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Chapter One

Sebastian River strummed the final chord of his
latest song, sighing as the notes faded into the reverberating
silence of the packed theater. He grinned when everyone in the
audience took a collective breath before erupting into thunderous
applause. The electric energy of a show never, ever failed
to set him on fire. Adrenaline flared through his body, familiar
and welcome.

“Thank you!” he yelled, raising a hand, guitar pick
still between his fingers. Sparks of energy flared into life along
his fingertips, and he smoothed them away and down through his body
into the wood of the stage with the ease of long practice. “Thank
you so much, everyone!” he repeated, but his voice barely cracked
the crescendo of screams and clapping and stomping feet. The sea of
faces turned toward him ran the gamut from teens to oldsters, and
not for the first time, a burst of gratitude shot through him for
his paternal cousins Silas and Shane, who’d introduced him to this
life. They were half of the four musicians that made up Bad Oak,
rock band extraordinaire. He wouldn’t be here tonight without their
encouragement and support. Their manager, Charlie, had helped him
get his first recording contract five years ago, and that had been
his lucky break. His relationship with the band had done the rest.
He’d made the big time: lucrative concerts, platinum records,
awards, the works. All the random, grueling gigs he’d performed
across the country in the years after school hadn’t helped him as
much as his cousins had. He wouldn’t be selling songs and sold out
shows without them.

He stood up, left hand clasped around the neck of
his Martin guitar, and bowed as sweat trickled down his back from
the lights and the rush of performing for three hours non-stop. He
bowed again, smiling widely as his fans yelled for more. If they
only knew that I built this song on the same four chords as
Pachelbel’s Canon, he thought, amused as always over modern
music’s reliance on the same set of mathematical frequencies that
had been used for centuries.

He bowed one more time, then strode offstage and
handed his guitar to a waiting tech. He grabbed a fresh towel from
the top of the pile stacked on a rickety table behind a huge bank
of lights and grinned at Josh and Gerwulf as he ran the cloth over
his sweaty head. “Well, cousins of my cousins? What did you
think?”

“I loved it,” Josh said, grinning right back at him.
“You wrote that one recently?” Josh Oakley, one of the four members
of Bad Oak and his mate, Gerwulf Forst, lounged against a stack of
equipment just offstage. They weren’t really related to River at
all, but he treated them like they were. They were Shane’s and
Silas’s cousins, and he shook his head, once again bemused by the
convoluted family relationships. They’d all played together as
kids. And if he wasn’t as tight with Josh as he was with Silas and
Shane River, his actual cousins, it didn’t matter. He was
younger than his cousins, and still in school when Bad Oak had hit
the big time something like ten years ago.

“I wrote it all in a rush while on the bus going
from one venue to the next,” he said, grabbing the water another
tech handed him. He cracked it open and drank half of it down in
one go, grimacing as he swallowed the warm liquid. God, he was
parched. He wiped his mouth with the towel around his neck. “I
don’t know what the hell came over me. I’m usually a lot more anal
about shit when writing stuff.” He snorted, thinking about how
quickly that particular song had come together. “I still haven’t
set it up with backing music. I only have the acoustic guitar
version right now.” He frowned at the water bottle in his hand. He
hated his water at room temp, especially after performing under hot
lights for hours.

“Don’t,” Gerwulf said, unexpectedly.

River raised his eyebrows. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t mess with it. Leave it acoustic. You do all
these pop rock songs and stuff, but that acoustic version really
shows off your voice. Your fans deserve a taste of what you can
really do,” Gerwulf explained. “You’re incredibly talented.”

River stared at Josh’s guy, surprised. Gerwulf
didn’t usually say much at family get-togethers. He could count on
one hand the number of times the man had actually spoken to him.
“Huh.” He let a trickle of power flow through him as he thought
about it, chilling his water until ice glazed the plastic bottle,
then nodded happily when he sipped again. That’s better, he
thought absently. The stomping of the crowd was growing more
insistent, and he knew he’d have to go out for the encore in a
minute. “Maybe I won’t.”

