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Chapter One

 


Sweat coated his front and back. Grunting,
struggling to maintain the proper form, Kenneth Stevens took a deep
breath, before lifting the bar from mid-chest to shoulder. Five
reps on the bench press seemed easy, until Ken gave it an actual
try. Gritting his teeth, Ken kept his ass on the bench like his
trainer said, before returning the bar to the rack.

“Christ,” Ken said on a hiss.

For a couple of seconds, he couldn’t move.
Shutting his eyes, Ken tried to control his breathing, calm his
racing heartbeats. Damn it all, being a werewolf should make
weightlifting easy. Too bad receiving the bite only made his life
miserable. Slightly rounded gay shifters with average looks didn’t
score dates easy, so Ken resorted to stalking his crush and
ex-boyfriend, Josh.

After the werebear broke up with Ken a month
ago, he sulked, finished a couple of tubs of cookies and cream, and
neglected his diet. Reckless courage or pure stupidity brought Ken
to X-fitness, New Haven’s famous gym, where hardcore shifters
worked out. He didn’t need much incentive from the promoter.
Spotting Josh enter the front door, he clambered over the reception
table, hid, and signed a six-month membership without a second
thought.

Having paid the fee, Ken stuck around,
hoping Josh would see him working hard. Josh always complained
about having an unattractive chubby werewolf on his arm. Ken didn’t
take Josh’s complaints to heart. Why bothering denying the truth?
Josh had the looks and goods, and could have anyone he wanted, but
he settled for Ken, who turned out to be a disappointment.

“Hey buddy, you done there?” a voice asked,
disrupting Ken’s flow of thoughts.

Cheeks heating in embarrassment for using
the bench as a bed, Ken nearly hit his head on the bar getting
up.

“Ow,” he muttered, rising to his feet,
swaying slightly.

Ken didn’t miss the musclehead’s disgusted
snort, or the glance he gave Ken. A mirror wasn’t needed, Ken knew
what he looked like, in his shorts and oversized tee—a chubby
little pup trying to play in the big leagues. It wasn’t like he
didn’t make any effort.

Ken tried. He went full vegetarian, ate
organic, and squabbled with other fitness fanatics to lay claim on
the last box of flax seed on the organic shelves of the local
grocer. Josh persuaded Ken to change, his clothes, his habits,
until Ken no longer recognized the sad little stranger in the
mirror wearing his face. Bit by bit, he let Josh isolate him from
his friends and pack too, but where did that leave Ken?

Better to have a controlling asshole for a
boyfriend, than have no one at all.

With an irritated sigh, Ken swiped his face
with a towel. The sound of Josh’s rumbling laughter stopped him
cold. By the exercise bikes, he spotted Josh, leaning against one
machine, laughing at something a lean, handsome guy was saying.
Fisting his hands by his side, Ken resisted his wolf’s incessant
push to walk over there. To set the record straight and tell the
twink with the model features to fuck off, because Josh was
his—what exactly?

Ken broached the topic of mates multiple
times, but Josh brushed it off, telling Ken he wanted to take
things slow. So agonizingly sluggish, Ken wondered if their
relationship was going anywhere. Apparently not, judging by the
empty apartment Ken came back to a month ago. No explanations, just
a single damning word hastily scribbled on a piece of paper, as if
sorry made any difference.

As if sensing the burn of his stare, Josh
turned his head. Ken’s heart stilled. The sound of men grunting and
the faint hum of machines grew unbearably loud. Friday nights
turned out to be a crowded time slot for the exercise freaks.
Seconds passed, dragging on for an eternity.

Ken held his breath, hoping, longing. He
imagined Josh losing interest in the twink, blinking as he took in
Ken’s new physique—well, not that there was much of a change to
boast of, but Josh would see and come to the realization he made a
horrible mistake. Walking away from the twink, Josh would grab
Ken’s shoulders, seeking his silent understanding. Pulling him
close, Josh would claim his lips, grind his hips against Ken, and
tell him how hard Ken made him feel.

Of course, nothing in his fantasies ever
came true.

With a shrug, Josh returned his attention to
the guy he flirted with, as if Ken were invisible, not worth his
notice. Dejected, Ken retreated to the shower room. He stayed in
his stall for a long time, until any masculine voices faded away.
Ken couldn’t bear their judgmental looks, or need the reminder he
didn’t belong here. Not tonight. Certain no one else remained
outside Ken quickly toweled off, dressed like a convict making his
escape, and slipped out the gym’s back door. Cold night air
caressed his face.

Refusing to button his coat because Josh
always urged him to buy clothes one size smaller, Ken stuffed his
hands into outer pocket of his jacket. He shuffled to his car and
thought of heading home, settling in front of his TV with no one
but Schnitzel, his five-year-old Welsh corgi, to keep him company,
but decided against it.

“My life sucks,” he muttered, blowing out a
breath. Schnitzel could wait. What Ken really wanted was a hard
drink—not recommended for a man on a diet, but he needed something
to warm his belly. Amber liquid courage to help him forget about
the nasty incident at the gym. Hell, he might even be reckless
enough to get a pair of scissors out and cut his gym membership to
shreds.

Grinning at the thought, he headed to the
Bucking Horse bar and grill. They served a wicked Salisbury veggie
steak and the cook didn’t mind him substituting his sides for
broccoli and carrots. Ken managed to secure a parking space a block
away. Lucky, considering it was Friday night.

