

He pushed his rolling chair away from the desk and spun it around. Sally yowled in surprise, dug her claws into his leg, and jumped down in high offense. From sanctuary under his desk, she paused to wash her paw and glare at him.

“Sorry I made you sound like a frightened chicken, your Majesty,” he said.

She gave her paw another lick, to show her unconcern, before stalking out of the room. Paul closed his eyes and spun the chair until he felt dizzy. Eyes screwed shut, he felt for that shining ribbon of Simon again. THAT WAY. He opened his eyes. Sure enough, he was pointing right at the signs of early gum disease.

He tried to blank his mind and sense what Simon was feeling. It was hard to tell. A little apprehension? A hint of hunger? But Paul had missed his own lunch. Maybe that was just him. Simon's shoulder had still been scabbed and sore that morning. Could he feel that pain? After a long moment of mental navel-gazing Paul decided he felt nothing that couldn't simply be imagination. But… THAT WAY. Whatever else was or wasn't true, he knew as surely as the beat of his own heart that Simon was there, west and slightly north, at the end of that ribbon of light.

He made himself go back to the computer and pull up work. The vaccine reminders needed to be adjusted for the new protocol. He rested his chin on one hand and began browsing the files, pecking at the keyboard to change a word here and there.

The sound of knocking made him jump. He jerked his head up, and smacked the keyboard with his elbow. His dormant screen came back to life, and he realized he'd been drowsing with his head down on his hand. His fingers tingled with returning circulation.

The knocking came again, from out front at the main door. As he stood quickly, he realized he knew perfectly well who was summoning him so loudly. THAT WAY. Sure enough, Simon stood on the doorstep, hands cupped around his face to see in through the glass. Paul pulled out his key and unlocked the door. “Impatient much?”

“You didn't answer my text or the first two times I knocked. I was getting worried.”

Paul was going to say something about working hard but Simon's warm kiss drove the thought from his brain. He swayed forward, relishing the mix of cold clothes and warm skin, of a cool dry hand on the nape of his neck and a hot, wet tongue exploring his mouth. Mmm. Nice.

When he shivered, though, Simon pushed him back inside and pulled the door shut behind them. “Come on, babe. Pack meeting in thirty. Shut things down and get your coat.”

“It's that late?”

Simon chuckled. “You really get caught up in your work, don't you? Yeah, it is. Can I help?”

“No.” Paul tried to gather his sleep-scattered wits. Or maybe his Simon-scattered wits, because what he really wanted right now was to pull Simon back into a dark corner and try that kiss again. “No, the kennel worker will be in later and she'll take care of things. I just need to shut down the office.”

Instead of waiting up front, Simon followed him back down the hall. Halfway there, Sally came around the corner, spotted Simon, and managed one loud hiss for form's sake before scuttling away as fast as her legs could go. Paul had to laugh. “You'll be one veterinary spouse who never gets asked to help out at the clinic.”

Simon grinned, teeth bared. “I don't know. No mean dog will ever bite you with me around.”

“They'll run away in a panic. Not a lot better.”

“It is to me.” Simon caught him by the wrist and pulled him around, pinning Paul between his body and the wall. Simon kissed him again, short hard kisses that made his lips tingle and his whole body strain to get closer. “Nothing gets to hurt you with me around.”

Over the bond, Paul felt a flash of anxiety despite the strong words. He gentled his kisses, raising his hands to run his thumbs over Simon's cheekbones. “You've made sure of that. We're safe, right?”

“Yeah.” Simon closed his eyes for one last long kiss. “Unless we make the Alpha mad by showing up late, in which case all bets are off, so get your gorgeous ass in gear.” He moved back and let Paul past.

Paul drove them while Simon gave him directions. Aaron's house turned out to be quite ordinary, a bit bigger than Simon's, on a fair-sized lot framed in cedar hedges. Several cars stood parked along the street, but Simon had Paul pull past them and turn into the driveway. “Alpha's orders. We park close.”

Paul turned off the key and sat for a moment. There was no reason this pack meeting should devolve into bloodshed and murder. There were, in fact, good reasons why it wouldn't. But he didn't get out of the car. Eventually Simon came around and opened his door. “Ready?”

“As I'll ever be.” It still took a heart-pounding effort to slide out and lock the car.

When he followed Simon in the unlocked front door, his first reaction was surprise at how normal everything seemed. Beyond the entryway, space opened up into a large front living room. Several men and the woman who'd introduced herself as Megan sat or stood around, drinking what smelled like coffee and eating, of all things, donuts. The scene was ordinary, and boring, and banal, until every head in the room turned toward them. Paul stopped so fast that Simon ran into his shoulder, rocking him.

