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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      I rolled down the windows as my jeep crested the hill just outside of town. The air was sweet with the last wildflowers of summer as the sun beat down on them, drenching the hillsides in gold. For hours I’d been driving down what seemed like a never-ending stretch of road, wondering if I’d ever get anywhere. In all that time I’d made two lefts and a right, covering over a hundred miles of deep forest, sprawling farmlands, swamps, and more lakeshore than you could ever imagine. It was serene, I’ll admit, but a little more desolate than I’d anticipated. Still climbing the hill, I glanced at my phone mounted to the dash. My music had stopped playing over a half hour ago.

      “No signal, of course… I should have downloaded my playlist…” I sighed, tapping the screen as if that would make any difference. “I hope this cabin has Wi-Fi at least.”

      The lack of cell signal did have one upside, I was away from my mother and her constant nagging. If I had to sit through one more lecture about how I should just go find some nice she-wolf to marry and how that would magically solve all my problems, I would have imploded. It was hard enough being a werewolf and trying to date, but being gay at the same time definitely made things more difficult. Mates were almost always the opposite sex, so of course, my mother thought that must be the source of all my problems. But none of that mattered to me and I definitely wasn’t afraid of rejecting convention. I’d made a point of doing that as often as possible. However, that didn’t stop my mother from parading me around every wolf pack she knew about during high school, hoping I’d sniff enough butts to find the right girl. I had to chuckle to myself. What she didn’t understand was how bad hormones are for werewolf teenagers, especially guys. Half the time, they were a stiff breeze away from dry humping a tree. I found my fair share of fun on those trips, but never anything I would have deemed irresistible. At least not in the way the wolves talked about fate when it came to their mates. They were just passing flings, a way to burn time before I was carted off to another place like an Edwardian woman being presented at court.

      I shook my head, trying to push the memories away. Mom meant well, or at least that’s what I told myself, but she was annoyingly persistent. And that was a very minor part of the reason I just drove twelve hours into the middle of midwestern nowhere. I had to get out, there was no other choice. In the last three days I’d sold off what I could quit my job, not that they were sad to see me go after all the sick time I’d been taking, and ran off to the first free cabin an old friend offered me.

      “That’s enough of that,” I muttered to myself, relaxing my grip on the steering wheel. There was a boiling rage deep in my belly and I didn’t want to deal with it at the moment. “Don’t lose control again…”

      I turned my attention back to the road in front of me just as my jeep crested the top of the giant hill and I had to stifle a gasp as the scenery unfolded in front of me. To my left was rolling hills and forest for as far as the eye could see. The late afternoon light danced over the boughs, giving the landscape the look of a romantic era painting. In front of me a forested mountain rose up and tucked at the base was a small town in my eyes, but one of the largest in the area according to my friend. At the center was nestled the college that kept the town afloat year round, the dorms and sports complexes wrapped around it with perfect green lawns. Beyond that was a sprawling downtown with their old fashioned brick facades and large store windows full of ice cream, memorabilia, and probably three too many coffee shops. However, the biggest feature lay to my right.

      My eyes grew wide as I beheld the largest body of water I’d ever seen; Lake Superior. I’d spent my life living in the Midwest, but I’d never been to the Great Lakes. On maps it just looked like a boring blue splotch, but in person it was almost terrifying how large it was. Like an inland ocean, it stretched to the horizon without a sign of land on the other side. The water was dark blue, almost black, and churning near the shore where it crashed on the rocks. Leo, my old friend, had been right, it really was breathtaking.

      According to him, the lake was the lifeblood of the town, bringing in tourists from all over, which now included myself. He’d taken a trip there with his parents during high school and fell in love. The moment he graduated he was gone, drawn back to the lake by some mysterious force and for college, although I think that was just an excuse to leave. I’d been nearly heartbroken to see him go, he’d been my best friend since kindergarten, and my only werewolf companion at my school. But that was almost eight years ago now and since then I’d been kept plenty busy with my own life falling to pieces. I didn’t have time to worry about him and for a long time I forgot to even text. It wasn’t until he reached out after my Dad’s funeral that we reconnected. In fact, he was the one that offered me the cabin after I told him I left home.

      My phone buzzed a couple of times as a handful of texts came through. At least the town had enough signal for that.

      Pulling off at the first empty parking lot I saw, I stopped for a moment to look them over.

      

      Mom: Did you make it there alright?

      Mom: Please answer me, I’m getting worried…

      Mom: Are you still alive? I’m going to call the pack Alpha to make sure you made it!

      Mom: WHERE ARE YOU???

      

      “Good god,” I muttered to myself. “I literally told her, to the minute, how long this was going to take.”

      

      Me: I just made it into town. Everything is fine. No need to call the Alpha. I’m heading out to the cabin now.

      

      I clicked away from her messages, looking at the others.

      

      Leo: Hey Kael, let me know when you get into town so we can catch up! I left a key under the welcome mat at the cabin, so just let yourself in. I already turned the water and stuff on, so you should be all set.

      

      A useful text, how refreshing. For once it wasn’t my mother trying to nag me to death. I started typing a response when another came through, cutting me off.

      

      Mom: Glad to hear you made it okay! You had me worried! I have already spoken to the Alpha and he’ll be expecting you in the next few days. Make sure you go up and introduce yourself to him and the local pack. Who knows, maybe you’ll find someone that piques your interest while you’re there ;)

      

      Furiously I began typing back.

      

      Me: I’m not here looking for anyone and please stop making plans for me. You always do this even though you know I’m here trying to chill out and figure out what the hell I’m gonna do with my life. Stop making this harder.

      

      I paused for a moment, reading over what I’d typed. I wanted to say it, I really did, but it wouldn’t do anything but hurt her feelings, and she was impossible to talk to when her feelings were hurt. She’d been through enough already this year anyway. He hadn’t just been my Dad, but her husband too. Holding down the backspace button, I deleted the entire text and started writing again. I had to put my emotions aside.

      

      Me: I’ll get out there sometime this week. For now I’m just going to get settled in. The service is bad here, so don’t get worried if you don’t hear from me for a bit.

