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Unseen Past

A Hidden Wolves Prequel

Kaje Harper


Twenty years before Simon found Paul, a decade before Aaron joined the Minneapolis West pack, there were other gay wolves living hidden lives.

Sawyer Holt thought he was dead at the age of sixteen when his brother Leon caught him kissing a human man. Dragged up in front of his Alpha, he could only hope for a painless end, especially when Rick Brown stared at him with an icy gaze and said to Leon, “I’ll take care of it.” Except what Rick gave Sawyer wasn’t death, but a new concealed life.

In Minot, North Dakota, Sawyer has spent fourteen years among humans, carving out a future for himself. Until a messenger arrives from Rick, saying that Leon has discovered the ruse, and it’s time to run again. Sawyer’s furious about losing his hard-won life, but intrigued by the young man carrying the message.

James Ferguson doesn’t appreciate being sent from his home and pack in Virginia to run errands for the Chicago Alpha, but as Twelfth out of twelve adult wolves, he’s in no position to complain. He figures he’ll deliver the message and package, and hurry home for Thanksgiving. But a snowstorm, and the huge, muscular, confusing werewolf who rescues him, upend his plans. Soon, James’s whole world changes, and the only future he may have depends on whether he and Sawyer can survive being hunted, together.

Unseen Past is a prequel novel set in the world of the Hidden Wolves, twenty years before Book 1.
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Chapter 1

November 1990

Sawyer usually roamed the snowy North Dakota woods on four feet. Wolf paws and a wolf’s thick coat were perfectly adapted to northern winters. In fur, he could revel in the interesting smells, have fun flushing out an unwary rabbit or overconfident deer, and throw himself into the joy of running full-out across challenging ground. Sadly, his wonderful wolf form sucked for carrying things.

He’d arrived at the remote cabin to find his boss’s last guest had burned through the woodpile and left the shed empty. Lazy bastard. Sawyer’d been forced to postpone his longed-for run in fur and go out in human form, swaddled in his parka, gloves, and boots.

Normally, he didn’t mind working with the axe and pruning saw, finding and hacking down deadwood— it was kind of fun to use his muscles for more than lifting weights at the gym— but a blizzard was coming on. The blowing flakes stung his face and got in his eyes, and made the work more of a chore than entertainment. Turning for home, he shrugged his backpack full of wood and tools straighter on his shoulders, rebalanced his armload of bigger logs, and picked up his pace through the falling snow.

The bulky stack of wood he was carrying obstructed his vision. His human-dull sense of smell was overwhelmed by the tang of cut pine, and muffled by the wet snowfall. Still, he had no real excuse for stumbling over a snow-buried log, except it hadn’t been across the path an hour earlier. Then the log moved and groaned in a very human way.

No, not human, werewolf.

Shit! Sawyer dropped the wood on the stranger and leaped left, putting his back to a big tree. Straining his eyes against the whiteness, sniffing hard, wishing he could swivel his flabby human ears, he searched for other wolves. If the pack had come for him at last, if this was a trap, they’d have sent more than one passive man. Sawyer hadn’t been close to the top of the ranks when he left, but he was a very big man now with nothing to lose.

Moments passed in the rapid beating of his heart. Nothing moved, nothing breathed except the slow, shallow rasp from the man lying on the path.

If this was a trap, it was a really inept one.

Sawyer had been vulnerable, his arms full, nose and eyes baffled. Two men could’ve taken him down from ambush without much trouble, coming at him from either side. Hell, a single wolf in fur could’ve made the kill. Now he was prepared, wary, with his hands free.

The man lying in the snow whimpered, then stilled. His slow breathing hitched and resumed shallower than ever.

Would any wolf lie there like a weakling, waiting to be tripped over, pathetically whimpering, simply as a trick? They would if their Alpha ordered it. Saying no to an Alpha, no matter how unpleasant his command, was more than most wolves could manage. But the picture wasn’t adding up.

Cautiously, one step at a time, Sawyer returned to the man on the path and looked down, every sense tuned for a sneak attack.

Under the snow and tumbled logs, the stranger was young. Not as young as he looked, of course. A wolf who looked sixteen, like this one, would no doubt be twenty or more. But younger than Sawyer by a good ten years. A lot smaller, too. Of course, most men were, werewolf or human.