“Oh my God, River, what the fuck did you just do?”
Josh asked, face white. His voice had gone half an octave lower,
sounding almost like a growl.

River lowered his water, confused as hell. “You
don’t want an acoustic version?” Josh and Gerwulf stared at him as
if he’d grown a second head. “What the fuck?” He glanced at the
stage. His band was already back out there, strumming idly, amping
up the crowd. The audience noise grew.

“No, what the fuck did you do to the water?” Josh
stared at him, grey eyes wide.

River frowned. “My mother was a witch. I thought you
knew that.” He had no idea what the hell Josh’s problem was, and he
didn’t have time to deal with it regardless. “And I seem to have
inherited her power, which is weird for a dude. It was a pain in
the ass when I was a teen, let me tell you. I only do small stuff
with it.” He snorted. “Like cooling down my damn water when it’s
warm.” He saluted his cousin with the bottle and drained the rest.
“See? No harm, no foul, man.”

“But it’s forbidden,” Josh said, suddenly sounding
angry.

“Forbidden? By whom? What the fuck, Josh?” River’s
performance high began to fade. “Dude. I do not have time
for this.” He tossed the bottle on top of the pile of used towels
he and the band had created over the past few hours and rolled his
shoulders. Josh looked almost feral in the dim light. “What the
hell is wrong with you? It’s not illegal to be a fucking witch.” He
sighed irritably. It’s bad enough that those witches from my
mom’s old coven stalk me like a bunch of crazed psychos. I really
don’t need my cousins freaking out, too.

“He’s right, Josh,” Gerwulf said, holding his mate’s
arm tightly, although what the hell he thought Josh was going to do
to him, River had no idea. Josh and he were tight. A little
misunderstanding wasn’t a big deal.

“Are you serious?” Josh turned on Gerwulf, eyes
flashing. “You know it’s forbidden. Hell, you’re the one who told
me.”

“It’s forbidden for us, not for River,”
Gerwulf said. He glanced at River, lifting a shoulder in apology.
“Go finish your show.”

River frowned at the two of them. Josh and the rest
of the Bad Oak guys had been acting weird as fuck the past few
years, ever since they’d turned up all wolfy. Thank God I don’t
have to worry about any of that. The dormant werewolf genes are all
on their side of the family. “Whatever. We can hash it out
later.” He grinned, forcing himself to let go of his frustration.
“You wolves are so fucking uptight.” And with that, he turned on
his heel and strode back out into the light.

****

“Fuck,” Josh said as his wolf whined in the back of
his head. He’d ruthlessly suppressed the urge to shift, and that
always made him cranky. He ran his hands through his hair. “He’s
pissed.” He turned to Gerwulf. “And what the hell do you mean, it’s
forbidden for us but not for him? I thought witches were frowned
upon even in the human world?” He shivered despite the heat pumping
off the stage, a warning to him that his wolf was closer to the
surface than he realized. He took a deep breath and let it out
again, but it didn’t help. Something pricked at him, and he didn’t
know what it was. He sniffed, chasing an odd scent, but all he got
back was the usual: acrid fog machine remnants, sweat, the buzz of
hundreds of lights, and the ozone that came from being in the
presence of thousands of people screaming their hearts out. In
other words, he felt entirely at home backstage at a concert,
unlike most wolves, because he was home, even if tonight the
star performer was River, not the Bad Oak crew. Something’s not
right. Something smells funny. His wolf whined in the back of
his skull.

“Wolves are forbidden because using witch power
fucks up our animal and drives us mad,” Gerwulf said, rubbing his
face. “But I forgot that River isn’t really your cousin by blood.
He’s not a wolf. He’ll be fine.”

