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      After four years of living in Darwin, George Franklin is back in Melbourne, and everything has changed. There is now a pack of gay wolf shifters with their own territory, something that would have been unimaginable when he left. His own family pack is expecting him to move home and run with them…and he definitely doesn’t want to do that. The last thing he wants, though, is to fall for his best friend’s older brother—again.

      Pack and family come first. Evan Steele knows that, and because of it, he lived a lie for years. He did things he regrets on the pack leader’s orders. Now, he’s put as much distance as he can between his past and his present. To humans, he is successful and confident.

      But he hates shifting. He hates running on four feet.

      When his past turns up at his door in the form of an anonymous hook-up, Evan’s lies come unstuck, and he’ll have to choose between putting himself first or obeying the pack who will hate him if they knew the truth.
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      After spending the last four years in the heat of Darwin, returning to Melbourne was more than a little depressing. It was raining, and not the warm rain George was used to, and the sky was sullen with no sign of sun. Even if he had been cleared to run by the Coven, it was not a good night to be out.

      He cracked open the whiskey of the minibar, even though it would be cheaper to go to the hotel bar, and drank it in a couple of swallows. He stared out the window of his hotel room at the rain-smeared lights. The city hadn’t changed that much while he’d been away, at least not on the surface.

      But he’d heard about the wolf trouble. And when he’d told the Coven he was returning to the city—not because it was a requirement, but because, as a wolf, he needed to be aware of pack territories—they had also told him about the situation and that he should come in to check out the map.

      Moving to Darwin hadn’t been this much of a drama. He could count the number of wolves up there on one hand. There were no packs and no pack-related drama. Though that didn’t mean there was no shifter drama.

      Darwin was ruled by croc shifters, and they weren’t real keen on anyone running on their beaches or near their rivers. He’d been worded in by an older wolf shifter with a gnarly scar on his leg from where he’d had a run-in with a croc. To the humans listening, they thought he meant the animal kind of crocodile, but from the look in his eye and the lift of his eyebrow, George knew the man meant croc shifter. There were also a few shark shifters, so he avoided any kind of natural body of water.

      Like the other wolves and the couple of big cats who lived up there, if he ran, he ran inland. There was enough land for them to all run and never cross paths. But none of them were that fucking stupid. It was much safer to run with a buddy because while they might be shifters, they weren’t actual animals, and even animals got lost. Getting lost in the bush, in the heat, not being able to carry water and such, was a death sentence.

      After four years of working on an oil rig, he liked the idea of working on land again. He was also bloody sick of doing everyone’s laundry, though he already missed the pay. Leaving Melbourne and having an adventure had been great at twenty, and he’d thought he was ready to come home. He hadn’t been back a whole day, and he was already doubting this decision.

      There were too many wolves and too much history.

      He tossed the little bottle in the bin. It hit the side and then rattled around the bottom. Tomorrow, he had an appointment at the Coven to get a feel for the pack situation so he could find a safe place to run that hadn’t been claimed. He didn’t know which boundaries had moved and which packs were still old-school troublemakers that he needed to avoid. He didn’t have a notch taken out of his ear because his pack wasn’t like that. They didn’t kick people out; they expected people to stay. Which was almost worse. After four years away, he didn’t think he could run with his family pack again. They took a certain pride in having lived in the same area for the last three generations.

      They hadn’t understood why he wanted to leave.

      And he didn’t understand why they didn’t want to see the world.

      Sure, being a wolf made it a little tricky, but talking to the Coven before lobbing up always smoothed things over, and most packs weren’t dicks about travelers. They only got their hackles up if you wanted to move in and hadn’t gone through the process. He envied the big cats in Darwin. They moved freely from city to city, and either left each other plenty of room…or made friends with the new arrivals.

      Crocs were almost as bad as wolves, wanting to fight anyone who stepped foot on what they considered their land. He found it totally tiresome. They were all shifters wanting a run. They should be looking out for each other, not squabbling over a patch of sand.

      After sitting on the plane for hours and then taking a taxi to the hotel, he was itching to do something. He’d used the hotel gym and ran for an hour, though it clearly hadn’t been enough.

