
  
    [image: Wolf Hunt]
  


  
    
      WOLF HUNT

      
        OUTCAST PACK

      

    

    
      
        TJ NICHOLS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by TJ Nichols

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Wolf Hunt

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Other books by TJ Nichols

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WOLF HUNT

          

        

      

    

    
      To save his pack, he’ll need to be caught. But can he be saved?

      

      Taylor Walsh is a snake shifter with a reputation for doing what it takes to get the job done. This time it means catching the hunters before they take any more shifters. When the perfect bait appears, all he has to do is convince Justin Brook to play the part.

      There are only three problems:

      Justin isn’t an agent; he’s a lawyer.

      He’s already injured.

      And Taylor doesn’t want anyone to realize how much he wants the snarly wolf shifter.

      Justin Brook is part of the Coven’s legal branch, and he’s very familiar with Taylor’s methods because he’d pulled him out of the fire a few too many times. But his latest request is a step too far.

      He will not be the bait to catch the hunters. However, if he refuses, then they’ll take someone else. And if he agrees, his life will be in Taylor’s hands.

      

      Wolf Hunt is a steamy mm shifter romance where falling for the wrong person might end up being the right thing. But learning to trust each other is another matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Justin didn’t look up as his office door opened, and Agent Taylor Walsh sauntered in. He never walked. Never appeared contrite. He existed as if he was doing everyone a favor simply by being near them. “You’re late.”

      “I got caught up in another meeting.” Taylor dropped into the chair opposite and leaned back as if this were a social visit.

      Coven agents never visited human compliance willingly, as it meant they’d fucked up and put shifters and witches on the whole in danger—or themselves.

      “Third appointment in six months, aiming to set a new record?” Justin grabbed a fresh sheet of paper to take notes. “You’re becoming a regular. I’ll have to make you a reward card; ten stamps, you’re on your own.” Justin smiled.

      Too many mistakes and Taylor would be pulled from fieldwork, and he might have to use his IT degree. His file said he excelled at ethical hacking. While Justin had nothing against snake shifters, there seemed to be very little ethical about the man.

      “That’s not a very good reward system. You need to offer better incentives.” Taylor’s voice was a sultry rumble.

      “What have you done?”

      “It’s more what I’m going to do.” He didn’t blink as he watched Justin. Like most snake shifters, he was tall, over six feet, and rope thin. His eyes were also a dead giveaway if one knew what to look for. Although only one of Taylor’s eyes had the keyhole pupil that snakes typically had, and his eyes were different colors. One very human looking green one and one almost golden with a teardrop-shaped pupil. Depending on the side he offered, he could appear either charming or deadly.

      Snake shifters and bird shifters were the easiest to pick out in a crowd, bird shifters because they tended to be short with sharp features.

      “And what are you going to do?” That is going to make my life difficult? Because fishing agents out of jail and working with the clean-up guys was his favorite part of the job. No human compliance officer ever said that. For a moment, he wished he was in the business department that looked after taxes and business registration and insurance and not the people side.

      Taylor nodded at the crutches near the door. “How’s the leg?”

      “I shattered two bones, and I am being held together by metal. How do you think it is?” The painkillers helped, but what he wanted to do was shift, and he couldn’t do that until the bone and metal had started to join because shifting while full of fragments was a bad idea. His gaze narrowed. “Why do you care?”

      “You run with the Outcast Pack.” Taylor dodged the question.

      “That’s not a secret.” And he was well aware of everything that it said about him. His skin prickled as Taylor continued to assess him. This was not a normal visit.

      “I’m going after the hunters.”

      He was aware of the ongoing investigation into the ring of hunters that had been revealed. That a hunter-raised human was about to marry into the pack was a little hard to swallow. But River had been around before Drew had revealed the truth about shifters and River had discovered the truth about his family.

      “You’re an active agent. You have a will on file.” Justin turned his attention to his computer and double-checked that was the case.

      “Do you?”

      Justin glanced at the snake, who appeared as if he’d be more comfortable sucking on a bong at the beach than saving lives.