Josh nodded, again telling his animal to relax, even
as he sensed his mate’s uneasiness through their bond. He had the
best nose in the entire pack because of his gifts as Beta of Forst
Pack, but sometimes the extra oomph drove him a little crazy. “He’s
from the River side of the family, Silas’s and Shane’s paternal
cousin, remember? River is his last name, same as theirs. He never
uses his first name, Sebastian. No idea why, but it makes a great
stage name.” He didn’t know why he was telling Gerwulf this. His
mate knew it all already. He glanced at the stage. River loped
along the front edge, leaning in to touch hands with fans in the
front row one second, then leaping up on top of the stairs set up
in the center of the stage the next. His dark hair looked soaked
through, not that it detracted from his star power one iota. He
opened his arms and stretched as the audience roared, and the
lights caught on the silver of his nipple piercings, bouncing
sparkles back into the crowd. Hell, his entire body
sparkles, Josh thought, looking at the glitter his cousin had
rubbed all over his torso to match his tight silver leather pants.
River liked to play with performance and his fans loved it.

“I know his name, Josh,” Gerwulf said, a hint of
irritation in his tone.

Josh smiled crookedly, enjoying his mate’s
frustration despite his tension. Usually, Gerwulf knew
everything there was to know about mystical arcane matters.
Catching him in a mistake was an opportunity he wasn’t about to let
go. “The River family is entirely human, as far as I know,” Josh
told him. “Shane and Silas got the dormant werewolf gene from their
mom.” He wrinkled his nose. “Well, entirely human except for that
bit of witchy blood he’s got.”

Gerwulf sighed noisily, which was quite a feat
considering the insane amount of noise filtering in from the stage.
River was in the middle of the encore, and the fans had gone nuts
as he sang the chorus of his latest hit. “Are you deliberately
trying to annoy me, Josh? I know. I have the genealogy charts to
prove it.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“I still love you, even if you’re losing your mojo
as Alpha Shaman of Forst Pack,” Josh added, enjoying himself.
Whatever scent he’d caught before had gone, and his wolf had
relaxed. Ergo, he could relax.

“I can kill you with my mind,” Gerwulf said mildly,
gold eyes flashing with amusement.

“But you won’t.” Josh laughed, then shook his head.
“But man, I had totally forgotten River’s mom had witch blood in
her. Watching him so casually chill his water made my blood run
cold. I almost shifted on the spot. My wolf nearly lost it.”

“Probably because you’ve never seen him do anything
like that before.” Gerwulf leaned against the speakers set just
offstage. “I didn’t even know that males could do that.” He
grimaced. “I thought only women had the power.”

“Well, he probably wouldn’t mind you asking him
about it in more detail,” Josh pointed out. “I know you want to
write it all down in your creepy shaman book.”

“It’s not creepy.”

“It’s totally creepy. It’s almost like a witch’s
grimoire, and that’s the creepiest kind of book there is,” Josh
said, grinning as his mate scowled. “I mean, didn’t you spend two
years living in a cave? That’s also creepy.”

Gerwulf rolled his eyes. “You’re impossible.”

Josh laughed. He was about to needle Gerwulf some
more, but then the lights dimmed, and the audience screamed even
louder. Josh pivoted to see River and his band heading offstage,
laughing and slapping each other on the back. Josh grabbed his mate
and flattened them both against the equipment, smiling as he caught
sight of River’s ecstatic face. He knew exactly what the man was
feeling. He knew exactly how that rush of emotion and creativity
and the high of the energy that poured from the fans into you after
a particularly good night of music felt. He knew it well. He was
part of Bad Oak, after all, one of the most famous rock bands of
the past decade.

****

“So, did you enjoy the show?” River asked Josh as he
walked out of the bathroom and into the opulent hotel suite. Josh
and Gerwulf were sprawled on the leather sofa in the sitting area,
dozing half on top of each other. He laughed when they struggled
awake. He’d managed a quick shower, but he wasn’t even close to
tired yet. The high of performing took hours to wear off. He
probably wouldn’t sleep at all tonight, as per usual. Luckily, his
witchy genes helped with the sleep-deprivation thing, and he could
easily catch up with napping during the day.

“Yeah, it was great,” Josh said, yawning as he sat
up. “Man, I’m not used to these late nights anymore, though.”

