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The Way Home (Mayport Pack, #8)


Maybe the big, bad wolf isn’t that bad, after all.
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AS A RABBIT SHIFTER, Thomas’s instincts are telling him to stay away from the new wolf hire at the wildlife sanctuary where he works. Instead, he finds himself drawn to Rowan’s patience, his gentleness with the animals, and the way he sees Thomas.

Thomas is juggling a lot, between working full-time, secretly studying for his GED, and trying to figure out who he is. He doesn’t have room for complicated feelings about a wolf who looks at him like he matters.

Rowan left his traditional pack to breathe. In Mayport, no one cares that he’s too gentle or that he likes men. Working with Thomas, Rowan discovers that home isn’t just about place—it’s about the people who see you, trust you, and let you be who you are.

When Rowan learns that Thomas is studying for his GED, he offers to help him. They grow closer, but as prey and predator, can they really work together?
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THOMAS JERKED UP IN a sitting position when he heard the dog bark. He looked around, taking a second to blink his eyes open and tell himself that he was safe. He wasn’t outside. He was in the break room at work, and he was okay.

He groaned. Well, physically, he was okay. For everything else, he wasn’t so sure. He was exhausted, and his eyes felt gritty. He wasn’t sure how much sleep he’d gotten last night. Five hours, maybe? It couldn’t have been more than that when he’d gone to bed at almost midnight and had woken up early to come to work. If it had only been one time, he would’ve been fine, but he’d been doing this regularly since he’d decided to study for his GED, and he was exhausted.

Maybe that hadn’t been such a great idea, after all.

He was still alone in the break room, so he allowed himself to relax as he rubbed his face. Not that his boss would have said anything if he found him sleeping on the table in here. Shane had always been a nice person, and he was a pack member. He knew what Thomas had gone through. He knew that sometimes, Thomas had nightmares and that it was hard for him to sleep at home. He wasn’t surrounded by his family anymore, and while he was happy that the people he considered his siblings had found partners and people who loved them, it made him feel a bit lonely. Sleeping alone in his bed also wasn’t something he was used to just yet, but this was his life now. He was safe and protected, a roof over his head, and as much food as he could want. He was okay. They all were.

The dog was still barking, but it sounded like it was playing, so Thomas wasn’t worried. As much as he wanted to stay sitting at the table and put his head back down on his arms, he couldn’t, and it was probably better for him to leave the break room entirely so he wouldn’t be tempted. Before doing that, though, he needed coffee.

He got up and groaned as he stretched, cracking his back. Surely he was too young for his bones to do that? He was just about to turn nineteen, but sometimes, he felt like he was fifty. Hell, he was sure that there were plenty of fifty-year-old people who got more sleep than he did lately.

He rubbed his face again and grabbed a clean mug from the cupboard. He poured himself some coffee, added as much milk and sugar as he could fit into the mug, and leaned against the counter to drink. He knew that if he sat back down, he’d go back to sleep, and he had stuff to do. Shane might be a great boss, but Thomas didn’t want to take advantage of him. Besides, he liked his job. He was just exhausted enough that the thought of having to stay at the animal sanctuary the whole day made him want to cry.

He closed his eyes as he drank. What also made him want to cry was knowing that once he was back home, he couldn’t rest because he had to study. When he’d decided to get his GED, he’d known it wouldn’t be easy, especially because he hadn’t wanted to tell anyone from his family about it, but he hadn’t realized it would be this hard.

The last time he’d felt so exhausted had been when he’d lived on the street, and the only way he’d survived that was that his family had been there for him. They still were, of course, but he wasn’t planning on telling them what he was doing. It was better for them not to know what he was up to, but unfortunately, that meant that they had no idea why he was so tired all the time. He knew that Seth, especially, was getting worried, which made sense since they lived together. He was the only one of their old pack who saw Thomas often enough to realize something was up. Thomas was pretty sure that Seth thought that he was up to no good, but so far, he hadn’t pushed. He would eventually, if something didn’t change, though. Thomas just hoped he’d wait a little while longer because he didn’t have a lie ready.

It would be easier if he didn’t lie. Sometimes, he was tempted to tell Seth the truth, but then, he thought about what would happen if he failed. Everyone would feel sorry for him, and they’d try to make him feel better. They might even succeed, but he’d know he’d failed. He wasn’t sure he had it in him to go through this a second time. Of course, having his brother know what he was doing would mean that he didn’t have to hide, which would probably make his life easier, but still.

The door creaked, and Thomas blinked his eyes open. Shane came in, and Thomas started smiling at his boss, ready to tell him that he was fine and that he’d get to work soon. He didn’t get the opportunity.

Shane wasn’t alone, and when the man behind him walked in, every single one of Thomas’s instincts went on high alert. His rabbit even pushed him to run, which wasn’t something that usually happened during the workday. Hell, it wasn’t something that had happened since he and his pack had moved to town.

Thomas froze. He watched the man, wondering what he was about to do. There was no way he’d hurt Thomas, right? Not in front of Shane.