Paler, thinner, not shivering despite a jacket only an idiot would wear in the middle of a blizzard. Wolves could handle cold weather much better than vanilla humans, but protecting yourself from the deep chill only made sense. Skin still froze.

He’s not shivering. That was a bad sign, when the body quit fighting to stay warm. Hard to fake, too, as the heavy flakes continued to drift down on the man, melting slowly on his skin.

Sawyer knelt and brushed the snow off the stranger’s face. He felt no flash of recognition. The man’s high cheekbones, short nose, clean jawline, and slender neck, didn’t resemble any of the packmates Sawyer’d left behind fifteen years before. Dark eyelashes fluttered, and Sawyer suddenly wondered what color the guy’s eyes were, given that pitch-black hair and his fair skin, but the man settled into stillness without opening his eyes.

If he stays here, he’ll freeze to death.

Not my circus, not my monkey.

That kind of detachment might work in town, where a hundred other people could help a collapsed man. Sawyer had a policy of never getting involved. Harder out here when there was no one else for miles, assuming the stranger really had come alone.

Walking away would be murder. Negligent homicide at best. The kind of cold self-interest I escaped.

Deep in his head, Sawyer’s wolf whined at the thought of leaving this man to die.

Really? Why should you care?

His wolf pushed closer to the surface, urging him to help.

Perhaps that reaction made sense. Werewolves didn’t do well alone— they needed pack. He’d been solitary among vanilla humans for almost half his life, and his wolf-half had felt the loss most. No wonder his wolf wanted him to gather up this slender, pretty man in his arms— Oh, hell, no. That wasn’t his wolf talking. That was a disaster of a whole different kind.

He almost straightened and turned away, but the stranger rolled his head back and forth and murmured, “Please. Please!” Sawyer wasn’t even sure the guy knew he was there, but the plaintive appeal tugged at his conscience.

“Well, fuck!” He waited for his harsh tone to rouse the man, but no response came. Too far gone.

The wood Sawyer had carefully gathered lay scattered in the snow, getting wet. That supply meant comfort for three days while waiting out the storm, and he’d have to leave most of it. He cursed under his breath, tightened the straps of the small pack on his back that held a day’s worth at most, crouched, worked his hands under the stranger’s lean back and knees, and lifted.

The man was as light as his build suggested. Sawyer only had natural human strength, but he was a lot taller than this guy and probably fifty pounds heavier, with arm muscles that came from working out and running on four legs. The cabin sat just a few hundred yards farther on. Piece of cake.

He hadn’t bothered to lock the front door, since the woods held few critters with opposable thumbs. A downward nudge with one elbow and a hip bump got the handle turned, and the door swung wide. He carried the man inside and kicked the door shut behind them.

Couch? Bed? The cabin was too small for a guest room, and the couch felt safer than his bed. He set the stranger down on the cushions, both feet hanging over the side, and tugged off his own boots and jacket. By the time he’d stowed his gear away, the man still hadn’t moved. Snowmelt dripped in a puddle on the wood floor under his dangling feet, and no doubt soaked the couch cushions too.

Damn it. Sawyer bent over the man, opening his pathetic jacket, tugging off boots more fashionable than practical. Slender arms and legs flopped bonelessly as he worked. Only the steady, slightly easier breaths he could hear reassured him the man hadn’t died. Sawyer stripped each piece of soaked clothing off with efficient movements, not looking, not lingering, ignoring when his fingers brushed skin. He checked for injuries, in case the guy had been dumped on him as some kind of dire warning. Or maybe he’s supposed to die here, and then they’ll send the cops after me.

That sounded too complicated, even for the most twisty-brained Alpha. Alphas worked to keep wolves out of jail, where it was harder to hide their true nature. Werewolf punishments had always been a beating or death, not prison, and certainly not left in the hands of humans.

So, who is this man, and why’s he here?

The guy wasn’t up to speaking for himself, so Sawyer had no qualms about digging into the pocket of the pair of designer slacks he’d removed and pulling out a leather wallet.

James Ferguson. Virginia driver’s license with a Norfolk address. Age listed as twenty, which was probably true. Wolves didn’t usually start shedding years off their ID until their fifties or sixties. The eyes staring at him out of that crappy license photo were pale gray. Huh.