      He picked his phone up off the bed and scrolled through some of his contacts. Most of the people he knew from four years ago he hadn’t kept in touch with. He tried, but after a few months, it had fallen away. They’d all been young and had different things going on.

      He hesitated over Ryan’s name. They had been best friends throughout school, even though they’d come from different packs, but they fell out in their final year because George was out, and Ryan had decided his pack was right about those kinds of things.

      It was one thing to socialize with other packs at school or work or in front of humans, but another to maintain close ties. They hadn’t spoken in six years. He should’ve deleted Ryan from his phone, but he couldn’t.

      It was because of Ryan’s older brother that George realized he was gay. George had been about thirteen when Evan picked his brother up from school in his new car. He’d been leaning on the hood in that try-hard way that teenage boys did. George had done it too. Now, he laughed about the posturing and what a cocky prick Evan had been, but to thirteen-year-old George, Evan was the hottest guy he’d ever seen.

      And completely out of reach, as well as being four years older. He remembered the way Evan had snarled at him, the curve of his lip, and the glint in his eye. That snarl had increased the length of George’s showers as he imagined all kinds of ways he might somehow end up in that car with Evan ripping his clothes off.

      Not only was Evan older, hotter, and had a car, but he was already shifting.

      Those things had mattered ten years ago when he’d been years away from sprouting fur.

      He considered calling his parents and letting them know he was back, just for something to do. But they would insist he stay with them and run with them, and if he did that, getting out a second time was going to be so much harder. He loved his family, but he didn’t want to settle into a rut that would only smother him, yet he didn’t think he was one of those wolves who was happier on his own, either.

      He enjoyed running with other shifters, and he wasn’t fussed if they were wolves or cats, or anything else for that matter. Though it was much harder to go for a run with a snake, it was nice to work with him on the rig. At least they understood each other when they said their skin was getting itchy. For the last two years, it had also been a very convenient friends-with-benefits situation that neither of them wanted to take any further.

      His family would be horrified that he’d been running with anyone who was willing. And he wasn’t sure they’d be thrilled if he brought a boyfriend home. There was tolerance, and then there was acceptance, and he didn’t know if their attitudes had changed much. Their doubts had always been phrased as concern for him. They were worried he’d attract the wrong kind of attention if he was too out.

      Which is why he needed to see the Coven tomorrow before he did anything stupid. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Fucking wolves.”

      If there was a way to make something complicated, they would find it.

      He closed his contacts and flicked open his favorite app. On the rig and in Darwin, it hadn’t taken him long to work out who was on it and who wasn’t. And it had been easy to have a few friends he could hook-up with when he was ashore. Most of them had been human. The few shifters he’d hooked up with had been passing through for work, or travel, or escaping pack politics…

      He’d learned not to pry. If they wanted to tell, they would. Most shifters assumed he was in Darwin because he’d been kicked out of his pack. It was easy to let them think that.

      He scrolled through profiles and was dazzled by the choice. He could hook-up with someone different every night and not run out for at least three years, or at least that’s the way it felt after the drought of Darwin.

      His phone pinged as a message popped up.

      Fuck, that was fast. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to hook-up; he was bored, and his blood was a little hot. He’d rather shift than fuck. Maybe.

      But now he was in the app. Maybe getting sweaty with someone wasn’t a bad way to spend an hour or two.

      The one thing he had learned in his travels was that even wolf shifters weren’t prissy when hooking up. They wanted to get fucked and filled the same as any human bottom. Though the conversation, if there was one, was usually a little different. Sometimes, they wanted to be bitten, but not where it would be visible. Or some were more ‘let’s keep it human,’ meaning no teeth, no scratches.

      Most asked when he last shifted because if he hadn’t had sex since his last shift, many didn’t want to worry about condoms.

      Some insisted no matter what.

      It was a pity there was no easy way to tell shifter from human…or worse, witch from a photo. It was always disappointing to meet up and decide it wasn’t worth the chance of accidentally becoming mates, though he knew some shifters who didn’t care.