Shane smiled. “Hey, Thomas. I was hoping we’d catch you before you got to work.”

Thomas lowered his cup of coffee but didn’t put it down. “I needed coffee before I started.”

“Don’t we all?” Shane smiled easily. “I wanted to introduce you to a new coworker. Thomas, this is Rowan. Rowan, Thomas. Thomas has been working with us for a while now, so I thought he could show you around and explain everything. I know you have work to do, Thomas, but I’m sure you can find a way to include Rowan and show him the ropes.”

Thomas wanted to say no, even though he didn’t have a reason to. Rowan seemed like a nice enough guy. He was tall, with brown hair and soft brown eyes that were focused on Thomas. Of course they were. Thomas and Shane were talking.

There was a smattering of freckles on Rowan’s nose, and the corners of his lips were curled up slightly. There was nothing in the way he looked that should’ve frightened Thomas, so he suspected it was because of the animal Rowan could shift into. Thomas was a rabbit, a prey animal. He’d never minded it, but he recognized the fear. It had happened to him so many times in the past. The people he considered his siblings went from bear shifters to a dragon shifter, and he remembered vividly meeting all of them. He’d had a similar reaction.

He sucked in a breath. Rowan hadn’t done anything to warrant this reaction, and Thomas needed to be careful. He didn’t want Rowan to think that he had anything against him. He knew better than a lot of people that whatever animal Rowan could shift into, it didn’t make him a bad person or that he was about to attack him. Rowan couldn’t help what he shifted into, just like Thomas couldn’t.

Thomas plastered a smile on his lips and nodded at Rowan. “It’s good to meet you.”

Rowan’s smile widened. It was easy and gentle, and Thomas couldn’t help but think that Rowan would be good with the animals. His calm demeanor would help the animals stay calm. Hell, even Thomas could feel himself relaxing.

“Same,” Rowan said, offering Thomas his hand.

Thomas stared at it for a moment before reaching for it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to touch the man, but he definitely didn’t want to be rude, and he would be if he didn’t. Rowan was acting perfectly normal. It was Thomas who wasn’t.

He slid his palm against Rowan’s and briefly squeezed the man’s hand. That seemed to satisfy Rowan, and Thomas was able to quickly let go. He took a sip of coffee and tried to act normally, hoping that no one had noticed how awkward he was. Shane was on his phone, frowning, so Thomas was probably safe there. He wasn’t sure about Rowan.

“Well, I have to go,” Shane declared. “Thomas, you know where to find me if either of you need anything. Rowan, Thomas will teach you everything he knows. You’ll be a pro sooner than you think.”

“I’m sure I will be,” Rowan said with another easy smile.

Thomas’s heart raced. He could tell he was in trouble. He just wasn’t sure what kind of trouble yet.

* * * *
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ROWAN WASN’T SURE WHAT to think of Thomas. He’d been perfectly nice, but Rowan could see how tense he was. There was something there, and it wasn’t the first time Rowan had gotten that kind of reaction.

He was a wolf shifter, and while he wasn’t as big as other predator shifters, like dragons or even bears, he knew that what he was could be intimidating to some people. If Thomas was on the small side when he shifted, it wasn’t a surprise that he might be wary of Rowan, especially since he didn’t know him. He had no idea that Rowan would never hurt anyone, and certainly not a coworker.

Shane was quick to leave, and when he did, Rowan and Thomas stared at each other for a moment. Rowan felt the need to say something, but he wasn’t sure what. He didn’t want to scare Thomas, but they were going to work together. It would be good for them to have a friendly relationship. That meant Rowan had to show Thomas that he wasn’t dangerous or a weirdo.

He wasn’t sure how to do that. He’d lived with his pack all of his life. He’d never really had to introduce himself or convince someone that he was friendly. Everyone around him had always known who he was, and he didn’t think anyone had ever been afraid of him. He wasn’t home anymore, though. Well, he was home, but it was a new home he’d chosen for himself. He needed to learn how to live away from his birth pack, and this was a great way to start.

He cleared his throat. “Shane mentioned that you’ve been working here for a while?” he asked.

Thomas gave him a tight smile. “I have. He’s very welcoming, so you don’t have to worry about things being awkward with him.”

“What about things being awkward with you?”

Thomas’s eyes widened as if he hadn’t expected Rowan to bring that up. To be fair, Rowan hadn’t expected himself to bring it up. He was trying to make the guy like him, for fuck’s sake. Calling out how weird he was behaving probably wouldn’t achieve that.

Or maybe it would. Instead of being offended, Thomas smiled. It was a small smile, but it was enough to tell Rowan that everything wasn’t ruined. At least Thomas wasn’t running to Shane to tell him to kick Rowan out.

“I’m not really a social person,” Thomas said. “I’m also exhausted. I didn’t mean to offend you, but if I did, I’m sorry.”