Sawyer sorted through the other contents of the wallet, but nothing leaped out in explanation. Some cash, a credit card, a library card, a photo of a stern-looking man and a preteen boy who looked a lot like this guy. Maybe James as a child, maybe a younger brother or cousin— Sawyer fought down a pang at the thought of family. In the end, werewolves have pack, not family, and they can lose everything in an instant to pack rules and customs.

The other pockets yielded tissues, elastic bands, a nail file, and two sets of keys, one of them for a Ford car or truck. Probably how he got out here. I’ll have to look for it later. Sawyer threw a quick glance at the window, where the falling snow had only thickened since they’d stumbled across the threshold. Much later.

Setting his finds, especially the keys, high out of reach on a top shelf, he stared down at the unconscious man. If the guy’d been hit on the head and needed any care more complicated than rest and warmth, he was shit out of luck. Still, wolves were tough. If they didn’t die right away, they usually healed. Sawyer knelt and ran his hands through the wet, black hair, feeling the man’s scalp. As his fingers brushed a slight roughness in the skin, the man’s eyes snapped open.

Gray. Yeah. For an instant, their gazes met and held. The man took a sharp breath, which Sawyer echoed.

Then the stranger scrambled to get off the couch, naked long legs and arms flailing inelegantly. Sawyer could’ve pinned him in place, but he could read fear in the man’s posture and scent. Sawyer rose and backed off, hands raised, palms out. “Hey, chill out. You’re fine. James, right?”

“Who’re you?” James’s voice came out deeper than Sawyer expected, with a hint of Southern drawl.

Still baritone to Sawyer’s bass, of course. “This is my cabin.” For the week, anyhow. “I get to ask the questions.”

“I’m naked on your couch. The hell you do!” That angry flash of gray eyes was a good effort, but Sawyer figured he could put James in his place with one hand tied behind his back.

Sawyer narrowed his gaze. “What was that, pup?”

James scrambled to his feet, put his hands on his hips, then hissed in pain. “Ouch, dern it, my fingers.” He swayed on his feet. “And toes.” Shaking his hands gingerly, he eyed Sawyer. “I’m not a pup. I’m a full pack member. Are you…” He glanced around the small cabin. “Are you a lone wolf? Are you Sawyer Holt?”

Sawyer leaped and shoved James back two steps, pinning him against the log wall of the cabin, a hand on his throat. “Where’d you hear that name?” He got up in James’s face, leaning heavily on him, using his size and weight to dominate.

For a scrawny youngster, James didn’t flinch or drop his eyes the way he should’ve. “I was sent to look for you. Let go of me, you lunkhead. My feet are killing me.”

“Boohoo.” Sawyer didn’t back off an inch. “Who sent you?”

“Rick Brown, the Chicago Alpha. You ever heard of him?”

Heard of him? Hell, yeah. I know Rick Brown… Memories cascaded, jolting Sawyer into loosening his grip on the pup’s throat.

…those last days when Norm was still Alpha, still dominating the pack but erratic, irritable, so fast to snap that only the Second and Third dared approach him. Then the Meet, all of them worried, jostling, trying not to show their fear by burying anxiety in displays of confidence.

Until Alpha held up a hand for silence, and the tips of his fingers shifted in and out of claws and fur. The whisper of “Shift cancer!” ran through the pack.

He snapped, “Be still!” and said into the silence, “It’s time. I ask for death, but I can’t make it easy on a challenger. Who’ll step up to lead my pack?”

One voice rose clearly, and it wasn’t their Enforcer Second.

“I will.” Rick Brown, so young to be Third, not even forty, bowed head to the Alpha, then turned and met the Second’s eyes.

Every wolf held their breath. Floyd, who’d been Enforcer longer than Rick had been alive, returned that gaze and held it, held it, and… in the moment a fight seemed inevitable, Floyd bowed his head. “I’m better as Second.”

Rick murmured, “Well done.” With confidence that would’ve been arrogance in anyone else, Rick walked up to their ailing Alpha, clasped his arm, and asked, “Skin or fur?”

“I have human friends,” Alpha said. “I wouldn’t mind a funeral. The hand could be a problem, though.”

“Not one I can’t fix,” Rick told him. “Skin, then.”

When their Alpha lay dead on the floor with Rick standing over him, there wasn’t a single problematic mark on the body except for a broken neck. Rick raised his head and scanned the pack. “Swear to me now, and then we’ll give Norm the funeral he asked for.”

Floyd was first to kneel and place his hands between Rick’s.