      The guy who’d messaged him wasn’t that far away, but he was a bit too pushy, and the picture of his hole that needed filling in the second message wasn’t quite what George wanted. Another night, it might’ve been.

      What the fuck was he doing?

      He paused on the photo of the shoulder with clear teeth marks on the skin. They were human teeth marks, but the picture made his pulse kick. This was a guy who didn’t mind a good bite. A grin formed.

      That’s what he wanted. Someone to pin down and bite and fuck, and they’d both love every minute of it. Since the bite guy was online and only a five-minute cab right away, George sent him a message.

      Nice bite. Would you like another to match?

      He contemplated grabbing another drink from the minibar while he waited, but as he walked to the fridge, the man responded.

      That depends on if you’re only going to bite me.

      The heat in his blood moved from a general need to do something to lust. He rearranged his semi and gave himself a casual stroke as he considered switching from track pants to jeans. Not that it mattered what he wore because they’d be coming off fast.

      Keep it polite or go for dirty?

      Since the man had kept the chat clean, he did the same.

      I can give you more than a bite.

      If the man was face down on the bed or the floor, he wouldn’t see the sheen in George’s eyes if he let his wolf out. It wouldn’t be the same as a run, but it might be enough to take the itch out of his veins and cool the heat. Only one question remained: who was doing the traveling?

      The man replied while George was thinking through the logistics.

      Come around. I’m waiting.

      George shrugged. Who was he to argue?
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      Evan had been scrolling on his phone with the TV on in the background. Too awake to sleep and too bone tired to go out and do something because that meant talking to people. And after a long day at the hospital, he wanted to anesthetize everyone for a bit of quiet. Except now he was home, it was too quiet.

      He’d showered and dressed to hookup and now his body wanted more than sitting. He started scrolling with purpose and a need to do something. He refused to give in to the demands of the wolf that wanted to run. It was a shitty night to be out—too dark, too cold, and too wet. His father would tell him to get out there and stop being soft.

      Maybe he was soft, but he wasn’t a fucking real wolf, so he didn’t care. Most of the time, he didn’t want to be a wolf at all. It was a pain in the ass, and not only when he grew a tail. Which he also hated. He didn’t like having four feet, either. They weren’t his feet.

      His feet weren’t clawed and furry.

      Shifting was an inconvenience and another secret he needed to keep. Keep the humans from finding out he was a part-time wolf. Keep the wolves from finding out he was full-time gay.

      His dick hardened as he replied to the man offering to bite and fuck him, hoping that getting laid would be enough to tip him over the edge into crashing out.

      He gave the man his address, then pulled himself off the sofa and tugged off his hoody. For a heartbeat, he considered taking off his pants as well, but that was a little too desperate.

      Not only that, but if the man didn’t show, Evan didn’t want to be standing around in his jockstrap.

      If he didn’t show, that would mean starting the process all over again, which was rather too much effort. No, if the guy didn’t show, he could entertain himself. Which seemed like rather a lot of effort and wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying. He wanted to feel teeth in his skin and fingers gripping his hips.

      The intercom buzzed.

      “Come up, doors open,” Evan said.

      A frisson of excitement raced through him, and any doubts he’d been harboring melted away. A part of him wanted to wait by the door and let the man in. Another part of him wondered if he should shed his pants and be waiting with his ass in the air. They hadn’t discussed any of that, though. Those who were interested in a quick and very anonymous fuck generally said something. And while sometimes that scratched the itch, it wasn’t what he wanted today.

      He wasn’t sure what he wanted.

      To shift.

      It had only been four weeks. Not that long for him.

      He tilted his head, listening as the elevator stopped and the doors opened. Footsteps made their way closer, and his heartbeat quickened in anticipation. He backed away from the door and dropped onto the sofa, wanting to appear chill even though he was hard and wanting the bite that had been promised. He liked it bitey and rough, which was probably something to do with being a shifter.

      The man knocked twice.

      “Come in.” He drew in a breath and froze, sure he smelled wolf at his door.

      Fuck, was this going to be a problem?

      His heartbeat quickened for the wrong reason. He didn’t live near his family pack’s territory. He didn’t need to say which pack he ran with. The wolf was there for sex. Nothing more.