“The night is looking up,” he muttered,
aware talking to himself made him appear crazy.

He wished for the good old days. When his
best friends, Sal and Toby, spent Fridays nights with him, logging
into whatever MMORPG they were currently into, donning virtual
shields and swords, slaying monsters and ogling shirtless male
avatars. They used to call themselves the Lonely Pups club, until
Sal and Toby found their mates. Sal and Toby always invited him
over for dinner, but Ken found excuses to dodge them. He never
liked being the third wheel anyway. Meeting Josh, Ken thought he
would finally be out of the singles club forever, until Josh turned
out to be a heartless dick.

“Who needs a vain bear?” Entering the bar,
Ken nudged his way past the crowded dance floor, and wove past the
tables. Hooking up with a handsome cowboy or handyman who happened
to be into chubby pups fell into the realm of fantasies anyway.
Dressed to kill in his sweats and hoodie, Ken doubted he would
attract anyone’s attention.

“What will it be, Ken?” Lionel, the
bartender asked. “The usual?”

Ken closed his eyes, imagining the smell of
sizzling steak. Oh, screw the fucking carrots and broccoli. He
deserved a damn treat. Ken couldn’t remember his last cheat day.
“On second thought, pile on the mashed potatoes and fries, and one
beer please.”

“Coming right up,” Lionel said.

He wouldn’t go as so far as to eat meat. No,
Ken would keep some of his dignity and control, thank you. Lionel
gave him a look as he downed the bottle instantly, then shook his
head when another customer called him over to order. Closing his
eyes, Ken let the amber ambrosia slide down his throat. Liquid
courage tasted like heaven, although it took awhile for werewolves
to get drunk. Either way, Ken hollered for another, and guzzled his
third when Lionel placed his dinner in front of him.

“Take it easy,” Lionel muttered, giving him
a look of sympathy before moving away.

“Celebrating something, pup?” a deep
unfamiliar voice asked.

Shoving a forkful of mash potatoes into his
mouth, Ken glowered at the stranger, before doing a double-take. He
nearly spat the chunk of potato out, but chewed slowly instead.
Normally docile, Ken’s wolf leapt to the surface of his skin,
making him feel slightly feverish. The sounds of the crowd and the
county music faded as the world narrowed its scope to Ken and the
gorgeous stranger next to him.

Sexy as sin, domineering and crude, Van
Walker sat next to him, seemingly amused by his discomfort. Ken
looked left and right, wondering if Van made a mistake, but he kept
iron-grey eyes trained on his. Men like Van didn’t hit on sad
nobodies like him for a reason. Ken didn’t know Van well, aside
from the fact his two brothers were mated to Sal and Toby. The
Walker brothers belonged to a group of transfers when their old
pack disbanded. Bloody rumors circulated around them. Everyone knew
they did the dirty work of their old pack, and didn’t care much for
safe and sane.

Still, looking was free. Ken’s gaze lingered
on his face first, roughly handsome except for his nose, which
looked like it had been broken a few times and the faint scars
marring his face. Dark stubble covered his cheeks and jaw, drawing
Ken’s attention to the cruel curve of his lips.

Lower, his gaze went, moving to Van’s broad
shoulders, the solid planes of his chest, hidden underneath his
leather jacket and plain white tee. Something poked through the
left pectoral of his shirt—a nipple ring. He moved on quickly,
swallowing at the huge bulge pressing against the denim of Van’s
faded jeans. Unable to help himself, Ken wondered who Van sported
the boner for, certainly not him.

“Look me in the eye when I talk to you,
pup.”

Much to Ken’s chagrin, he did, glowering at
Van who chuckled.

“Answer my question,” Van said, nodding to
his plate.

“I’m not celebrating shit. I eat when I’m
fucking depressed. Happy?” Ken couldn’t keep the bitterness out of
his voice. He shoved another forkful of potatoes into his mouth,
hoping Van would be disgusted by his eating habits and leave. No
such luck.

Lionel pushed a plate in front of Van.
Rib-eye with potatoes and slaw, and the smell of meat made Ken’s
stomach grumbled.

The stupid, inconsiderate meat-eater cut
large portions of his steak. Van ate with relish, licking at the
juices down his finger, and wharfing his food down like he hadn’t
eaten in a week. The pig. Ken matched him, trying to outdo
him.

“I like a pup with a healthy appetite,” Van
said idly.

Cheeks heating at Van’s assessment, Ken
swallowed, not tasting the food. It was Van’s sinful lips he
imagined, claiming his, and Van’s callused fingers trailing down
the length of his body, curling around his dick and holding it
captive.

Christ. Why was he harboring erotic
thoughts about a stranger he just met in a bar? Okay, technically
Van was a fellow pack member, and his best friends were mated to
Van’s brothers. Some would say they were practically extended
family, but Ken highly doubted Van fantasized about him in his
hoodie and sweat pants, going at his steak like there was no
tomorrow.

“Don’t you have something else better do?”
This had to be some cruel game. Van’s buddies might be out there
somewhere, videotaping all this. Snipe the fatty, tease the chubby
pup—he heard it all. Usually, Ken let it go. Better to not give his
bullies and tormentors more ammunition to work with, but tonight,
Ken
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