“Oh, there you are.” Megan jumped to her feet and came over to them. “Here, this is fresh.” She put her mug into Paul's hand. “Come sit down and eat something.” She led them to the armchair she'd vacated and pushed Paul gently into it, perching herself on the arm beside him. Paul was aware of Simon standing behind them. Simon might look at ease




































































































































































































































If you enjoyed meeting the Hidden Wolves, take a look at how Aaron copes with his new pack, and one young wolf in particular, who challenges him as a man, not just as an Alpha…

Unexpected Demands

Hidden Wolves Book 2

Chapter 1

I’m running through the woods, full out on four legs, over leaves so dry they crumble beneath me. The air’s heavy and hot, summer’s last breath.

I’m not running for my life. If he catches me, our fight will mean death for one of us, but the death will probably be his. He’s old now, his hair streaked with gray as a man, his wolf’s muzzle frosted white. A senior, a veteran who never quite made Alpha, and bitter with it. He taught me well; in my desperate fury, I could beat him.

But if I kill him, I’m not sure I’ll be sane afterward. I can feel the black abyss hovering, an emotionless darkness where I could go and let my wolf take over. My wolf wouldn’t hesitate. Hatred runs hot and acid in my throat and only iron control keeps me from turning to finish this. I’m running for my soul, and there are heavy footfalls coming fast through the dry leaves behind me…

Shit. I’d dozed off.

I smacked the side of my head. A stupid gesture, but there was no one else in the room to see it, and the impact jolted me back to the present. I’m not that seventeen-year-old youngster, haven’t been for thirty years. Bad enough that the nightmares had invaded my sleep again, disrupting my scant hours of rest. I’d be damned if I’d let them sneak up on me when I was awake. Well, nominally awake.

I allowed myself a moment, put my head in my hands and closed my eyes. Breathe, for one minute, don’t think and just breathe. I’d taught myself meditation long ago, for control when control was the difference between life and death. I used those skills now to gather energy. I was tired.

Make that fucking exhausted.

Of course, I was also angry, and frustrated, and worried. And admit it, Aaron David Tremaine, scared. Actually, you could take one of those charts from school, the name-your-emotions ones with the silly faces, and put a check next to all the negatives, and that would pretty much sum up my current state.

And don’t forget the one that’s not on any kids’ chart: horny. After thirteen years of locking my needs away where sexual desire couldn’t endanger me, one tumultuous night a week ago had brought my body roaring back to life, worse than ever. And it wasn’t even a night when I got any sex.

Maybe being tired was good. Exhaustion took the edge off all the rest.

I rubbed my face briskly, sat up in my chair, and laid my hands flat on the desk. This was no time to be indulging myself. When you’re the Alpha of a werewolf pack, even a pack as small and non-traditional as mine, you have to be Alpha. No doubts, no worries, at least where the lower-ranked wolves can see you. I’d been faking that all week, ever since pack leadership had fallen into my hands.

Since I ripped pack dominance from Karl’s bleeding, dying body.

A rap on the door startled me, then the door flung open before I could respond. Vincent rushed in. His normal air of detached amusement was replaced with a frown. “Aaron, there’s trouble at Simon’s.”

“Damn.” I leaped up immediately. “Local wolves?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know who or how many?”

“Nope.”

“Who’s on guard duty?”

“Andy.”

“Son-of-a-bitch.” That was only a figure of speech. There are no female werewolves. If there were, maybe we’d have a more relaxed attitude about sex and reproduction, and this whole mess wouldn’t be happening.

I didn’t mean the phrase as an insult to Andy either. He was just the wrong person to be on deck for any kind of trouble. Young, submissive, and easygoing, Andy had the softest personality of any of my wolves. And if anyone hurts him and I catch up to them, they’re going to be eating through a straw for a month, werewolf healing or not.

“Do you want me with you?” Vincent asked eagerly. The old wolf had been a surprise addition to my pack. I hadn’t expected any of the seniors to come my way. He’d appointed himself my secretary, and was so useful I had no desire to depose him, even though secretly I thought he decided to be mine mainly out of boredom. Joining my pack gave him a ringside seat at the circus. Some people weren’t made for retirement.

Unfortunately, Vincent wasn’t above stirring up a little extra excitement, just to see what happened. That was the last thing I needed. “No. Stay here. Call Joshua and tell him I’m about to come down on some wolf of his. Again.”

Vincent made a face. He’d have preferred the chance of a fight over having to call the no doubt pissed off Alpha of a now-separate pack. Especially since Joshua was too dour for Vincent to have much fun riling him up. But as my secretary, he’d make the call, and— I gave him a hard glare until he dropped his eyes and bent his head— he would control his impulse to be snide. I left him subdued, pulling out his phone.

Simon rented a small house with a white-fenced yard. Fences and lawn set the building back far enough from the neighbors for privacy, which was turning out to be a good thing. This wasn’t our first go-round with trouble.

When I pulled in the driveway, four men stood at the front steps. On the bottom stair, a stocky, brown-haired man with a reddened face glared upward. He looked in his late thirties, but I knew he was sixty-six. I also knew he was short-tempered, right-handed, of barely average intelligence, and as violently homophobic as they come. Dan. Shit.