      

      Sent. Hopefully that would keep her off my back for a little while. I sent a quick thanks to Leo and clicked my phone into its mount. Just as I was about to put the jeep back in gear, I heard it buzz again.

      It was from him.

      

      Him: Where are you? You need to answer me.

      

      Without a second glance, I swiped it away. He had no reason to speak to me and I didn’t want to hear it. There was nothing he could say to mend the burned bridge between us and that was all there was to it. Even so, I felt my heart skip a beat for half a second. He was thinking of me, wondering where I was, and for some reason it made me feel good. At least until the crushing depression sank in a moment later. I couldn’t go back.

      “Fuck,” I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “Why am I always such a mess?”

      Breakups were stupid, exes were stupid, and so was I for thinking that cheating asshole actually cared about me.

      “This cabin better be really fucking nice,” I muttered, jamming the jeep into first gear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A half hour later I found myself at the end of a long two-track road standing in front of a moss covered log cabin, the sun dipping below the horizon. The entire cabin was smaller than my previous apartment and it sure as hell didn’t look like it had wifi.

      “Oh gods,” I sighed. “What have I done?”

      Rustic getaways were one thing, but this was hardly better than the stick forts I used to build as a kid. Did Leo actually live here at one point? I had to hand it to him, he was a lot braver than me. If he’d sent me pictures of the place beforehand, I might have just moved back home and just toughed it out with my mother.

      “It’s gonna be fine,” I said to myself as I pulled my duffel bag from the jeep and slung it over my shoulder. “There’s enough signal on my phone to get at least some internet so I can write.” I glanced up at the woods around me already bathed in twilight. “At least it’s quiet. The fewer distractions the better, especially if I want to finish this damn book before the end of time.”

      Just as Leo said, there was a slightly rusted key under the welcome mat along with an overwhelming amount of pill bugs. I dusted them off, trying not to gag, and jammed the key in the door. It turned easily and I held my breath as I stepped inside and flicked on the light.

      “Thank the moon gods,” I sighed, a wave of relief washing over me.

      The cabin, although nothing to look at on the outside, was well furnished with comfortable-looking furniture that didn’t appear to have been fished out of a dumpster. Everything was clean, well-tended to, and there was even a fresh stack of logs in the fireplace. I walked through to the other room and found a queen-sized bed with an airbrushed wolf themed comforter.

      “Subtle,” I chuckled, dropping my bag on the bed.

      Through the window I could see the darkening sky through the forest canopy. Night came on fast so far away from everything. There wasn’t even an old sodium lamp to light the cabin. I’d grown up so used to streetlights and neon signs that I’d forgotten how truly dark it can get in the middle of nowhere. Craning my neck, I glanced out to the northeast where the moon had risen into the sky. It was only a week away from full and I could already feel its pull, the wolf inside of me squirming with delight. It was the first good feeling I’d had in weeks.

      Everyone likes to think that werewolves are some sort of cannibalistic beast that lives within people, at least that’s what the old stories say. But in reality it’s more like having an overexcited Labrador running in circles around your brain. Sure, there are some out there that can be dangerous, everyone has heard those stories, but it’s no different than humans. A few bad apples make the whole species look awful and thanks to a few famous horror writers, nobody, especially humans, has ever heard a good thing about werewolves. Of course there were those online that fantasized about having raunchy sex with a werewolf, but that was hardly a consoling notion. Some werewolves just wanted to have a family and boring jobs, not that I was one of them, but it wasn’t always bloodbaths, cage fights, and leather clad vampires helping them defeat some sort of evil hybrid. Sometimes it was just blue jeans, day jobs, and an inexplicable amount of fur in your house.

      Although, I’ll admit, vampires do love to wear leather, at least Hollywood got that right.

      The more I stared at the moon, the more I realized I wanted to be outside in its light. It had been a long time after all and I always felt better after I shifted.

      As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I realized I was already halfway through taking my clothes off. My shirt was on the floor lying on top of my shoes. Quickly I undid my belt and slid my jeans off, peeling off my socks at the same time and tossing them on the bed. My underwear went next and before I could try to be self-conscious, I strode across the cabin to the front door, turned out the light, and stepped out into the nighttime forest.

      Immediately I felt the chill on my skin, the breeze from the lake blowing away the warmth the sun had left behind. For a moment I stopped to scan the woods, wondering if there was anyone watching some strange guy standing totally naked in the middle of the forest. I lifted my nose to the air, taking a few deep sniffs. Scents of pine and wet leaves filled my nostrils. There were hints of small animals, a few deer, and even a couple I didn’t recognize.

      I glanced down at my thin form, taking note once again that I was not exactly the picture of fitness, especially for my species. Most werewolves were jacked without even trying, muscles bulging every which way, even the females. Still, even without all that I was fast and that had to count for something. Worst case scenario, I’d just run away if things got weird.

      “Alright, I’m freezing my dick off,” I muttered to myself, my teeth chattering. “And standing out here naked is kinda weird.”

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and tilted my face toward the moon. Drawing up that old familiar feeling within, I let my wolven self take over. In an instant I felt my bones crack as my body shifted, black fur bursting out of my pores. I opened my mouth as my jaw snapped, elongating forward as I fell to all fours. It only took a few seconds to shift, but it was an uncomfortable sight for most. However, as my canines came through, I shook my head and realized it was finished. Thankfully, it only hurt for a moment, but it was worth it.

      My senses expanded, the world around me becoming a crystal-clear image complete with sounds and smells that my human form could never pick up. The moonlight streamed across my fur and I felt a giddiness in my belly that I hadn’t felt in months, maybe years. The aches of life fell away from my mind and I forgot all about the odd blackouts plaguing my days. Energy filled my muscles and I felt the urge to run. Without a second thought, I leaned forward and took off.

      Trees flashed by me in a blur, leaves kicking up behind me as I worked my way up the hill toward a rocky ridge. Wind rushed through my fur and I let the sensations carry me away. I felt powerful and alive, like I was invincible. It had been too long since I allowed myself the much needed escape from the human world. When I was a wolf, everything felt right, like the entire world was as it should be. I didn’t think about bills, boyfriends, or books, just the earth under my paws, and the need to explore.