Sawyer had been twentieth, with the younger pups after him—

“How do you know Rick Brown? Why’s he giving you orders?” Sawyer demanded.

That fight had happened back in 1975, and 1991 was almost upon them. He wondered briefly what Rick was like now, with fifteen years as Alpha behind him. Probably as annoyingly self-confident as ever. Sawyer tried not to admit that if Rick walked in right now, Sawyer would be on his knees in a heartbeat, same as James. He’d never stood against Rick, never would. Alpha bastard. Still, James being sent by Rick was a sign in the kid’s favor.

“He’s not my Alpha.” James pushed Sawyer’s hand away with a forearm and Sawyer let him go. “My Alpha’s in Roanoke, but he sent me and—” He shook his head. “The details don’t matter. Alpha told me to make myself useful to Chicago’s Alpha while I was there. Rick Brown looked me over like he knew the color of my underwear, said, ‘I have an errand for you,’ and here I am.”

“But how?” The cabin was well off the beaten path. He didn’t think Rick was that psychic.

“He sent me to a man named Bill Stoltz in Minot with a freaking code word. Stoltz looked at me, said, ‘Oh, you’re the kid,’ and told me how to find this place. I’ve been driving twenty-four hours to deliver the Chicago Alpha’s message.”

At least that made sense. “What message, precisely?”

“He said to tell you—” James’s eyes unfocused. “Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead. Oscar isn’t dead, and he’s good friends with Leon now. It’s time for you to move on.”

“Fuck.” Sawyer whirled away, restraining his impulse to sweep every loose item within reach to the floor, make everything smash. His boss would take the damages out of his paycheck, and apparently he was going to need all his money. “Fuck!”

“What does the message mean?” James stepped toward him, then hissed in pain. “I’m gonna sit down. My toes feel like they’re fixin’ to fall off.”

“Because you’re the idiot out in a snowstorm dressed like a Sunday picnic.”

James dropped onto the couch and felt carefully around his reddened nose. “Wolves can handle cold better’n humans. Don’t need much protection. Everyone knows that.”

“Cold, yeah, up to a point. But below freezing, a blizzard? Have you ever even seen snow?”

“Hey, it snows in Norfolk. Some.”

“Yeah, right.” Sawyer strode over and tapped on the frost-edged front window where the thermometer hung against the glass. “It’s five below out there and dropping, and there’s at least ten inches on the ground by now. You get that in your precious Norfolk?”

James blew on his fingers without answering.

“Thought not.” Seeing the guy flinch and then shiver, Sawyer backed off his attitude a bit. He snatched the throw blanket off the back of the couch and draped it over James’s naked shoulders. “Let me see those fingers.”

The look in James’s eyes wasn’t friendly, but he held up his hand. Sawyer caught his wrist and peered at the skin. He held back a whistle, seeing the ends of each pale finger red, swollen and shiny. Not blue or black, at least, but… “Gonna lose some skin, I’d bet. Let me check the rest of you.”

James growled under his breath but didn’t push Sawyer away as he checked James’s extremities. Toes… might lose a couple of tips there. Gonna be a mess. Ears and nose, just a little damage. He restrained himself from checking the man’s dick. That would be bad.

“Frostbite, for sure. You’d be best off shifting if you can. Get some healing started.”

“You aren’t afraid of me being wolf while you’re in skin?”

Sawyer let himself laugh because he had a feeling humor was going to be hard to come by. “You planning to challenge me, boy?”

James flushed and shrugged. “Just wanted to ask. But before I shift, I need to know. What did that message mean, and why’d it make you cuss like that?”

Saying none of your business would be true, but it might be best to warn James, at least a little. “Leon’s an old enemy of mine in the Chicago pack. Oscar was a friend. When I left the pack and came here, Oscar was one of the few who knew where I’d gone.” Or that I survived. Rick made my death look good.

“And Rick Brown thinks that Leon guy might come after you? All the way out here? Jeez, it must be five hundred miles. What did you do to him?”

Humiliated him after stealing our father’s affection, if you were to ask Leon. And then escaped my punishment. After fifteen years, he’d hoped Leon would’ve cooled off and given up, but since Rick had sent that warning, then clearly not. “Why is none of your business. You just need to know, if some other wolf shows up here looking for me, it won’t be a friendly reunion.”