      But the fear that whispers would reach his father’s ear had him looking over his shoulder if he went to a gay bar. He’d spent too long in denial, but he was still careful about who he told and what he did.

      The door opened, and Evan sensed the man’s hesitation. No doubt as he also smelled wolf.

      It wasn’t only wolf. The scent was almost familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Any pretense of relaxation vanished as he sat forward.

      A man with dark auburn hair stepped into the apartment. “Hey,” he said with a nod, his gaze never leaving Evan. A frown formed, then deepened. “You.”

      Evan was still processing what he was seeing and smelling. The man’s face he didn’t recognize, but his scent made the hair on his arm stand on end.

      He needed a moment that he wasn’t going to get.

      “What the fuck?” The man stepped in and shut the door, watching Evan as though he expected him to attack. “You don’t know who the fuck I am, do you?”

      Annoyance and desire roiled off the man, and Evan realized who he was because he had smelt that combination so many times. “George?”

      His younger brother’s ex-best friend.

      The one who’d barely hidden his panting once Evan started shifting. It had been embarrassing and dangerous, and he hadn’t wanted anyone to notice he enjoyed the way George looked at him. So he’d ignored him and eventually done worse.

      “Yeah.” The heat of his gaze raked over Evan’s skin as if he were unable to hide his hunger.

      Some things hadn’t changed…and Evan still liked that look. That smell. He wanted to feel George’s teeth.

      After so many years.

      Evan stood, aware of the way his black track pants rode low on his hips and hid nothing. George was in a similar situation. His dark gray track pants hugged the length of his erection.

      George’s lip curled, baring his teeth as if he was here to fight, not fuck.

      Evan growled. Lust and aggression warred within him. “I should’ve known it wasn’t a human turning up when you offered to bite.”

      He didn’t know if he wanted to toss George out or drag him close.

      “You’re the reason Ryan stopped talking to me.”

      “I was protecting him.” I was protecting myself.

      “Is that right?” George said as though he saw through the lie. “How is your pack? Do they know you like to put your ass in the air like a bitch in heat?”

      The snarl should not be turning him on, yet George’s harsh words gripped Evan’s balls.

      “I didn’t invite you round to talk about my pack.” He hadn’t run with them in years and avoided his family most of the time, too. But he wanted to ask why he hadn’t crossed paths with George over the last five years.

      “You still expect me to fuck you after what you did?” He stalked closer.

      Evan could admit to being a complete prick or claim that he was following pack orders. He’d been told to sort Ryan out and make sure he wasn’t hanging out with unsuitable wolves, meaning those from George’s much more liberal pack, and the leader didn’t want young wolves getting ideas. He’d been twenty-one, old enough to know better, old enough to understand what he was doing and that it was wrong.

      He’d moved out to live in a shared house with other university students soon after, unable to fall into line…and it was only then he’d realized the size of the lie he’d been living. Honestly, destroying Ryan and George’s friendship had been the moment where he’d seen his future and hated it. And himself. It had pulled the blindfold off and revealed more than he wanted to see. For that reason alone, he couldn’t completely regret what he’d done.

      No, he was grateful.

      “That’s the only reason you’re here. I don’t give a fuck about the rest. But if it bothers you, please fuck off.” Evan waved at the door.

      “You can’t order me around.” George took another step closer.

      Evan took two. Shoving distance. Scratching distance. “Have you fucked anyone since your last shift?”

      “No.” George’s hazel eyes gleamed in the light. His wolf was close to the surface and dragged Evan’s up as well.

      “Then either fuck off or take your pants off.” His fingers curled as he resisted the urge to grab George’s shirt. His dick throbbed.

      George lifted his chin, nostrils flaring.

      Evan took another step forward. Kissing distance…or getting his throat ripped out distance. A fight or a fuck, he didn’t care. His blood was hot, and he needed to feel George’s hands on him. “You’ve wanted me for years. This is your only chance.”

      He was not fucking around and finding someone else. He wanted teeth and claws.

      George’s hand snapped out, and his fingers wrapped around the back of Evan’s neck. He
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