      However, after only a few minutes, something pulled me from my thoughts and I skidded to a halt in the forest litter. Lifting my nose to the air, I inhaled deeply. There was something there I’d hadn’t smelled before. It was musky and foul, like a carcass left rotting in the sun on the side of the road. I didn’t know what to make of it, but it filled my chest with a sense of dread. A twig snapped behind me and I spun on the spot, the elation of my run quickly melting into fear. Glancing about, I couldn’t make out anything in the darkness, but the stench wouldn’t go away. With every passing moment it made me more and more uncomfortable.

      After a moment or two of my fur standing on end, I decided to cut my night short. It was probably just a bear or possibly a mountain lion, something I’d never smelled before, but I didn’t want to start my vacation off with stitches. Wolf healing was fast, but not that fast.

      Keeping my ears open and my nose to the wind, I turned and skittered back to the cabin. At least the run was nice while it lasted.
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      I pulled my jeep into one of the many local coffee shops that dotted the downtown area and switched off the engine. Leo was meeting me for lunch so we could catch up, but I was early on purpose. A quick glance at my phone showed me it was only noon. I still had a solid hour to stare at my manuscript and type maybe three words before he showed up, firmly solidifying me in the real writer category on TikTok. Scooping up my laptop from the passenger seat, I hopped out of the car and headed into the coffee shop.

      The door tinkled overhead as I stepped in and several college-aged faces bedecked in orange and white striped hats and aprons turned to look at me from behind the bar. Their expressions were full of what I could only describe as ennui.

      “Hey there, good to see you again stranger,” a young man smiled, knowing full well that I’d never stepped foot in the store before.

      “Is that something corporate forces you to say?” I asked before I could help myself. After the long drive the day before and the lack of sleep, being a dick was feeling very natural.

      An older woman, short and frumpy with a scrunchie in her messy hair turned to glare at me, a finger held on the side of her headset. The guy stared for a moment, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to figure out what the most work-appropriate response was.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, lowering my voice as I stepped up to the counter. “I get it. I’ve had a job like this before.”

      “Thanks,” he muttered before switching back into his loud and peppy customer service voice, so that his manager could overhear how well he was doing. “Welcome to Joe Shack,” he said a little too quickly.

      It took everything I had not to laugh. What a ridiculous name.

      “What can I get for you?”

      I tried to compose myself. “Can I get like a big ass cup of black coffee with more creamer than would really be considered healthy? And then shake the shit out of it with a ton of ice.”

      “Uh… I think that’s probably something we can do.” The kid stared at his register for a long moment before he started pressing buttons. “Yeah… that’s probably about right.” He glanced up at me again. “Did you want to donate t–”

      “Absolutely not.” Again, I probably should have dialed that back a bit.

      The kid’s eyebrows nearly disappeared under his striped hat. “Okay.”

      Another glare from the manager at the drive through window.

      “Can I have a name for your order?” he asked.

      “It’s Kael, like the plant everyone hates but spelled wrong.”

      “Gotcha.” He picked up a cup and a marker, scribbling away on it and calling out a slew of bastardized Italian words as he repeated my order to the barista. “We’ll have that up in just a minute for you.”

      “Cool. Thanks.” I paused for a moment, trying to put on a more polite face. “And uh… good luck I guess…”

      As quickly as possible, I retreated to a corner out of the glaring range of the manager. I’d planned to sit in the shop and mooch off their free Wi-Fi, but with some frumpy Karen staring daggers into my soul, I figured a little fresh air would probably do me some good. Fucking boomers ruin everything.

      Thankfully my name was called quickly and I jogged back to the counter to get my coffee. With a quick thanks muttered to another dead-eyed barista, I took a handful of tiny creamer packets from the counter and stuffed them in my pockets before heading back out into the sunshine. There was no way they’d put enough in, I’d learned that from experience.

      Glancing down the street I noticed a small park filled with flowers and benches where the college students seemed to be lazing in the grass. It was close to campus and hopefully it would put me within Wi-Fi range. Without a second thought, I headed in that direction, hoping to score a bench or something so I could pretend to get to work. If nothing else, I could stare at the college guys and remember what it used to be like to be happy.

      Fuck I was in a bad mood… hopefully the coffee would help.

      My nose lifted to the air almost of its own accord as I walked, taking a deep whiff. It was full to bursting with the scent of wolf, and not the ordinary forest-dwelling kind. Leo had told me a few stories about the city of Marquette and the local pack that ran it. It seemed they were heavily involved in the local government and the university there with one of the pack members even serving as the mayor. The Alpha of the pack, a middle-aged wolf by the oddly common name of Dave, was the head of a large wildlife preserve to the south of town that spanned nearly fifty square miles. There he’d created a sort of haven for his pack and all who needed a place to raise their pups and teach them how to control their transformations without getting caught by the locals. Leo had joined their pack upon moving to Marquette and seemed to be pretty happy with his life. Lucky bastard.

      As I approached the park, I could easily see why he’d fallen in love with the place. There was a modern vibe to the whole town, the shops keeping up with the times to appeal to the students that made up most of the population for the majority of the year. But at the same time there was a peaceful old-world charm that permeated everything. There were houses easily over a century old and many of the downtown buildings retained their original charm. But all that was nothing compared to the mountain that rose over the town to the northwest, its watchful presence giving everything an almost ancient feel. From the edge of the park I could just make out the peak where a wooden platform had been built for the tourists, a tiny brown speck against the blue sky. I made a mental note to go up there someday, it would be a great view for my writing.

      Not only did the park have benches, but to my surprise, there was a small patio area where cheap lawn furniture had been set out. Spying an empty folding table with a thin wire chair, I sped up to reach it before anyone else. Thankfully I didn’t have to fight off any college kids and quickly sat down, prying open my laptop screen, putting on my most serious writer face. Praying for a signal, I moved the cursor over to the internet connection and clicked. Yes! There was a public network from the college with a strong enough signal to bring me back to the twenty-first century.