The man on the walkway behind him might’ve been his clone, but for the lighter hair and eyes: Geoffrey. He’d been eighth ranked in our old pack, and was now Joshua’s Third, and not a stupid man. But he was cold, and calculating, and had no love for any wolf of mine.

At the top of the steps stood my two men. Andy was dressed for the weather, his gloved hands clenched into fists, the hood of his jacket pushed back to give him a full range of vision. His breath streamed out in puffs of white, and I could practically taste his fear, but he held his ground. Behind him, oblivious to having a T-shirt and bare feet on the frozen porch, Simon loomed still as stone. Not tall, but powerful, built like a fighter with muscles rippling under his copper skin, Simon was not a wolf to take on lightly. A fact Dan apparently realized, since he was still at the bottom of those stairs.

They all swung their heads to look at me as I got out of the Hummer. Andy’s posture relaxed immediately, and his anxiety across our pack bond vanished. I appreciated his faith in me, even though his confidence might be a bit premature.

Simon held his ground, unmoving, his impassive face hiding the force of the anger and fear still burning across his bond. But then he had his lover, Paul, in that house behind him. No one would get through Simon’s protection to reach Paul. And he trusted no one, not even me, to take that responsibility from him.

My business was with the interlopers. “Geoffrey,” I said coolly. “Dan.”

“This is none of your affair, Tremaine,” Dan snapped. I noted that Geoff was holding back and letting the lower-ranked wolf speak up. Interesting.

“Of course it is. My wolves, my problem. Tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m here to challenge that… that… thing that you’re letting walk around like he’s as good as the rest of us.” Dan pointed a finger at Simon. I guessed the slight tremble was due to rage, not fear. Stupid of him to underestimate Simon, but that was Dan.

“In the first place,” I told him, “you can’t. He’s not in your pack now. You want to take on one of my wolves, you have to face me first. And I don’t think you want to do that.” I glared at him, and needed less than two seconds for him to drop his eyes. I might’ve been only a few ranks ahead of him in the old pack, but I was an Alpha now, and his body knew that even better than his brain. “In the second place, Simon would wipe the floor with you, if I let him.”

“Bullshit,” Dan blustered. “He’s nothing. Stinking faggot. He’s bowed his head to me a hundred times.”

“Because he chose to. Think, you fool. Simon beat Frank in a fair fight. Frank!” The big tawny wolf had been our Fifth, and a vicious fighter. In the scrambling events of that night, when I killed Karl and everything changed, perhaps the biggest surprise had been Simon rising victorious from Frank’s body. I’d known he was holding back, hiding in the middle of the pack. I hadn’t realized how much.

The memory of that night flitted across Dan’s face too, and he paled a shade, but he wasn’t the kind to ever back down. “Bullshit,” he repeated. “I can take him.”

I turned a calm eye to Geoffrey, who was watching us both. “Is this challenge sanctioned by your Alpha?”

Geoff shook his head. “I don’t believe Dan ran it by Joshua first. But he does have a complaint.”

More than the standard “gay werewolves are the spawn of Satan and should be destroyed?” “What complaint?”

“My house!” Dan sputtered. “Someone took orange spray paint and wrote things on my house!”

I turned an inadvertent snort into a cough. Not funny, not funny. “What things?”

Dan’s face regained its red hue. “Words. Insults. He did it!” He turned to glare at Simon again. “You know he did. Cowardly, sneaking, afraid to face me. He wrecked my house!” He made a lunge up the stairs.

I grabbed his arm, and swung him around to face me. “Shut up and stand down,” I snarled, with all the menace I could muster. Apparently enough, because he sagged like the air had leaked out of him. “I will look into this, and if your property was damaged, I’ll see that you get compensation from the guilty party. But it damned well wasn’t Simon. I’ve had men watching him for his protection all week.” I gestured at Andy, hovering on the stoop. “Simon didn’t do anything. Now go home, and let your Alpha deal with this. Unless you’d rather Challenge me?”

He didn’t even try to meet my eyes. “No, Alpha.”

“Go.” I gave him a shove toward his parked car.

From where he stood watching, Geoff said, “Maybe the vandalism wasn’t Simon this time. But your pack’s out of control. You’re only asking for trouble, letting this bullshit go on. Follow the law, get rid of the human who knows about us, deal with your fag, and then we can live in peace again.”

“Over my dead body,” I said coldly.

“Perhaps.” Geoff looked me up and down, then shifted his gaze to Simon, and to Andy still trying to look tough and protective. When Geoff turned back to me, his lip curled in a sneer, although he couldn’t quite meet my eyes. “Perhaps someone will take you down, and then deal with this… perversion… the way it should be handled.”

“But not you.” I stepped forward, pushing into his personal space, and he backed off a step, then two. “And not today. Get out of here.”

I held my ground until they climbed into their car and drove away. Then I sighed. Damn. I so did not need this.

Behind me, Andy murmured, “I’m sorry, Aaron.”