River laughed. “Getting old, dude.” He ran a hand
through his hair, not surprised to see some glitter still clinging
to the damp strands. He shook his head. Once you put glitter on, it
stayed on, and he’d been living with the stuff for months now.
“It’s cool you were able to come to the show. I wish the other guys
could’ve made it.”

Josh shrugged. “Bardulf and Ryan are pretty busy
with Council business these days, which is good because they’re
babysitting Ylva for us. Her and Fen are pretty much inseparable.
Silas is up in Maine with Wulfgang and their spawn, and I have no
idea where the fuck Shane and Tim are right now. You’d think having
a kid would slow them down, but no. They just bring Adia with them
as they gallivant across the world.”

“I think they’re in Aruba,” Gerwulf said, sleep
threading through his voice. “Or maybe Peru? They’re supposed to be
coming home next week, though.”

“What the hell are they doing in South America?”
River asked, flopping down on the loveseat set perpendicular to the
sofa. He grabbed an apple from the tray on the coffee table and bit
into it. Sweet-tart juice burst across his tongue, and he closed
his eyes, savoring the flavor. Sometimes when he ate, he could
sense the fruit’s connection with the Earth. Tiny pricks of energy
zipped through him, and he smiled as he swallowed. He was a lucky
man. He had his music, and his family, and a bit of power that kept
him grounded. What more did anyone need?

“What was that?” Josh asked, breaking into
his reverie.

“What was what?” River opened his eyes. Both Josh
and Gerwulf were staring at him. Not this again. He looked
down at himself. “Did I drip?” He ran a hand over his bare chest.
The tattoo of a tree rooted near a river glimmered up from his left
pectoral muscle, and silver rings glittered from his nipples, but
no apple bits littered his skin. The tree was a nod to Bad Oak and
his cousins, but the river was all his own. The tree and the river
were his thing, and he’d finally gotten used to seeing it printed
on merchandise at all his shows. Only took five years, he
mused, amused with himself.

“No, it’s just…” Josh broke off, frowning.

“You looked liked you were inhaling energy,” Gerwulf
said, head cocked to the side, like a wolf investigating something
interesting.

Not surprising, since he literally is a
wolf half the time, River mused, pursing his lips. He knew what
they meant, though he had no idea how to explain it. “This isn’t
about me cooling the water again, is it?” he asked, deflecting. He
hoped not. He wasn’t in the mood to have a fight over his witchy
powers.

“Sort of,” Josh muttered, looking away. “I’ve never
seen you do stuff like that before.” He ran a hand over his arms as
if cold.

River sighed. Looks like we’re talking about
this. Josh is so single-minded sometimes. He glanced at the
apple, contemplating taking another bite before answering, but
decided to just take the plunge. Josh and Gerwulf were family. What
was the worst that could happen? “So, my mother was a witch. She
used to do things like that all the time before she died. And when
I eat stuff like an apple, food that comes directly from the Earth
with no processing, I can feel the connection to the planet, like a
thread of energy connecting everything together. It’s really no big
deal.” He frowned, suddenly not hungry anymore. “Well, except for
the part where I’m a male. That is weird.”

Gerwulf sat up straighter. “Men don’t have any
power?”

River shook his head. “Witches are women. As far as
I know, I’m unique.” He snorted. “Which, whatever. It figures. But
I have to use the energy, or it builds up, and that is very much
not a good thing.” He made sure to infuse his voice with as
much drama as he could. He could joke about it now, but when it’d
started happening in his late teens, he’d thought he was going
crazy. He waved his arms theatrically. “Before I figured it out, I
kept blowing fuses and lightbulbs and shorting out stereos. It
sucked. And you know my mom died when I was young, so I didn’t have
anyone to ask about it. My grandmother had no clue.” He rubbed his
eyes, trying to dispel the bad memories. “Do you know how hard it
is to learn how to drive a car when you somehow keep blowing up the
alternator? It’s not cool, man.” He sighed. “Oh, and somehow, some
nutty witch from my mom’s old group found out about it, and now she
sends me creepy stalker e-mails every month or so because she wants
my ‘seed’.” He used air quotes to show his extreme disgust with the
entire thing. “It’s really freaking annoying. I’m cool with being
famous most of the time, but it has its drawbacks.”