      In a flash I pulled out my earbuds, jammed them in, and started my music. The soft beats of lofi filled my mind and I felt myself relax at last, the irritation beginning to ebb away. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since I’d heard anything remotely music related and I quickly hit the download button on my playlist. If I was going to survive here, I’d need that playlist available at all times, especially when I was writing. No matter how much I tried, I could never drown out the sounds around me or even my own thoughts when I sat down to work on my book. The only thing that seemed to drive them away was music. I’ll admit, it had become a bit of a crutch since the lockdowns, but I found it a lot more tolerable than most people’s conversations anyway. People didn’t talk in public about anything you wanted to hear, it was either too personal or mundane. With lofi I could control what was being forced into my brain and that gave me no small amount of solace.

      However, it did not guarantee I got work done.

      After less than ten minutes perusing my pathetic excuse for a manuscript, I found my thoughts wandering once more. At first it was about my story, then about my writing as a career. Needless to say, my mother had been less than impressed when I’d quit my day job at the insurance company and told her I was pursuing writing full time. With only a single book out and no real sales to speak of, I guess she had every right to be concerned. I’d written nearly a dozen books over the past few years, but the more I read them, the more I hated them and I couldn’t bring myself to put them on the market. The one I’d actually published had been a drunken mistake and judging by my three star average on Amazon, all four of my readers agreed with me. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a story in me that needed to be told, something that people could really sink their teeth into. I just wasn’t really sure what it was yet, what it was about, or where it took place.

      That being said, money wasn’t an issue, at least for the moment anyway. Four years of being a corporate sell out had its perks and I had enough money to last me for a year or two if I was extremely frugal. As long as I didn’t get sick, which wasn’t likely thanks to my inner wolf, I would be fine. Living in a tiny shitty apartment had, in some ways, paid off.

      As my thoughts continued to wander, so did my gaze, and the moment I saw him, all my thoughts stopped dead in their tracks.

      A group of students or locals, I wasn’t sure which, dressed in expensive leggings and name brand sportswear, were gathering on the lawn of the park. Each had a rolled up yoga mat that they placed on the ground, taking a small space for themselves as they conversed. But my eyes slid past the girls in their ponytails and the twinks in their tight gray joggers, and settled directly on the ginger hunk currently unrolling his mat. He was big, like football-player big, with beefy legs and biceps for days. His auburn hair was cropped short, styled into a kind of messy just-got-out-of-bed look with a matching scruffy beard that made my jaw nearly drop. However, that was nothing compared to the broad muscular chest, tight waist, and the ass you could have bounced a quarter off of. Toss a coin to your yoga instructor indeed.

      As if he could sense my gawking, the man looked up in my direction and I had to make a quick turn toward my computer, nearly breaking my neck in the process and tearing out one of my earbuds. Had he seen me drooling in his direction? I wasn’t sure, but I was too scared to look up. I didn’t want him to think I was objectifying him, which I totally was, but that wasn’t the point. For a few minutes I stared at my screen, not really seeing anything that was on it.

      It wasn’t until I heard a pair of claps that I looked up again.

      “Alright everyone, we’re going to start with sun salutations,” the ginger man said, his voice considerably smoother than the second-rate coffee I was nursing. “Deep breath in as you reach for the sky… then breathe out with the hands together, bringing them toward your center.”

      By the gods… this man made me want to do yoga and that was saying something. Immediately images filled my head, most of them some cliche or another about getting private help after class where he helped me bend into all sorts of compromising positions. It didn’t take long before my pants started to feel a little tight and I shook my head, tearing my eyes away from the fantasy man well out of my league.

      “You’re here to write Kael, not get a boner in public,” I muttered to myself, turning my head back to the computer and the blank word document in front of me.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my chair, trying to think of anything other than the hunky dude across the way who could probably break me in half. My phone on the table buzzed and I picked it up, welcoming the distraction. At least until I saw it was another text from my mom.

      

      Mom: Call me when you get a chance! :)

      

      I rolled my eyes. Why did she always want to talk on the phone? It had been less than forty-eight hours since I’d seen her in person. What could we possibly have to catch up on already? I knew she was lonely, but damn, go join a knitting group or something. For fuck’s sake.

      My phone buzzed again. I glanced down and saw the name of my ex again.

      

      Him: Getting worried about you, baby. Where’d you go?

      

      Seriously, that guy just didn’t fucking get the hint. How does someone selling off their furniture and disappearing from your life not get the point across that it’s over? Telling him in person hadn’t been an option, so I did the best I could. I swiped the message away so hard I nearly threw my phone across the lawn, catching it at the last moment before it slipped out of my hands. Without a second thought I smacked it down on the table, the thin metal ringing out so that several people looked up in my direction, including some of the yoga participants.

      Thoroughly embarrassed, I tucked my head forward, getting as close to my laptop screen as possible. At that moment I wanted nothing more than to just disappear. Between my mother hounding me for attention and my ex trying to continue ruining my life that was already in pieces, I would have settled for a nice hole in the ground to curl up in and die. In fact, if someone handed me a shovel that very moment, I might have dug it myself. Since I had no shovel, I decided to just double down on my work and attempt to start drafting an outline for my story without any idea of what it was about.

      Twenty minutes later, I had nearly an entire page of ideas. The main plot of the fantasy story was in my head, but what I needed to work out were the characters and their motivations. At first I figured the hero would do the reluctant farm boy thing, but then eventually give in to his adventure. But the more I thought about it, the more I began to wonder if that was such a good idea. What if the story was about a guy who didn’t want to go on an adventure, so he didn’t? For a few minutes the idea seemed revolutionary, but then I quickly realized there was also no story to tell with that kind of plot line. Who would want to read about a normal dude that did boring normal things? That would just be a memoir of my life and nobody wanted to read that. Maybe my main character just needed some motivation. I could always do the Disney thing and kill his parents, but that was feeling a bit cliche. Maybe I could kill his partner instead. As much as I didn’t want to follow the ‘bury your gays’ trope, it would definitely motivate someone to do things they didn’t want to do. But then there was the question about how to kill him and why, and that’s about as far as I got.