“For what?” I turned to look at him. “You did what you were supposed to. When trouble came, you called me and backed up Simon until I got here. What else could you have done?”

“I wasn’t much backup,” he said miserably. “Dan would’ve walked right over me.”

“It’s not your job to stand up to wolves like Dan. It’s mine. You did fine.” I climbed the steps and slapped his shoulder gently. “Take off, Andy. I’ll be here for a while, and Damian will be on patrol soon. Go get something to eat and warm up.” Not that we wolves felt the cold much.

Andy ducked his head. “Okay.” He turned to Simon. “You all right, bro?”

Simon dredged up a smile. The two had been friends a long time. “I’m fine. I’m glad you didn’t get dragged into a real fight, but it was good to have you here.”

“Right, sure.” Andy waved a hand toward the house, and called, “Bye, Paul.” He pulled his hood up over his ears and headed off down the road to wherever he’d parked his car.

I turned to Simon, who was still glaring over my shoulder down the road, immovable in his doorway. “Let’s take this inside,” I said gently. “You’re letting in the cold, and you may not feel it, but Paul does.”

Simon came back to himself with a start. “Oh. Right.”

He led the way into his house. Just inside the entry, in the shadows of the hall, I spotted his human mate, Paul. Simon went to him quickly, perhaps unconsciously keeping himself between me and Paul. They were about the same height, but Simon was wide, hard with muscle, while Paul was slender. Simon was decent-looking, ochre-skinned and black-haired, with regular features and that powerful build, but not remarkable unless you caught the spark of humor in his eyes.

Paul was high-cheekboned and pale, dark gold of hair and eyes, and beautiful. All the more so because he seemed unaware of it. Simon, anything but unaware, practically pissed circles around him when other men came too close. His possessive posturing would’ve been funny, under other circumstances.

I eyed them for a moment, then shut down the pack bond that linked me to Simon’s emotions. I couldn’t concentrate with the force of Simon’s fear and love and worry pressing in on me. The odd bond-echo that was Paul went with him. My head felt clearer without the intense stress I’d been getting from the two men. “Can we sit down?”

Simon led the way into the living room, bringing Paul with him. He kept his hand on Paul’s arm like he needed the contact. I dropped onto the couch and Paul sat in the chair across from me. Simon chose to stand behind him. Paul craned his neck back to look up at his mate and sighed, but forbore to comment.

“So,” I told them, “I’ll check into the spray paint thing. That’s not your concern. But this pattern of threats against you is not going away.”

“I didn’t think it would.” Simon’s voice sounded as tired as I felt. “Once the word got out, I knew we’d have a problem.”

“Your relationship’s all over the pack websites. So far, a dozen Alphas have demanded I purge my own pack or they’ll do it for me. Most are calling me a liar to my face, for taking you in as a bonded pair. They’re suggesting I should be eliminated immediately myself. The mate bond thing is making the homophobes have kittens.”

Paul snorted, as I’d hoped he would. Simon just looked grim.

“On the plus side…” I continued.

“There’s a plus side to this?” Simon asked.

“I have eight anonymous queries from other wolves either putting out tentative feelers about joining our pack or asking me to explain how the mate bond between two men worked.”

“Which helps us how? You’re not going to invite strangers into the pack right now.”

“No. But it’s proof that eliminating you and Paul won’t get rid of the issue of gay wolves. We need to address how to change, not try and stuff the gay back in the box. Which is the point I’m trying to make on the Net.”

“How’s that working for you?” Simon asked acidly.

“It’s an uphill battle,” I agreed. “But I think I’m getting a shift from ‘kill them now’ to ‘check the situation out and then kill them.’”

“Which is so much better.”

“Damned right it is,” I snapped. Even without the bond open, I could see the darkness pulling Simon down. For a wolf who’d faced his own imminent death more than once with a can-do attitude, he was awfully negative now.

Of course, he had a good reason. We both knew there was a serious chance that Paul would not survive this coming out, even though an attacker would have to go through Simon to get to Paul, and through me to get to Simon. Problem was, if enough wolves really wanted to, they could do just that.

“You think if the others find out there are lots of queers among us, they’ll magically become okay with that?” Simon asked sarcastically.

“Of course not. Even humans aren’t all okay with it, and we wolves are more homophobic than they are. But the pack does change when it has to.”

“What about you?” Paul interrupted. “Do we make your skin crawl, Aaron?”

That had to be a quote from someone. Simon looked stricken, and made a move to touch Paul’s face, but cut the gesture short.

“No,” I said, calmly and forcefully. “After I left my home pack, I met lots of humans and lived in lots of places. Gay people are just… people. But I also know how long it took me to be convinced of that, to the marrow of my bones. I know how instinctive my revulsion was, when I was young.”