“I can relate,” Josh muttered under his breath.

River snorted. Since the Bad Oak band had been outed
as a bunch of werewolves, he knew they’d been getting weird
fanmail, too.

“Your situation is very interesting,” Gerwulf said
slowly, as if putting some arcane connection together. “And your
paternal grandmother raised you, right? Silas and Shane’s
grandmother, too. So, no witch blood on that side of the
family.”

“Yeah. And she’s always been human, as far as I
know.” River narrowed his eyes. “So what?” What the hell is Mr.
Wolfy Shaman thinking? He wondered if it was entirely wise to
have said so much. He trusted Josh implicitly, but Gerwulf was
another thing entirely. He didn’t really know the guy like he did
his cousins.

“It’s just, wolves can’t use that kind of power, or
they go mad, and it fractures the pack and causes a lot of damage,
so it’s strange to be here just talking to you about it like it’s
normal,” Gerwulf said, running a thumb over his chin as if he were
some old wizard contemplating a spell instead of a relatively young
twenty-something werewolf wearing skintight jeans and a leather
jacket.

“It is normal, for me,” River pointed out.
“Well. Normal-ish. Men are really not supposed to have this
power, but whatever. I’m a living embodiment of how gender is
fluid, I guess.”

Gerwulf nodded. “Yeah, but not for us wolves. It’s
been anathema for generations. All the female werewolves who
dabbled with witch power went insane.” His expression suddenly
closed up. “My mentor was killed by a mad wolf-witch. It was—” He
cut himself off, staring at the dark windows. “Bad.” He inhaled,
then let it out again, giving River an apologetic look. “Really
bad.”

“Oh, man. I’m sorry,” River said, suddenly
understanding the weird freak-out earlier. “I had no idea. That
must’ve sucked.”

Gerwulf lifted a shoulder. “Not your fault.” He
glanced at Josh, then leaned in, expression serious. “But it’s very
interesting that you can use this power.”

“No, it isn’t. I’m not a wolf,” River said, not
wanting to get into a debate. “It’s really no big deal.”

“You’re not a woman, either,” Gerwulf countered.
“That makes it a big deal, doesn’t it?”

River shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I’m more
balanced than most people.” He thought of his hard-won control in
his late teens and made a face. It wasn’t until he’d truly accepted
himself completely that his witch power or curse or whatever the
fuck it was had settled down. He lifted a hand and held it steady.
“My inner psyche is balanced. Most people aren’t, to be perfectly
frank. Too many hang-ups.” He turned his hand over, showing off the
glitter tenaciously stuck to his palm. “I’m not what anyone would
call hyper-masculine or hyper-femme. I’m sort of in-between, while
still being a dude.” He grinned. “I like being queer. My fans like
it, too. I can wear glitter and rainbows and shit and no one blinks
an eye.”

Gerwulf nodded. “That’s a good point. You’re bi,
too?”

River laughed. “I’m not stuck on binary labels like
that. Let’s just say that my sexuality is flexible.” He took
another bite of the apple. “Which you would know if you ever read
anything about me. None of this is a secret.” He made a face.
“Well, except the witchy part. I don’t talk about that. God forbid.
I still don’t know how that one crazy witch found out.”

“I bet,” Josh said, clearly understanding the
situation. “That would be a disaster if it ever got out on a wider
scale.”