      “Alright everyone, this was an amazing class,” I heard coming from the yoga instructor.

      I’d almost forgotten about him for a moment.

      “Let’s meet here again on Thursday, same time.”

      There was a small round of applause from the class before they began packing up their things once more. The moment I looked up the wind shifted and I caught the smell of several sweaty humans mixed with a handful of sweaty wolves on top of it. Apparently the class was mixed species, although the humans had no idea. Poor oblivious things. However, there was something else in the air that gave me pause. I lifted my nose and inhaled once more, taking in a sweet scent I’d never come across before. It was earthy and delicate, like amber resin mixed with cedar. It reminded me of childhood hikes through the woods, but richer and weirdly full of sex appeal.

      I reached up a hand to my chest. My heart was pounding, but I didn’t know why. I could hear the blood pumping in my ears, a warmth flowing through my body and settling into my groin. Stars blinked on the edges of my vision and my whole world spun around me. It was a sensation unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. It was as if the stars and moon had all aligned, overwhelming both my human and wolven senses. Crossing my legs, I shifted to the side, not understanding what was going on. I’d never had a physical reaction to a smell before, especially a reaction like this.

      Looking back up I saw the yoga instructor looking at me once more, his mat rolled up and tucked under his thick arm. His tank top was soaked with sweat, the fabric clinging to the ridges of his abs no longer hidden from view. Somehow, without any evidence, I knew the smell belonged to him. And, to my horror, I realized he was heading in my direction.

      Oh gods.

      I looked away from him, trying desperately to seem as if I was getting ready to leave without being suspicious. Out of the corner of my eye I could see him getting closer and closer. I closed my laptop without taking a moment to hit the save button, hoping it would remember to do it for me. In the process I knocked both my keys and my phone onto the ground and had to get down to scoop them up, fumbling with shaking hands. In my periphery I saw him, only a few steps away. My mind was going wild trying to figure out why he was coming toward me. Did he want to beat me up for staring? Get me to join his yoga cult? Or maybe he was some Mormon trying to sell me a time share. Either way, I knew it wouldn’t be to my benefit. Guys that looked like him didn’t go for guys like me, I’d learned that one the hard way and I wasn’t keen to repeat the mistake.

      His shadow crossed over me and I froze. I heard a word beginning to form on his lips when my phone buzzed. Without a second thought I snatched it up and hit the green button before I knew who was calling.

      “Hello?” I nearly shouted.

      “Hey Kaely!” my mother’s voice replied and I had to stifle a sigh. “It’s good to hear your voice so I know you’re not lying in a ditch somewhere with some stranger texting me from your phone.”

      This time, I actually did sigh. “Mom, do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

      “It doesn’t sound as ridiculous as quitting a good job and running off into the wilderness for no reason.”

      The shadow moved away and I looked up. Yoga instructor was heading across the grass toward the parking lot. Thanks to Mom, I’d dodged that confrontation. The scent faded from the air and my heart rate slowed. Had it actually belonged to him or was I making it up? Maybe I was having a heart attack.

      “So, what’s really going on?” she asked, not waiting for an answer. “Why are you really up there?”

      “Mom,” I whined. “I’ve explained this to you like a hundred times. I told you, I needed some time to get my head straight and I want to work on my book.”

      “I understand that Kaely, but why did you have to quit your job to do it?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Was it because of Jeremy?”

      My heart nearly stopped as she said my ex’s name. “What? No!”

      “Good, because if he threatened you in any way, I’ll make him disappear so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

      “Mom,” I replied firmly. “It wasn’t him and I’d appreciate it if you never brought him up again. I’m over that and I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Okay,” she said, obviously not convinced. “But you know Kaely, maybe if you go meet the pack you’ll find someone better there. You haven’t found your mate yet and it’s possible she’s there just waiting for y–”

      “Mom, you know how I feel about mates and you know I’m not into women. If you’d like me to stay on the phone with you, you’ll stop saying stuff like that.”

      There was a huff and silence.

      “You still there?” I asked after a long moment.

      “Sorry Kaely,” she replied, her voice cracking slightly. Great, she was putting on the fucking water works to make me feel bad. Classic midwestern mom move. “I just… I just want you to be happy. I know things have been hard since your father died, but I’m just worried about you.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” I sighed. “I’m fine. I just needed some time to myself.”

      “Well, don’t forget to live, okay? I know losing your dad was hard, gods know it was for both of us, but we have to keep moving through life even if it hurts. We can’t just stop living and hope it’ll get better some day. You have to go out there and find your happiness, even if it’s not what you want to do at the time.”

      She was really on the sentimental train. In fact, I was pretty sure she’d derailed.

      “Do you hear me, Kaely?”

      “Yeah, I hear you,” I muttered. Anything to get her to stop with this nonsense.

      “Good,” she said with a sniff. Clearing her throat, she started again. “And you need to go introduce yourself to the pack up there as soon as you can! You’re a trespasser at the moment and I don’t want you getting in trouble with the locals or them thinking you’re rude and I didn’t raise you right.”

      “Yeah, I’ll make sure to do tha–” I paused, pretending I was being interrupted. “Oh look, Leo is here. Well it looks like I’ll have to let you go Mom,” I lied. “Can’t keep my friends who are part of the local pack waiting.”

      “Call me again when you get the chance.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “And don’t forget to brush your teeth.”

      “Mom, I’m twenty-eight. I know how to take care of mys–”

      “And make sure you don’t forget to–”

      “I really need to go.”

      “Love you Kaely.”

      I sighed. “Love you too, Mom.”
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      Of course, Leo took me to the most run down pizza joint I’d ever seen in my life, I’m not sure why I expected anything else. The place stank of stale beer and pepperoni, both of which were Leo’s favorite things to consume. For a guy that ate nothing but garbage, he was a pretty good looking dude. He was tall and lean with more of a runner’s build. His hair was a sandy blonde that always seemed to fall just right although he did absolutely nothing with it. But most of all he had these deep amber brown eyes that made you feel like everything was going to be alright, no matter what the situation. Needless to say, I’d spent half of high school trying to hide my obvious crush on him, but he’d always been pretty infatuated with the ladies exclusively, so I didn’t push my luck. I wanted to keep him more as a friend than anything and now that we were finally catching up again, I knew I’d made the right choice. Besides, there was nobody else in the world who stepped up to help me out when I needed it most. I owed him a lot.