The truth, if not the whole truth. I remembered my father’s heavy blows, his voice, “not tough enough, not wolf enough, hell, not man enough.” And my fear— did he know, did he guess? I remembered not just accepting the pain but welcoming it, needing it, hoping desperately that if I took his fists well enough, the punishment might somehow work, might purge this shameful, disgusting part of me, and make me true pack. I remembered vividly how I felt each time the pain failed, each time I lived through one of his beatings and came out the other side unchanged.

And all the years afterward, stumbling to some kind of weary resignation that I wasn’t ever going to change. And only later, finally, to a complete acceptance that I could be both wolf and gay. I’d been looking at gay werewolfhood from the inside, and even then, acceptance had been a long journey. And for the safety of all of us, one that had to remain secret right now.

“I still can’t believe they hate gay werewolves enough to come hunt us down,” Paul said.

“It’s not just that,” I pointed out. “There’ve been rumors about gay wolves who survived purging, in this pack and in others, forever. No one cared enough to make a crusade out of it. I think deep down, most of us realize that extermination isn’t possible. There are lots of queer wolves already out there under cover now, as proved by those emails. Killing you won’t solve that problem.”

Simon snorted. “It’ll just make them feel better.”

Paul elbowed him in the hip. “So why are they so rabid now?”

“It’s the mate bond. The idea of a gay love real enough to bond, and the fact that a human man knows our secrets and is being allowed to live because of a male-male mate bond. They don’t believe that can be true, don’t want it to be true. And if your bond’s not true, then Simon and I are both liars and traitors to our kind, and all three of us need to die.”

“To the point where they’ll show up from miles away and kill us?” Paul said disbelievingly.

“Oh, yeah, babe,” Simon said. “Secrecy is our holy grail. Nothing’s too much when it comes to keeping the secret.”

“But I haven’t betrayed your secrecy. Can’t there be some kind of probation for human allies? Surely they’d eventually see that I’m not a threat.”

“We don’t take that chance,” I said quietly. “Bonded mates are safe, because they are linked to their wolves. As a bondmate, you feel what Simon feels and to a lesser degree what happens to the rest of the pack. If we’re captured, imprisoned, killed, you’d experience the pain with us. That’s our insurance. But if you’re just his human friend, who knows? Who can say that you won’t get mad at him and betray him, or get bored and leave and let the secret slip one day? The decision was made eons ago— only bondmates learn our secret and live.”

“That’s pretty fanatical.”

I shrugged. “Yes, but it’s worked so far. An absolute rule has allowed us to set a clear policy, and not depend on the judgment of any single wolf or even a single Alpha about who can be trusted. I can’t even say I disagree with it. I’ve seen some pretty vindictive ex-wives who were once beloved spouses. Even if our days in hiding are as numbered as I think they are, I’m no more eager to be outed to human society than most other wolves.”

Paul stared at me. “So you think it’s okay to go around killing people? Maybe you should kill me yourself, and just be done with it.”

I shook my head, giving Simon my best Alpha glare to hold him in place. “I don’t like killing. I’ll go a long way to avoid it, if any other alternative is possible. We also discredit, confuse, undermine those who think they saw werewolves. Death is a last resort. But then, you are Simon’s mate. You’re part of my pack, you’re in my head, and mine to protect, to my last breath and beyond.”

“But you’d kill me, if I wasn’t,” Paul persisted.

He was entitled to the truth. “Maybe. If I couldn’t persuade you this was all a fantasy, drug-induced hallucinations, a mental break, something. To keep Mark’s little boy out of a cage for the rest of his life? To stop scientists sampling him and poking him to make him shift, an animal tortured in the name of research? Yes, I might kill you.” Paul’s gold eyes bored disdainfully into mine, but he wasn’t going to win this one. “Tell me you humans would never do things like that to a child.”

His eyes finally dropped. “We might. But that risk doesn’t justify…”

“It does to me. One day, we’ll have to come out to the humans, and take our chances. But the more time human society has to change, to accept the weird and wonderful and diverse, and the more time our numbers have to increase, the better our chance of survival. I won’t do anything to deliberately endanger that.”

“So what choices do Paul and I have?” Simon asked. “We don’t have that kind of time. We can wait here until some wolf kills us, or we can try to run and hide, and pray no one finds us.”

“My hope lies in the fact that it’s our claim about your bond that’s making them rabid. And your bond is a matter of fact, not opinion. They don’t need to like you. They just need to acknowledge that you are bound together. If Paul is accepted as a packmate, he’ll be a hell of a lot safer.” Killing a bonded mate was only slightly less bad than killing a young pup. Under normal circumstances, it would bring the wrath of all the packs down on you. Wolves protected mates and young. But up until now, mates had always been women.

“How do we prove anything?” Simon asked. “I can sense my bond with Paul. As my Alpha, you can too. But other wolves can’t tell for sure. If they won’t take your word as Alpha now, what would make them change their minds?”

“They can’t sense the bond directly,” I pointed out. “But your connection gives you abilities that would be hard to explain any other way. With a true mate bond, you know when something happens to Paul, even from miles away. You can find each other over a big distance. You can sense each other’s emotions. Those are things that can be demonstrated.”