      “I don’t see how that matters.” But the way Taylor stared at him made his heartbeat quicken as though he was the prey, and he didn’t like it. “What can I do to preemptively unfuck your life on this job?”

      Taylor crossed his leg and ran his thumb over his lip as though thinking before answering. “What I need is some bait.”

      “Bait?”

      “I need someone with Coven training who runs with your pack and is easy to grab off the street.” His voice was like silk. He could have been promising the world or threatening to kill; it didn’t really matter because his voice was hypnotic.

      Justin blinked and looked away. Taylor was a snake, not a siren. There was no magic in his words. That didn’t change the impact on his pulse, which was now reaching something close to critically unsafe levels.

      “I need you.”

      He glanced at Taylor, sitting there as if it was his office and Justin was the one asking for the favor. Oh, please let me be the bait and be killed by hunters.

      “Was your brain injured on your last shift? Because for a moment, it sounded as if you want me to be deliberately hunted by those assholes.”

      “That is what I said.”

      “Look, I know I have hauled your ass over the coals more than once, but I have also dragged it out of the fire and gone into bat for you when your job was on the line.”

      “I am aware that I am sitting here because of you. I will try to remember to write a thank you card next time…or perhaps I should offer the reward card? Save my ass ten times and get…” He lifted his eyebrow, and his tongue darted out.

      There was no way Taylor didn’t notice the effect he had on people. He was too smart and too good-looking to not be aware. But he also needed to come with a warning label:

      I will mess up your bed and fuck up your life.

      Trouble was, most people would thank him for it. He’d understood the first time he’d met Taylor why he and Brandon had never gotten serious.

      “So, what do you really want? You booked an hour of my time, and you know that goes on your file.”

      “I told you. I need bait, and you fit the bill perfectly.” His lips curved into a dangerous smile.

      “No.”

      Taylor tilted his head. “While the hunters are out there, no wolf is safe.”

      “You think I’m not aware of that?”

      “This request isn’t coming from me, though I will be your handler. It came from higher up.”

      “Higher up? Who wants me dead?” Because that’s what was going to happen if the hunters caught him. “I can’t shift at the moment.”

      “I know. You’re wounded. Easy prey for eager hunters.”

      Justin blinked and drew in a breath as he put the pieces together. “This is already sanctioned, isn’t it? Who?”

      “Sam.”

      “That fucking asshole.” Justin stood, hissed in pain, and sat just as fast. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Many have tried, and all have failed. That wolf has nine lives or something.”

      Justin grunted. That they could agree on.

      “Why didn’t he come himself?”

      “Because I’ll be going with you. We are going after the hunters. You might want to make sure you have a will on file.” Taylor smiled. This time, his needle-thin fangs were visible.

      Justin swallowed. “I’m not an agent. I’m a lawyer.”

      “You are the bait we need to take down the hunters. Your accident has given us an opportunity⁠—”

      “That’s what you think this is? An opportunity? I can’t bloody walk without crutches!”

      “What’s a little kidnapping, maybe some rope and handcuffs, between friends? I heard⁠—”

      Justin growled as though he’d shifted. The sound rumbled through his chest as he bared his teeth. He wished he could shift right now, as then he’d eat the fucking snake to dispose of the evidence and pretend this meeting never happened. “I don’t care what you’ve heard, but you’ve clearly never heard of consent or safe words.”

      “I have.”

      “Then you’ll understand that what I do for fun is not the same as playing bait.”

      “I was trying to make light⁠—”

      Justin growled again. There was no making light of hunters and what they did.

      “You’ll have a safe word so we can pull you out early if needed. And a chip so we can track you.”

      “I’m not a damn poodle.”

      Taylor leaned back and was silent for a couple of breaths. “How long do you think it will be before the hunters snatch up children who are years from shifting? Who may not even be aware what they⁠—”

      “Get the fuck out of my office now.” Justin stood, leaning on his desk, and pointed at the door.

      Taylor remained sitting for several seconds. “At least think about it.”