      “So, what’s been going on back home?” Leo asked, pulling his fourth slice of pizza from the aluminum pan and taking a bite. It was still hot and he had to pause for a moment as he attempted to cool the bite already in his mouth, nearly blowing it all over the table in the process. “Anything ever end up happening back there?”

      “Nothing happens there,” I replied, still nursing the crust on my first slice. It was the best part in my opinion. “You know that. That’s why you got out while you could. And me… well I was too dumb to leave when I had the chance.”

      “Eh, that’s not the only reason I left,” he smiled. He gestured toward the window on the other side of the room, overlooking the cobblestone streets outside. “This town is pretty great, doncha think? Back home was nothing but flat cornfields for miles, but this place… well it just feels more like home for the wolf inside me.”

      I sighed. “I’ll admit it’s pretty nice, you’ve got me there.” The image of the ginger yoga instructor in his tight shorts flashed through my mind. “Really nice, actually.”

      “How’s the cabin? Pretty secluded, right?”

      “It’s nice. Wish it had internet though.”

      “Yeah, unfortunately they don’t have service out in the boonies just yet. Not sure if that’s ever gonna happen.”

      “Sorry,” I replied, running my fingers through my hair. “I’m not complaining. It’s a really nice place and you’ve been super generous already letting me stay there. You… You don’t know how much I truly appreciate it.”

      “No worries, dude,” he replied, taking another bite.

      I smiled back at him and for a moment we concentrated on our food. Leo really was doing me a big favor. A free place to live when I was on a tight budget was a massive blessing. In fact, it was the determining factor for quitting my job. In all reality, I owed this break from life completely to him. Not to mention he gave me the chance to escape my ex… at last.

      “So,” Leo said, leaning forward in his chair. “What made you change your mind and give this place a chance?”

      Oh no. The hard questions were coming.

      “I know we talked a bit about your dad and stuff… and you’re here alone. What’s going on?”

      I sighed, dropping the pizza crust I’d been nursing on my plate. “Things have just been… tough I guess. I needed a break from it all. You know how corporate life can be and things at home have been… difficult. Not to mention the stress has been taking a toll on me. There are moments where I wake up and I have no idea when I fell asleep. I’m always tired… always sore. It’s like the stress is settling in my very bones.”

      “That’s understandable,” he replied. “I hear lots of people feel that way when things get too crazy.”

      “So I decided to give myself a break and take some time to write my book.”

      “Oh,” Leo said, his eyebrows raised. I knew it wasn’t the answer he was looking for, but I wasn’t ready to talk about him just yet. “Are you still uh… working on the same one or something new?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “That was a really nice way of asking why the hell I haven’t published the other dozen books, wasn’t it?”

      “You have written quite a few from what you’ve told me.”

      “Yeah, but all of them are wrong. Something’s off and I just can’t figure out what it is.”

      “What about just saying ‘fuck it’ and publishing them anyway?” Leo leaned back in his seat. “There are some pretty sick tickets out there. I’m sure you could write pretty much anything and someone would like it.”

      I raised an eyebrow in his direction. “I write fantasy, Leo. Not porn.” I paused for a moment. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but it’s just not my vibe.”

      “Your loss. Dino porn is in, man,” Leo shrugged. “In any case, maybe this place’ll help. I know I find a lot of inspiration here.”

      “Inspiration? For what?”

      “Didn’t I tell you? I’m the pack carpenter.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “So you make cupboards for werewolves? How’s that look on a resume?”

      “Laugh all you want, but it pays well and I have the entire woodshop to myself whenever I want it.” He clicked his tongue, giving me a small wink. “I actually started making my own furniture and I’m getting pretty good at it if I do say so myself. Got a contract with a local place that sells to tourists.”

      “Werewolf cupboard maker by day, tourists tchotchke carver by night. That’s quite a title.” I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “It does sound weird when you put it like that,” he smiled. “Not to brag, but life is pretty good in this little town. Now all I need to do is find my mate and it’ll be even better.”

      “Ugh, don’t get me started on mates,” I said, rolling my eyes. “That’s all my mother talks about. You know that’s just a bunch of bullshit, right?”

      “What?” Leo gasped. “This coming from the guy who daydreamed about his mate all through high school. You’re telling me you don’t believe in them now?”

      “Of course not,” I scoffed. “I’ve been through enough guys to kn–”

      Leo snickered.

      “Sure, slut shame me in public,” I said, waving a finger at him. “Joke’s on you, I like being degraded.”

      “Sorry,” he chuckled, placing a hand over his mouth. “Continue.”

      “I’ve dated enough dudes to know that mates aren’t a thing. Believe me, it wasn’t for lack of trying. Wolves, humans, and even that one clingy vampire, none of them were right.”

      “Maybe you just haven’t found the right one yet. The one sent to you by the moon gods.”

      “We grew up in a city of nearly a million people, there were plenty of options. I can’t imagine none of them were the right fit for me.”

      “You could find one here…”

      That made me laugh for real. “Right. Out of the sixteen people who live here, I’m sure my mate is just hanging around the shitty local coffee shops.”

      “It could happen,” Leo suggested, shrugging his shoulders.

      “You sound like my mother.”

      “Speaking of her,” Leo said, changing the subject. “She apparently called the local pack and talked to the Alpha.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake… You know how much I hate getting involved with stuff like this. I just want to write in peace. Can’t I just be a lone wolf?”

      “Cliche,” he clucked. “Either way, the Alpha wants to meet you. Give you a proper welcome to the area and all. He’s not asking you to join up or anything. Just a friendly gesture.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “And how do you know all this?”