“Demonstrated? Like passing a test? You think anyone will buy that?”

“I’m trying to persuade the other packs to send a delegation to test you. We shift the emphasis from whether gay wolves should be allowed to exist in the first place, to whether they can form a true bond. The first question is a matter of opinion, and we have no hope of winning right now. The other is a fact that we can prove. Protecting and trusting our mates is instinctive. Get enough wolves convinced, make them see that you and Paul are both linked to the whole pack, and we might live through this.”

Simon was shaking his head. “It’s too risky.”

“What other choice is there?” I asked. The silence stretched out for a while. Simon looked down at the floor. Finally I added, “We need to change opinions fast, or you have to run and go off the map. If that’s your choice, I’ll help you all I can. But if you run now, exile will be forever. You’ll have to keep hiding, always worried about being found, isolated, unprotected.”

My wolf instincts protested— guard, protect, pack. I didn’t want to let them go, but overcoming instinct was something I worked hard for. This was their choice. “They’ll hunt you. They won’t let a human walk away with pack secrets. They won’t stop looking. And Paul loses everything he’s built here, his practice, his home, friends, everything.”

“Except his life.” Simon’s fingers whitened on Paul’s shoulder, and the young man winced silently. Just as quickly, Simon let go and rubbed gently where he had gripped too hard. “Sorry, babe,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry. About all of this.”

“Shut up,” Paul told him. “You didn’t cause the problem. We got into this together, and I don’t want to run. Anyway, you were the one who told me how important the pack was to you, how hard it would be to live without packmates.”

“That was before half the wolves in the known universe found out about us and decided we should be wiped off the face of the earth. Don’t worry about me. That’s not relevant now.”

“Your needs are part of the equation. I don’t want you feeling empty and alone because you decided that protecting me was more important than your ties to your pack.”

Simon knelt by his chair, looking him in the eyes. I could tell this wasn’t the first time they had gone around with this question. “We can’t stay. It’s too risky. You haven’t seen how rabid some of the comments are. They all want you dead.”

“And whose fault is it that I haven’t seen what they’re saying?” Paul’s voice heated in its turn. He looked over at me. “Will you tell this idiot that I’m a big boy, and I can handle a few insults and threats? He’s being all protective to the point where he won’t let me read the forum postings anymore.”

I could understand the protective instinct, but I raised my eyebrow at Simon. “Don’t you think Paul’s strong enough to be a full partner here?”

From Simon’s wince, I knew I’d hit a sore spot. “It’s not that. Of course he is. I just…I don’t want him to see… to read what other wolves…” He trailed off.

“I think Paul’s already seen us at our worst,” I said gently. Simon looked as ragged as I felt. “He hasn’t walked away yet.”

“What will happen to you,” Paul asked me, “if you let us get away?”

“Probably nothing.” Nothing for Paul to worry about, anyway. I was his Alpha, not the reverse. “Some will consider my failure to hold you a breach of security, but I can handle my end. You need to think about yourselves.”

“I want to stay,” Paul repeated. He looked back at Simon. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life running. And more.” His voice took on a deeper resonance. “Simon, in this looking-glass world I’ve fallen into they kill thirteen-year-olds for being gay. If you and I have a chance to change that, how can we walk away from it?”

“I can,” Simon muttered. “I can walk away from anything to keep your blood inside your body where it belongs.”

Paul just looked at him, his hazel-gold eyes dark and quiet. After a long time, Simon said, “Damn.” He looked up at me. “All right, okay, he’s right. We have to do this. Into your hands, my Alpha. Tell me what you want me to do.”

That was the decision I’d wanted, but I still felt a roil of nausea. Simon was giving me control over the most precious thing in his life, and we could all end up dead. But I also had the memory of slaughtered kids walking at my shoulder. I had to do this too.

“I’ll get online,” I said, “and try to set up a meeting open to all the packs. If I can persuade the other Alphas to send delegates, they may not send assassins.” I looked at the two hollow-eyed men in front of me. “You two get some sleep. It’s Sunday, the day of rest, you know. You look like a pair of raccoons.”

Paul sighed. “Simon won’t sleep. A leaf hitting the ground a block away has him leaping out of bed.”

“Then sleep at my house.” My wolf loved the idea of having the threatened members of our pack protected under my roof. “Trust me to keep you safe. Joshua’s wolves aren’t going to pound on my door without consequences.” I let my tone go hard on the word. “There’s a spare room. Feel free to use the shower and the bed.”

“We don’t need to…” Simon began.

“You do. You can’t protect Paul if you’re falling over. Follow me home and get in a few solid hours of shut-eye. We’ll talk again after.” I put a little Alpha push into it. I apparently didn’t yet have a good handle on the command part of an Alpha’s power because Simon winced like I was giving him a headache, and nodded jerkily.

“All right,” he said. “You’re right. My brain is mush right now. Thank you.”