      “Out.” It was barely a word. His skin prickled as if he was about to sprout fur.

      The agent stood in one lithe movement. He grinned, fangs still down. They weren’t for show. Even in his human form, Taylor could deliver a fatal dose of poison. His lip twitched, and the fangs retracted. “I’m not the enemy.”

      Justin’s fingers curled, but before he could form another word, Taylor strolled out of his office. As much as he wanted to pace off some of the rage coursing through his blood, all he could do was drop back into his chair.

      He balled up the paper and tossed it across the room, not knowing what he was angriest about. Or who he was angry at.

      His hand shook.

      Was it rage or fear, or a sick combination of both?

      He wasn’t an agent and didn’t want to be one. He hated not being able to even walk away from danger. He was weak, and Taylor wanted to use that to plate him up for the hunters to carve up.

      He squeezed his eyes closed.

      Taylor had only been the messenger. It was Sam he needed to see.
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      Sam’s office was through the warren of offices and what felt like miles away from his, mostly because moving around was awkward and painful. Not for the first time, he cursed the way he’d come off the dirt bike. He’d tried to throw himself clear, but the bike had landed on his shin.

      He’d heard the bones break, thanks to his wolf hearing, as well as felt them snap. The pain was like nothing he’d ever experienced, and the temptation to shift and heal it on the spot had been all-consuming, despite knowing that the break was not the kind one should shift with and that he was surrounded by humans. It had taken everything he had to let the paramedics treat him.

      By the time he reached Sam’s office, the anger had subsided to stomach-churning exhaustion. He was in no shape to go into the field.

      Sam’s door was open, and Justin had the feeling that Sam had been expecting him. Of course he was aware Taylor had an appointment.

      Justin leaned in the doorway, calming his breathing.

      “Shut the door. Have a seat.”

      Justin glared at him. “You have some fucking nerve.” He shut the door. “You should’ve asked me yourself.”

      “No. This isn’t pack business. It’s⁠—”

      “Bullshit.” He wanted to remain standing but couldn’t. He pulled the seat out and sat with as much dignity as he could manage. “You sent Taylor because you didn’t want to ask me yourself.”

      “Taylor asked you because he will be your handler, should you agree.”

      “Should I agree,” Justin repeated.

      “No one is forcing you. It was an idea, and one we decided to act on.”

      “Meaning that someone up there has approved this job.” By someone up there, he meant Sam’s boss. And Sam’s boss was the head of the Coven in Australia. Sam may not be doing cover-ups anymore, but he didn’t only train agents. He was much more involved in mission dissecting and planning than he let on.

      “It has been pre-approved because if we go, then it could happen fast.”

      Justin shook his head. “Have you forgotten we have a wedding to go to this weekend?”

      “No, and with so many shifters at the wedding, I’ve been arranging extra security because I don’t want it turning into a crime scene.”

      He hadn’t thought about it being a target for hunters. “Do Drew and River know?”

      “I don’t want to ruin their day. Mark, Cooper, and I will be in the venue. And there will be others nearby watching. Taylor included. Take the week. Tell me on Monday.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Talk to the psych. She’s very good.”

      Justin had access to every agent’s file, though all it said about psych appointments was if the agent was attending and a check box regarding their willingness. “She can’t be that good since you’re still an asshole who cares more about the job than the people affected.”

      Sam glanced away. “Two wolves have been taken since River’s grandmother turned up. We have no idea where they are or if they are still alive. And if they are alive, what have they said? Our pack has attracted attention. I don’t want to be filling out the paperwork and notifying the family for one of ours.”

      “I’m not an agent.” Not that anyone seemed to care.

      “We can prepare you.”

      “For being captured and tortured?” No one could prepare for that.

      “You will be monitored. You won’t be there for any longer than needed.”

      “And there it is. Define needed.”

      “The job is to locate the base. Arrest all the hunters and rescue all the captured shifters.”

      “How long?”

      Sam didn’t say anything. He didn’t know.

      “Days or weeks?”

      Sam shrugged. “As I said. It’s your choice.”