“I get the picture.” James rocked back and forth, elbows on his knees, fingers trembling. “Boy, this frostbite stuff sure stings real bad. I ain’t feeling great, not sure I can shift.”

Sawyer threw another look toward the window. Even if Leon had been close behind James, the snow was too deep to drive in now. Sawyer’s brother had never been the kind to suffer through a long, freezing, floundering walk, given any choice. If he was coming after Sawyer— and Sawyer wasn’t convinced— he’d no doubt hole up comfy in a motel until the weather settled.

Plus, Sawyer bet Bill Stoltz wouldn’t hand out the cabin’s location to anyone Rick didn’t vouch for. Stoltz was a closed, locked, and barricaded book to strangers, and not someone Leon could safely intimidate. Unless Leon had known where James was headed and tailed him, the cabin was probably secure.

Leon may be coming, but much more likely, he’ll wait for me in town. I’ll have to be careful if I go back for my stuff. Boss might lend me some money, a reference, not more than that. Alpha’s playing the games he plays. Sawyer had always known he might have to run again, but after fifteen years, the sudden shift in his future burned in his gut. He’d hoped he was settled in his life.

James was an unknown quantity, but Brown seemed to trust him. If Sawyer fed him now and helped him heal, there’d be a debt. A second wolf at his back might be the edge he needed to survive Leon. “You hungry? That might get you the energy to shift.”

“I could eat.” James eyed his hands. “Well, my belly could. Not sure I can hold a spoon.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Sawyer opened the fridge and eyed the contents. “I made a pot of soup earlier. Put some wild turkey in it.” He’d allowed himself a brief patrol around the cabin in fur first thing, and the stupid bird had been right there, but cooking had finished off the last of the woodpile. “Soup might be the best thing.”

James’s stomach rumbled loudly, and he flushed.

“Someone agrees with me. Give me a minute.” Sawyer’d left the fire in the wood stove banked down low, but brought it to life with a couple of the bigger pieces from his pack. They’d be frugal with wood once James no longer needed the warmth. When the fire was burning well, Sawyer slid the iron cover plate closed with the handle and set a pan on top. His own belly gurgled, reminding him he’d done a full afternoon’s work and carried James home. Instead of adding half the contents of the Tupperware bowl, he poured all the soup into the pan.

James rocked back and forth, hands dangling, blowing short breaths in and out.

“Stings, huh?”

“You might say that.”

“Distract yourself while the soup’s heating. Tell me who James Ferguson is and why he’s not back home in Virginia with his pack.”

“You could distract me by telling me about you,” James retorted.

Sawyer thought about pushing. He had no doubt he could top James, make him obey.

As a wolf, and in bed.

Shut up.

He didn’t really like pushing people around, though he would if it came to that. One of the only good things about being packless was getting away from the dominance bullshit, and sometimes you gave something to get something. “I came out here a decade ago.” Or so. “I live in Minot and work in advertising. Design, layout. I’m not a great artist with a pencil, but the whole field’s changing, going digital. That’s my strong point.”

“Where’s your pack?”

“Don’t have one. I’m a lone wolf.” By no one’s permission. There was a pack over in Dickinson near the Theodore Roosevelt Wilderness, according to Rick Brown, but Sawyer did everything he could to make sure they’d never know he existed.

“Oh?” James looked up. “My father’s lone too. Well, sort of. We have a pack, but he got permission to move a few hours away, to take care of my mother’s elderly parents. I haven’t lived near the pack since I was thirteen.”

“Does your dad miss it? Running with the pack and all?” Sawyer had only had three years of pack life, and the last six months of that had been an agony of hiding his true self, but he still missed running on four feet behind his Alpha, missed the living bonds of pack in his head like he’d miss a chopped-off hand.

“We go back to Roanoke now and then for a run or a Meet. Enough to not feel lost.” James blew on his fingertips and shivered. “I miss the uncles and cousins, but Daddy says it’s for the best. Alpha offered to have me come back when I was sixteen to live with an uncle and spend more time in the pack. Learn about wolf culture and settle into my rank. But Daddy said he couldn’t spare me, and Alpha finally agreed.” James looked pensive. “I didn’t think I was that useful around the house, but Daddy said my place is with him. He could teach me well enough.”