Rowan wanted to ask why Thomas was exhausted, but it wasn’t his place. “It’s fine. I’m new here, so I get it. You don’t know me yet.”

Thomas nodded. “Exactly. Do you want some coffee before we get to work?”

Thomas clearly didn’t want to talk any further about that, and that was fine with Rowan. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself. “I’d love some coffee.”

Thomas stepped away from the counter and gestured at the coffee pot. “Mugs are in the cupboard.”

It was easier for Rowan to focus on his coffee than on Thomas, so he did just that, but there was something about Thomas that made Rowan want to protect him, which once again hinted at him being a prey shifter. Rowan told himself not to be a weirdo. Thomas didn’t need protection. There was nothing to protect him from. They were at work, and while some of the animals in the sanctuary could be dangerous, he was sure Thomas knew how to deal with them. 

Rowan quickly doctored his coffee the way he liked it, then took a step back. There was nowhere for him to go. The break room was small, and he didn’t want to sit at the table if Thomas wasn’t going to. They had work to do, and he was sure they’d get to it as soon as Thomas finished his coffee.

Rowan took a sip of his, burning his tongue and grimacing as he did so. He glanced at Thomas, but the man was staring inside his cup as if it held the secret to world peace. Rowan left him to it. 

Eventually, Thomas rinsed his cup and left it in the sink. Rowan quickly did the same, sucking in a breath and readying himself for whatever was about to come. When Thomas gestured at the door, Rowan followed, making sure to move slowly and keep his distance. Thomas was more than the animal he could shift into, but he was clearly spooked, and the last thing Rowan wanted was to freak him out. He didn’t want to mess up this opportunity. He was lucky he’d found a job only a few days after he’d arrived in town, and he wasn’t going to mess it up. It wasn’t only because he needed the money, but also because he wanted to show everyone in his old pack that he could do this.

He could survive without them.

Sometimes, he had his doubts. Everything here was so very different than what he was used to. He was here for a reason, though, and he was excited about his job and the town. Mayport had a reputation, and that reputation was the reason Rowan was here.

“So, how long have you been living in Mayport?” he asked as they walked down the hallway.

“I wasn’t born here if that’s what you’re asking.”

It hadn’t been, so that only partially answered Rowan’s question. “I’m asking because I’m new here. I only moved a few days ago.”

Thomas nodded. “I remember how it is. I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“Oh, definitely. It just takes a while to get used to, you know? I’m glad I left my pack, but it’s kind of scary when it’s all I’ve ever known.”

Thomas shrugged. “I wouldn’t know about that. My pack moved here with me.”

Rowan blinked. He couldn’t imagine his entire pack moving here, and he had even more questions now, but he didn’t think that Thomas wanted him to ask them. Now wasn’t the time, anyway. They were here to do their job, and Rowan needed to stop getting distracted.

He cleared his throat. “How will the animals react to me? I’m a wolf shifter, and I don’t want to spook them.”

Thomas nodded, clearly not surprised. “Well, they’re used to predator shifters. Shane’s a bear.”

“That’s good to know.” Rowan wanted to ask if Thomas was used to predator shifters, but he didn’t. It was none of his business, no matter how much he wanted Thomas to be okay with his presence here. Thomas wasn’t one of the animals the sanctuary welcomed when they most needed it.

“Of course, some of them are still wary, but that’s where I come in. As a rabbit shifter, they’re usually not scared of me.”

Rowan was glad to have confirmation of the kind of shifter Thomas was. Thomas’s behavior made sense. Rowan would have to be careful, but he was sure they could work together. Him being a wolf shifter didn’t mean he was going to hurt Thomas, and he hoped Thomas realized that.

He looked at Thomas’s tense back and at the way he carefully kept his distance. Maybe part of him did know that Rowan wasn’t going to hurt him, but another part was clearly wary of him. While Rowan didn’t appreciate people being afraid of him for no reason, he understood where Thomas was coming from, and he wasn’t going to berate him for it. There was nothing to berate him for, anyway. Thomas couldn’t help the way he felt.

Neither could Rowan, but Rowan could show Thomas that he wasn’t dangerous, and that was what he was planning on doing. They were going to have to work together, and he didn’t want either one of them to be uncomfortable. It didn’t matter how long it took him. He’d show Thomas that he was safe and that Thomas didn’t have to look like he was about to run away when they were together. He wanted this new chapter in his life to start the right way, and making sure he didn’t scare Thomas was part of that.

* * * *
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“EVERY ANIMAL HAS THEIR own diet, so before feeding them, you need to check their charts,” Thomas explained as they walked down the row of cages.

He remembered how confusing all of this could be. He hoped Rowan was following, but he wasn’t about to turn and check. He wasn’t sure he could.

Now that he knew that Rowan was a wolf shifter, he understood his reaction to the man better, but still. He’d lived with bear shifters and a dragon for years, so a wolf shifter shouldn’t be freaking him out as much as Rowan did. Maybe it was because he didn’t know Rowan. Hopefully, that would change, because Thomas didn’t want
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