      Leo laughed, rubbing the back of his head nervously. “I uh… forgot to tell you. I’m not just the pack carpenter… I recently got promoted to pack Gamma as well.”
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      My jeep rumbled down the gravel road of the preserve as I made my way toward the local pack offices. It was a longer drive than I expected, but I had to admit, the scenery was pretty nice. Clouds had rolled in the night before and even with the light rain pattering against the windshield, the countryside was still exquisite. I took as many mental notes as possible, trying to remember every detail for my future book. The preserve would make a great setting for a fantasy adventure, maybe the place where the farm boy grew up or something. It was definitely wild enough.

      Up ahead I saw the offices come into view, a compound of low brick buildings, probably built in the seventies, with low profile roofs and big square windows. However, situated amongst them and somewhat out of place, was an old farmhouse, probably from the 1950s. The white vinyl siding was a stark contrast to the other rusty colored buildings and the dark roof. In the front was a large porch, trellising up one side covered in morning glories. Around it was a lush green lawn, a white picket fence, and well cared for landscaping. It must have been the Alpha’s house. I didn’t think about it before, but it made the most sense for the family to stay on the preserve at all times to be available for anyone that needed them. I just hoped they weren’t the type to invite people to stay for dinner. Telling people no was something I’d gotten better at in recent years, but saying no to an Alpha was something else entirely. Not to mention I was in the heart of the midwestern country now, telling someone no was like murdering one of their children, you just didn’t do it. Hopefully this was going to be a quick visit, for my mother’s sake. I wasn’t there to make friends or join the pack, just to let them know I’d been in town for a few weeks and then I was gone. I’d be nothing but a passing shadow to them.

      The jeep came to a stop next to a black pickup sitting just outside the picket fence. I stepped out, blinking as a few light raindrops landed on my face. A moment later I was struck with the overwhelming scent of wolves carried on the misty breeze. It had been a long time since I’d visited a pack office of any kind and I’d forgotten how saturated they could be. A human would walk through and think the place smelled like the flowering lilies in the landscaping, but with my heightened senses, I could scent hundreds of wolves that had visited the property in the last month, what they had for breakfast, who their cousins were, and what size shoe they wore. It was overwhelming to say the least.

      “Hey there!” an unfamiliar voice rang out.

      I turned on my heel, looking for the person calling out to me.

      My jaw nearly hit the ground as I saw the ginger yoga instructor striding my way, his thick form stuffed into a pair of light blue jeans and a flannel shirt with at least three of the buttons undone, auburn fuzz poking out around the edges. Quickly I cleared my throat, closing my mouth so I didn’t look like a total fool.

      “You must be Kael,” he said, stepping up in front of me with his arms crossed over his massive chest.

      My heart skipped a beat as he looked down at me. I always had a soft spot for taller guys.  started to respond, but the words left me as a strong scent struck my nose. It was earthy and delicate, like amber resin and cedar, the same that I’d smelled the day before in the park. I hadn’t been making it up… it actually did belong to him. In an instant I felt my heart rate speed up, the warmth spreading through my body once more. The world around me tilted violently and I thought maybe my blackouts had returned. But my feet stayed firm underneath me as I took a deep breath. As I regathered my thoughts, I tucked my hands in my hoodie pocket and pushed the fabric downward, trying not to look obvious as I covered up the growing problem in my jeans.

      “H-Hi,” I managed to say at last.

      Yoga instructor held out a beefy hand. “My name is Chance. It’s good to meet you.”

      “Kael,” I replied, taking his hand quickly, then shoving it back in my hoodie. The skin still tingled where he’d touched me. “But you already know that.”

      “We’ve been expecting you,” he smiled, not seeming to notice my odd body language. “After your mom called, we’ve been looking forward to meeting you. She seemed pretty worried about you.”

      “Sorry about that,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. “She has a tendency to get carried away with things. I told her I was just going on vacation for a bit, but she seemed to think that I might be marked as a trespasser by the pack if I didn’t introduce myself, so of course she gave me no choice.”

      Chance laughed, the warm sound giving me goosebumps for some reason. What was up with this guy? Everything about him seemed to turn me on… his scent, his voice, his touch… He was hot, don’t get me wrong, but my reaction was intense. If I’d had sex in the past six months, I might have been concerned, but considering the dry spell I was in, I just chalked it up to desperation. It seemed I was getting to the point where all I needed was a guy that used a nice soap and had a pulse to get me going. How pathetic.

      “That’s pretty old fashioned thinking,” he replied. “No offense of course.”

      “None taken. She’s annoyingly old fashioned.”

      He lifted an eyebrow at my comment, giving me a once over. “I’m sure she means well and we’re glad to welcome you to the area either way. Leo told us a bit about you, but the Alpha wanted to welcome you personally. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to get you out here for the pack potluck.”

      I rolled my eyes. These midwesterners and their potlucks. Didn’t they know potlucks were the number one killer of geriatric people? Every year a plethora of old biddies die from bad potato salad. Don’t believe me? Look it up.

      “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” Chance chuckled, noticing my reaction.

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not trying to be rude, it just reminds me a little too much of home.”

      Chance nodded. “I can understand that. Sometimes we just need to get away for a while.”

      “Yeah…”

      A moment of silence passed between us and I looked out over the landscaping, trying not to be awkward. Chance clapped his hands, nearly startling me out of my skin.

      “So, should we go see the Alpha then?”

      “S-Sure,” I replied, trying to get a hold of myself. “Where’s he at?”

      “Follow me,” Chance said, waving for me to follow.

      He led me around the white farmhouse and the blooming flower trellis toward the low brick buildings in the back. One in particular stood out with a large patio out front. In the very center was a bronze statue of a wolf, not something you usually find out in the middle of nowhere. For a moment I thought it was a copy of the Balto statue in Central Park, but as we got closer I realized it was much larger and didn’t have the dopey grin of a domesticated dog. It was a large, sleek, wild-looking wolf. The entire form was delicately carved, the strokes of tools on the original clay bust still visible, captured forever in the bronze. Below it a large plaque read:

      
      
        
        As the moon rises

        So do the wolven calls

        Howls in the moonlight

        Fill our hearts with pride

      

      

      
      
        
        Dedicated to the brave wolves of the Tellurian Pack, 1943

      

      

      
      It didn’t rhyme, but it was a nice sentiment. Lifting my eyes back to the wolf, I realized it must have been shaped in the likeness of a previous pack Alpha. The strong shoulders and determined stare were something all Alphas had in common, both things that I lacked. They were wolves born for leadership and glory while the rest of us went on with our normal, boring lives. It wasn’t that I envied them though, I would take a mundane life over one of leadership. I couldn’t imagine having the whole world resting on my shoulders, including the wellbeing of the entire pack. That sounded terrible. Not to mention you always had to be watching your back. You never knew when another wolf would try to take over. It wasn’t something that happened anymore really, but that didn’t stop the older wolves from telling the gruesome stories.