      “Is it? Or am I going to be the prick who did nothing so others die?”

      Sam swallowed and drew in a breath. “Honestly? This is going to fuck you up no matter what you do.”

      “You did that.” If he didn’t know, then there was nothing to decide. Now he was either an asshole, or he put his life in the hands of hunters…and Taylor. “You put me in this position.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Justin shook his head. “Was the first thought you had when you heard I was in hospital? How to use it to your advantage?”

      “No. I was worried you’d broken your damn neck racing the bike.” Sam leaned forward. “I’ve known you for longer than anyone in our pack. I couldn’t do my job without you. Every agent loves to hate you, but we can’t function without you. You are the last person we want to send into the field.”

      He didn’t doubt that. “I know too much.”

      Sam’s lips twitched. “That too.”

      They sat in silence. When Justin had started, Sam had been an agent before switching to cover-ups. He remembered when Sam and Mark had gotten together. Even though they were in the same pack and worked together, he wouldn’t have said they were close.

      In part, that was his fault. As much as he enjoyed being part of a pack, trusting them was hard. Trusting Sam was harder. But he was damn good, and Justin knew him.

      “Why won’t you be acting as my handler? We’re pack.” He’d seen Taylor too often in his office and wasn’t sure that he wanted to put his life in the snake’s hands.

      “I can’t.”

      “Won’t.”

      Sam sighed and leaned back. “I’m not cleared for fieldwork. I wouldn’t trust myself, Justin.”

      Justin frowned. “Is it that bad?”

      While he’d never know the full extent, he knew enough that Sam was seeing the psych because of PTSD. He wasn’t sure if it was from being a familiar or from the job. Or both.

      “Yeah, it’s that bad. Mark might kill me if I went back into the field. I can train others, and I can do the debrief on operations, but I can’t go out there myself. I don’t trust myself to make those snap decisions.”

      “Is being a familiar going to fuck Brandon up?”

      Sam laughed. “It wasn’t being a familiar that caused it. Mark and I… We’re workaholics, and we thought the bond would take care of everything. It doesn’t, and it highlighted flaws and problems that we tried to bury. I’m damn good at hiding things.”

      Justin smiled. “You were the best.”

      “Too good. This is going to sound wild, but Ross was raised with love and support. From what Brandon has said, Ross seems to understand a certain amount of the damage done when kicked out of a pack.” Sam ran his finger over his wedding ring. “I put Taylor on this for a reason. He is fucking brilliant, even though he looks like he rolled out of the wrong bed after a big night out.”

      Justin pressed his lips together. “I’ve seen him a bit too frequently. He was caught driving twenty kilometers over the speed limit. As a snake.”

      Sam snorted. “I’m aware. I read your reports. And they are discussed to avoid incidents.”

      Incidents were becoming much harder to avoid, as everyone had a camera in their pocket, and the wrong video could do a lap around the globe before the Coven became aware. Then it became more about discrediting than anything else.

      “He researched me.”

      Sam shook his head. “No, he didn’t. I told him some pertinent information.”

      “Prick.” Justin glanced away. He didn’t need his pass times spread around.

      “He’s discreet. And I wouldn’t have put the idea forward if I didn’t think you could do it.”

      Justin growled. “Just because I might be able to doesn’t mean I want to.”

      “I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      “Do you understand how serious this is? If captured shifters start to spill and shift on camera, we’ll enter another round of witch hunts. If we can find out where the hunters are based and grab them all, we can gain the upper hand, possibly take out more than only this cell.”

      All of that made sense. He’d read through so many operational briefings. Often before they were approved to point out potential issues.

      “If I agree, what then?”

      “Then we prepare you as much as possible⁠—”

      “Can you prepare someone for being captured?” They weren’t mentioning it, but the whole plan was for him to be kidnapped by hunters and hopefully not killed before being pulled out.

      Sam watched him for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was cold. “Yeah, you can. Military has been doing it for decades.”

      Justin shivered. “Then what?”

      “Then we leak some
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