Did he now? Looking over at those fancy boots, the tailored slacks that’d fit real snug when Sawyer’d peeled them off, and noting James’s pretty face, a suspicion of why a loving father might keep his pup close to home crossed Sawyer’s mind. Didn’t mean the kid was queer, of course. Sawyer knew several straight guys with way more fashion sense than he had. But seeming anything less than macho was a bad idea around most older wolves, no matter where your dick actually liked to point. “What did you want to do?”

James shrugged a shoulder, then grabbed clumsily at the blanket as it slid. “I prefer Norfolk. The schools are better there than in Roanoke, and I like being on the water. I miss the pack, but… I never felt really right there, once I was old enough to be more than a kid with a bunch of close uncles. Maybe if I had gone back and stayed awhile, I’d have fit in better.”

Or maybe you’d’ve ended up running for your life, like me. Sawyer buried his suspicions, turning to the stove to stir the soup.

“Smells good.” James’s voice held a faint whine.

“Might be hot enough. When you’re deep chilled, it’s best to start with lukewarm.” Sawyer dished out a bit in a bowl and left the rest to heat some more. He draped a kitchen towel over James’s naked lap— not looking— carefully set the bowl on it, and held out the spoon.

James tried to take the handle and dropped it. When he eyed the fallen spoon without reaching down, Sawyer sighed and went to one knee.

“Here. Better let me.” He dipped the spoon in the soup and held it to James’s lips.

James opened wide like a baby bird— a naked, five-and-a-half-foot bird— like an ostrich, maybe, and Sawyer stuck the spoon in. James slurped, choked, then licked his lips as Sawyer pulled back. “That’s real tasty.”

“You don’t need to flatter me. Open up.” He scooped another big spoonful.

James ate eagerly, first the half-bowl, then a second, a little warmer, and then the rest of the pan that Sawyer had planned on eating himself. He could’ve called a halt, but every flinch and intake of breath when James changed position showed how bad he was hurting. James needed energy, and he needed to shift. There was more soup in the freezer. Speaking of which… Sawyer fed James the last drops, set the bowl in the sink, and dumped another frozen container into the pot.

“Not sure I can eat any more.” James looked less pale and sat up straighter.

“Not everything’s for you. I used up some energy hauling your frozen carcass in here.”

“Oh.” James blinked. “Why did you save me? I mean, we’re not pack.”

“I don’t know what kind of folks you’ve been hanging around, but if they’d leave a stranger to die in the snow just because he’s not pack—”

“No, of course not.” James flapped a hand at him. “I just… I’m not used to being rescued.”

“Well, I won’t object if you stop making a habit of needing rescue.” Sawyer stirred his soup. “You might want to shift now. Before any of your toes fall off.”

He almost regretted the quip as James blanched, but didn’t bother to take the words back.

James wriggled out of the blanket, slid to the floor, and lay down naked on his side. Lean but not thin, a decent ass… Sawyer turned his back, which felt polite. And safer. It’s been a long, long time since I was around naked men on a regular basis when it had nothing to do with sex. Naked men and sex, hell yeah. That was the risk, of course— new associations had overwritten the old ones, and he’d felt a faint stir of interest that he hastily tamped down.

Still, he continued to watch James’s reflection in the window in case he ran into trouble.

Beyond the glass, the snow kept falling. Should be safe from pursuit, for now.

Shifting took James a long time. Sawyer didn’t know if that was his normal or the result of almost freezing to death. After about ten minutes, a lean, rusty-red wolf got to his feet, yawned, and sneezed. He took a couple of limping steps and paused, shaking one foot.

Sawyer took his soup off the stove and turned. “Paws still sore? Let me see.” He knelt, and after a hesitation, James sat and placed one furry forefoot in his hand. Sawyer was no doctor, but he could see red swelling and oozing around the nail beds and skin peeling on the pads. When he pressed gently, feeling for normal resilience, James whined but didn’t pull away.

“Doesn’t look too bad. Not much else you can do but eat, sleep, and shift back when you can.” He divided the fresh soup between his bowl and a larger dish, which he set on the floor. “Don’t burn your tongue.”

Absently, he took a hot spoonful from his own bowl and then sucked air, fanning his mouth. Wolf-James yipped repeatedly.

“Yeah, laugh it up, fuzzball.” Sawyer gave a fake glare, and James mimicked a Wookie laugh, jaw dropped to show his fangs. Sawyer shook the spoon at him. “Don’t make me get my lightsaber.”