“I’ll pack a bag,” Paul said. He glanced at Simon. “I can’t wait till you’re less exhausted.” The heat that flashed between them as Simon returned his gaze almost scorched me.

Even without my Alpha bond open, my body reacted to their desire. Two hot guys, exchanging that look? Shit. I need to get laid. Except that complication was the last thing I could afford right now. Celibacy sucked, but it kept us all safer.

I managed a controlled tone. “I’ll call Damian and let him know he should watch my house instead of yours.” I’d keep the patrol on them, but trouble was much less likely at an Alpha’s home— probably just as well with Damien next up. He was the hothead among my wolves. If he’d been on those steps facing Dan, I’d no doubt have arrived in the middle of a fight. I rubbed my forehead. I could use some sleep too, but this wasn’t the time.

At least these two were coming back to my place. That was right; I could feel my wolf settling, satisfied. I could put them where I wanted them, behind me in any fight. Maybe my wolf was an overprotective control freak, but my house, my protection, my rules drained some of the exhaustion from my bones. For a few hours, I’d know exactly where Paul and Simon were and keep them safe myself.

§ § § §

Mark, my Second, was a human-trained police officer. He was also highly skilled at surreptitiously using his wolf senses at crime scenes to track down the guilty party. He grumbled about idiots keeping him from going home to his family, but agreed to go look at the graffiti for me.

Although Dan hadn’t picked up any individual scent over the strong reek of spray paint, Mark wasn’t as limited. His call came only ten minutes after I dispatched him to the scene of the crime. And the culprit shouldn’t have come as a surprise. A disappointment, maybe, but not a surprise. I made a couple of phone calls.

I was busy on my desktop computer, trying to counter all the kill-the-fag postings on pack websites and advocate for sanity, when I heard Vincent open my front door. Then footsteps approached, followed by a hesitant tap on the study door. I let the petitioner wait a few minutes. Time to put my Alpha game face on.

I’d spent decades teaching myself to be silent and unobtrusive, to fade into a pack for safety, but the unobtrusive wolf I’d created couldn’t guide this mismatched new pack of mine. I’m the freaking Alpha. The seismic shift in what my pack needed from me was still a work in progress. I had to speak up now, to use every ounce of strength and persuasiveness I could muster, on behalf of my wolves. To not just fight and persuade by subtlety, but decide and sometimes rule.

I’d talked more, bargained and threatened more, in the last week than in the previous seven years. Remaking myself one more time. Sometimes taking the lead was hard, but sometimes being Alpha felt like throwing off chains after far too long in prison. My wolf liked being dominant.

I sat up straighter and let my wolf come to the fore. The man on the other side of the door was near the bottom of my pack’s rankings and urgently in need of a good father figure. Or maybe a good spanking; at this point I could go either way.

“Come in, Zach,” I said in a conversational tone, not bothering to raise my voice. We may have lacked weird powers and super strength, but acute hearing? That we wolves had in spades.

The door opened slowly and the young man behind it came into my study. He was small and lightly built, with dark hair and eyes, and the smooth, easy gait of a born athlete. Of course, all my wolves had that, a gift to their human forms from the wolf. The kid had his chin up and his eyes were defiant. Brat knows he’s wrong, but he’s not going to make this easy.

“Shut the door and come here,” I told him, as his mouth opened for whatever cocky greeting or justification he’d come up with while waiting. He did as I asked. By the time he reached the front of my desk, he’d taken measure of my expression, and thought better of speaking first. I let him stand there silently and just glared at him while I opened our pack bond.

I was still getting the hang of my Alpha bonds— the emotional links that bound my wolves to me, and me to them. I could hardly get worse at it than I’d been the first day. For those first interminable hours, as my pack bonded to me, the fears, doubts, excitements, and damned lusts of all my wolves had come roaring down the open bonds toward me, until I could hardly separate myself from them. Their emotions buffeted at me. A steep learning curve had been necessary for survival.

I had learned. Mostly. Now I could cut contact down to the barest thread, or open it at will. Although once open, the intensity was still excessive. From Zach, I was getting a heart-pounding mix of anxiety, embarrassment, and fear. And one hell of a headache. His for a change, not mine.

Looking more closely, I sniffed and wrinkled my nose. “Just how much did you drink last night?”

His olive skin couldn’t hide his flush. “Not that much.”

“I can still smell the booze on you,” I said coldly. “Unless you had more again this morning?”

“Hair of the dog,” he tossed off, aiming for nonchalance.

“You’ll note that refers to dogs, not wolves,” I snapped. “Wasn’t last night’s binge enough?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m told you decided to get drunk with some of your human friends, began cruising for trouble, and ended up spray-painting the word BIGOT in giant orange letters on the side of Dan’s house. Is that right?”

I could feel his jolt of surprise when I mentioned the spray paint, the moment’s hesitation when he considered denying it, and the fear that went with giving up that denial. My bonds might still be too deep for comfort when I opened them up, but at least my wolves were never going to be able to lie to me.