      Chance stopped at the front door for a moment, glancing up at a security camera mounted to the left. A second later the door buzzed and he pushed it open, ushering for me to follow. I gave the wolf statue one last look and followed his direction. Once inside, he took me down a long corridor that reminded me of my high school back home. The walls were beige, the floor was made of ugly speckled tiles, and every room had a plain yellow pine door. Within ten seconds I had nothing else to look at and my eyes eventually settled on Chance’s ass swaying back and forth in his tight jeans. How the denim was still intact was beyond me, but it looked like all that yoga was definitely doing him some good. I figured it was probably all his werewolfy genetics shifting things in his favor, making him harder, better, faster, stronger than everyone else. I glanced down at my twiggy legs. Why hadn’t the gods given me a nice ass? Like, that’s the least they could have done considering the current state of my life. Dead parent? Check. Shitty ex? Check. Nice ass? Nope. What the fuck?

      I heard the squeal of door hinges and looked up. Chance had pulled open a door and gestured for me to go inside. The moment I stepped foot in the office all the hair on my body stood on end. All thoughts of Chance and his tight jeans left my mind as I felt a wave of Alpha energy roll over me.

      The Alphas of every pack had a very distinct presence that could be felt by other werewolves. Most Alphas were born, although in rare cases when a pack was without an Alpha, a lower ranking member would step up to take their place until a new one could be found. Alphas were strong, agile, and intelligent and their intense presence developed the longer they were in charge. However, their job was not to boss the others around or parade themselves as better than everyone else. That was nonsense that humans like to spout in the conspiracy theory section of the self-help bookshelf, as if they knew anything about wolves. Alphas were the heart and soul of the pack, their leader through tough times, and responsible for making sure everyone was taken care of. Being an asshole would have been easy compared to the amount of stress most Alphas endured. But, thanks to their natural born abilities, they commanded a level of respect that kept most wolves in line without question. Not only that, but most of them were well loved for their service to the pack.

      A black leather chair spun around in front of me, revealing a middle aged man with graying hair and bright green eyes. He was wearing the biggest smile I’d ever seen.

      “You must be Kael,” he said, pushing himself up from the chair.

      He was an imposing figure. Even at his age he was still dripping in muscle, the fabric of his white t-shirt barely able to contain him. He held out a meaty hand and I stared at it for a moment before bowing my head to expose the back of my neck.

      “There’s no need for that,” he chuckled, reaching down and shaking my hand. “Nobody bows anymore.”

      “S-Sorry,” I stammered, trying to look him in the eye and failing. His aura was overwhelming and I got the sense from the size of his shoulders that he could snap me in half if he wanted to. “You’re… uh… the first Alpha I’ve seen in a long time.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he replied. “All wolves should be familiar with their Alpha, at least in some respect. Which pack are you from?”

      “My mom and I were part of the Moontide pack.”

      “Ah, Kansas City, huh? Can’t say I’ve been out that way. Must be a big pack if you haven’t seen your Alpha in a while.”

      “We… haven’t been going to pack meetings for a while… not since…”

      I stopped short and the room grew quiet.

      “Where are my manners?” the Alpha said, bopping himself in the forehead. I breathed a sigh of relief, glad he wasn’t pressing me for information. “My name is Dave Tellurian, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Kael Owens,” I replied.

      “I’d say we should sit down and get to know one another, but I feel like I’ve already heard so much about you. Your mother is quite the talker.”

      “Oh gods… I’m so sorry.”

      Dave chuckled, patting me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I deal with lots of mothers worried about their pups on a daily basis. I told her you were in good hands and that you’re always welcome here on the preserve or anywhere else in town.”

      “There’s a lot of wolves here,” I said, trying to make small conversation. “I can smell them everywhere.”

      “Yeah,” Dave sighed, smiling and placing his hands on his hips. “We’ve been working toward making Marquette a wolf-friendly town for decades and it’s really paid off. Lots of the shops downtown are run by wolves and there’s even a few in the local government.”

      “Leo mentioned that.”

      “I heard you and Leo grew up together,” Chance said from behind us.

      I’d completely forgotten he was there. “Y-Yeah. We’ve been friends since kindergarten although we kinda lost touch after he moved away.”

      “He’s letting you stay in the old cabin near the mountain, isn’t he?” Dave asked. “That’s a pretty prime spot.”

      “It’s not bad,” I nodded. Not wanting to sound ungrateful I added, “I love the solitude.”

      “Did you know he built that place with his own hands? Logged the trees and everything all by himself over the course of a summer.”

      “With help,” Chance added. “A lot of it. Not to mention he broke not one, but two of my rear windows tossing logs into the bed of my truck.”

      Both of them laughed and I did my best to laugh along, still feeling a bit awkward. It was strange to hear people talk about Leo in such a familiar way. For some reason I always seemed to think I was the only person that knew him, but for eight years he’d been living somewhere else, making friends and memories without me. I’ll admit I was a little jealous to hear he’d gotten to spend so much time with Chance, but then again, Leo probably wouldn’t have noticed a good looking guy if he ran face first into his dick. He was pretty oblivious to that sort of thing.

      “Well, I pulled a couple of things for you, just some pamphlets from the welcome center,” Dave said, going back to his desk to fetch a folder. “Local attractions, a few restaurants with great steaks, and of course a pass to the monthly full moon potluck.”

      I glanced up at Chance as I took the folder and he gave me an ‘I told you so’ nod. “Thanks Alph– I mean Dave.” It was so
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