James limped over to his bowl, puffed at the soup, then extended a tentative tongue. Sawyer scooped up a smaller portion of his own and blew on the laden spoon. Mouthful by mouthful, they ate their way through the meal. There was no conversation with James in fur, but still, Sawyer felt an odd settling inside him, sharing food with another wolf. And then a pang because a stranger wasn’t the same thing as pack and never could be.

When they were both done, he rinsed the bowls in the sink. James pawed at the door, and Sawyer turned the handle for him. Opening the door dumped in a pile of snow onto the floor from a two-foot wind-blown drift. Sawyer squinted. “Looks less deep down below the step. You want to push through the drift to pee or stay in and try to hit the toilet bowl?”

James gave him a glare, plunged outside, slithered down the single step, and hit a windswept spot. Ears plastered to his head, he squatted, peed a lake, and then hustled back inside.

Sawyer kicked some of the snow out over the sill, shut the door, and didn’t give James a hard time for the failure to lift his leg, even if the obvious taunts bounced into his brain like he was still thirteen. Peeing like a girl. Are you— He choked off that memory. The insults had been boy-macho-bullshit, not forewarning, and he’d be damned if he’d do that to James.

“All good? You could sleep on the couch in fur. Probably warmer than the floor once the fire dies down. I’m short of firewood, so we’ll have to live with a bit of chill.”

James gave him the sound and signal that suggested he was going to shift back, but Sawyer cut him off.

“Don’t be an idiot. You almost froze to death. Stay wolf till you sleep and eat again. There’s no Alpha here to push you over if you get stuck between forms.”

Rising on his hind feet, James set his front paws on the windowsill, lifted his nose to the glass, then gave an interrogatory whine, then a growl. His body posture signaled a clear threat to an enemy.

“Huh? You thinking about Leon?” Sawyer couldn’t resist going and looking out too, but the snow had begun coming down faster than ever as the light faded. Not even a high-clearance pickup truck could get through that, and any betraying scents would be deeply buried. “We’re fine till the storm breaks. I’m sure of it. Let me get some of the wet off you, then you can crash on the couch.”

James sighed and nodded, relaxing out of attack mode.

Toweling off James as wolf didn’t have the resonances that stripping his human clothes had. Still, Sawyer was surprised to find himself dabbing gently between those battered toes and lingering around James’s ears, where trickling water would be annoying— Idiot. You’ve been packless way too long. With an effort, he stood and popped James’s furry rump with the end of the towel. “There. Let me put a tarp and a blanket down, save the boss’s couch cushions.”

James’s yip sounded like a question.

“This is my boss’s cabin. He lets me use it mid-November every year before the holiday rush begins. No one else wants the place this late in the year with only the wood stove for heat. Then I head back, and we dig into the crazy season. Lots of customers’ll be suddenly wanting ads for new sales, new holiday themes, or some product that’s not moving like it should.” Last-minute commissions and tweaks resulted in a twelve-to-fifteen-hours-a-day seven-days-a-week rush from late November through the new year.

A rush I won’t be around to help with this year, if I have to move on… And damn Leon and Oscar and Rick Brown to hell. I was doing fine. Why’d they have to mess with that?

He hadn’t spoken to Rick directly since that final night fourteen years back, but no-contact orders or not, he was going to call the autocratic bastard before he left this life he’d built for himself.

Built with Rick’s help. You know that.

He shrugged off the inconvenient fact. However his situation had come about, he wasn’t about to leave unless dragged, kicking and screaming. Or driven out. He’d never once stood up to Leon…

Think about it tomorrow.

A wooden chest at the foot of the bed held blankets, rugs, and tarps. He draped the couch, gestured James up, and covered him with an extra quilt. James’s leap had been tender-footed but strong enough. He was clearly going to be fine. But a little extra warmth wouldn’t hurt.

The fire in the stove burned low, and chill seeped in from the windows and walls, despite the cabin’s sturdy construction. They were going to miss that load of wood he’d been forced to leave behind, no doubt about it. But for now, the place was livable, and Sawyer’s best move would be going to bed himself. Huddle under the covers, get some sleep. Cross his fingers that the storm didn’t bring down the rickety power line.

Might bring a space heater for next year. Then he remembered there might not be a next year.

He didn’t undress, just kicked off his shoes, climbed between the sheets
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