“I didn’t plan it. Things just sort of happened.”

I eyed him coldly. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” he said, with a touch of defiance. When my cold look didn’t waver, he added, “Almost.”

“Almost” was true. There was only a week left to his full majority, but almost wasn’t completely, and the legal drinking age was twenty-one. Which gave me leverage, had I needed any more than being his Alpha.

“You decided that our pack wasn’t in enough trouble? You had to add underage drinking, drunk driving, and vandalism to the mix? Not to mention antagonizing the fourth-ranked wolf of the only pack that’s even marginally behind us right now?”

“I didn’t get caught. No one will know…” He trailed off because obviously someone did know.

I sighed. “Zach, tell me. What the hell am I supposed to do with you? You’re already locked down.” He wore a strong narrow chain padlocked tight around his neck, an effective deterrent against shifting to a wolf form with a much thicker neck size, as a punishment for past sins. “I put you in Lucas’s care with the hope you could straighten up and get it right. I figured after your grandfather’s heavy hand, Lucas might seem like a good second chance. Was I wrong?”

“No. I wasn’t… I didn’t mean… none of this is Lucas’s fault.”

I leaned back in my chair and locked my hands behind my head. “Explain.”

He stood still for a moment, searching for an opening, and then blurted, “Simon and our whole pack are in trouble and no one’s doing anything about it!”

I raised an eyebrow. “Your answer was to spray paint a house? In front of humans?”

“I was going to put TRAITOR,” he said defiantly, “But I figured that might raise questions, so I didn’t. I went with BIGOT. The guys were drunk, they didn’t ask why. And Dan was the one who outed Simon on the Net first.”

I blinked. That was new information, if true. I knew someone had put complaints about my gay wolf out there anonymously, against both pack Alphas’ explicit orders. I hadn’t guessed it was Dan. Not that his breach excused Zach’s actions, but still. “You know this how?”

“I’m good with computers.” A little pride filtered into his anger. “When that statement went up form a new user, I knew there weren’t too many people it could’ve come from. I checked around, pulled up some chat room logs, and traced the leak back to Dan. I have the record; I can prove it.”

“I thought our board was secure,” I said, startled. We’d spent enough money on keeping up the computer security. The chat room was supposed to be hack-proof. Our rules kept names, addresses, and blatant references to pack activities off the board, but we still might attract unwanted attention. No one was supposed to be able to track down pack members from comments.

Zach tossed his head, flicking the fall of black bangs out of his eyes. “Nothing’s completely secure. I’ve… um… hacked into the chat room host’s server before. And Dan’s not particularly careful, uses really crap passwords. It wasn’t hard to find him.”

Joshua, Alpha of the North pack, would have Dan’s hide, for both the security breach and the gossip. But Zach still needed a reprimand. “And then,” I drawled, “instead of taking this information to Dan’s Alpha or to yours, you decided to go out, get drunk, and buy some orange paint?”

His pride disappeared in a wave of embarrassment. “It wasn’t like that. You were out, and Joshua had his whole pack at a meet. And while I was waiting for you, my friends called, and they had Jim’s brother’s pickup and some booze and the paint and… things just happened.”

I sighed. I could drag the boy through his story further, but the picture was clear enough. What I should do was less so.

I hadn’t planned to be Alpha. When I was forced to kill Karl to keep him from heading our pack and taking us all to hell, I got the job handed to me. I could figure it out, I knew that, but pure selfishness made me wish someone else had stepped up to the current mess. Although be honest, Aaron, would you trust someone else with your wolves?

An Alpha was part boss, part father, part absolute commanding officer to his wolves. The thought of someone else leading my pack astray made my wolf snarl, even though I’d never aspired to any of those roles. I’d always used persuasion far more than force of will, and the switch was jarring. I wondered how many others of the confident Alpha werewolves I’d met were paddling frantically underneath the water, trying to learn on the job. My headache throbbed behind my temples.

I’m too tired to do right by this brat tonight. Mark, my Second, was always telling me to delegate. So I would delegate. “Go home,” I said, waving Zach away. “Tell your mentor the whole story and see what he thinks should be done with you. Tell Lucas I said it’s his call, as long as you can walk afterward. And Zach.” I sat up suddenly and fixed him with a cold stare. “No booze. None. Between now and your birthday, at least, not one drop of alcohol passes your lips. Swear it.”

Zach dropped his eyes. He looked calm and controlled, but I could feel his confusion and fear, nausea, panic. The roiling mix of emotions grew surprisingly strong, as if he was terrified this was just a delay in some severe punishment. Zach’s grandfather had messed that boy up more than I’d realized.

He steadied himself and raised his eyes. “I swear.” His voice shook slightly.

I nodded. “Now tell me.” I deliberately went conversational with my tone. Anything to dial back the fear in that boy. I restrained a sudden desire to rip his grandfather Joseph’s throat out, and searched for a distraction. “Do you think you could do a little more hacking without getting caught…”
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