“Yeah, exactly.” River pointed at Josh with the
half-eaten apple. “I do not need more cranky witches all up
in my business. I already get enough weird fanmail. Last I heard
there were no more covens or councils or whatever the fuck witches
called themselves, but I don’t need to tempt fate, you know?” He
took another bite and chewed it, savoring the sweet freshness of
the fruit. “You know they would be on my ass because I’m a guy.” He
shook his head. “My mother was not that strong. She belonged to
that one coven, I think, but she wasn’t that serious about it. I
sure don’t need the drama of being some fucking miraculous male
witch.” He shuddered. “Imagine the press. Ugh. Thank fuck witches
are rare these days.” He didn’t go into detail about the notes he’d
been getting the last couple years from that random witch. His
manager wanted him to file a restraining order because they’d grown
increasingly more threatening, but doing that would put everything
in the public record. Which would probably make the entire
situation even worse. Fans can be really fucking crazy,
he mused.

“I wonder if they’re rare or just hiding,” Gerwulf
murmured, typing into his cell. “Wouldn’t surprise me if they all
went underground.”

“Like the wolves did?” Josh asked.

Gerwulf shook his head. “We never went underground.
We just kinda faded. Humans didn’t really know about us anyway.” He
tapped his phone screen, then nodded. “Nope, no more Coven
Convocation.” He looked up. “That’s what they called themselves
back in the 19th century. There’s a whole bunch of articles about
it.”

River didn’t really give a shit. Gerwulf was a
shaman, so of course he’d be interested, but River really only
wanted to make music and do his thing. “Shifters aren’t fading
anymore,” he mentioned, putting the apple core on the table. “You
guys are front and center in the news these days.” He grinned. “Bad
Oak went all wolfy, and now the humans love everything
shifter.”

Josh grimaced. “It wasn’t all fun and games when it
happened, you know.”

“I know. My grandmother kept me well-informed.”
River had to laugh. “Seriously. Every time I called it was like
listening to a soap opera. I don’t know how you guys survived all
the drama.” He was damn happy he was related on the paternal side
to Silas and Shane and not through the dormant wolf shifter
lineage.

“You realize it wasn’t a fictional situation for
us,” Gerwulf said, looking grumpy.

“I know. I didn’t mean to come off flippant.” River
stood up. “I guess I’m just glad I’m not one of you. I get the fame
and fortune and fun without all of the rules.” He grinned, refusing
to let the conversation ruin his post-performance high. “It’s nice
not having to jump when Bardulf gets some idea in his head.” He
sauntered over to the kitchenette area and tossed the apple core,
saying a quick blessing over it under his breath. He didn’t
strictly have to, but it made him feel better when he did. He
watched the core disintegrate further as another prickle of energy
flowed into him. He rubbed his hands together, dispelling the itch.
He turned around to see Josh and Gerwulf staring at him in that
uncanny way that wolves had, heads tilted as if they knew something
he didn’t. “What? You guys are freaking me out.”

“You never know what may happen in the future,”
Gerwulf said. Josh nodded, all superior looking, the jerk.

Cousins, River thought acerbically, raising
an eyebrow. “I thought shamans could tell the future.”

Gerwulf wrinkled his nose. “Trust me, visions are
notoriously unhelpful.”

“Huh.” River didn’t know what to say to that. Did
Gerwulf have visions about me? He wasn’t sure how he felt about
that.

“We live in interesting times, River,” Josh said
finally, after the silence had drawn out.

River shrugged into a clean t-shirt, then tucked his
ID and some cash into his pocket. “At least we’re not bored,” he
tossed out. “Help yourselves to the bed. I won’t be back until the
sun comes up.” And with that, he left the room, whistling a snappy
tune under his breath. The night was young, and there was fun to be
had out there in the big bad world.


Chapter Two

“Wait, what? What happened to Lily? I thought you
were going to the concert with her?” Gregor Eutimo asked his little
sister, Skye. He leaned back in his chair, comfortably full after
yet another phenomenal family meal. His mother’s cooking was
definitely one of the highlights of his life. He smiled at the
older woman sitting across the table from him. She saluted him with
the lasagna spoon.

“Gregor, she’s sick. Didn’t you hear what Mom said?”
Skye grabbed another roll from the dish in the center of the table
and put it on her plate. “She gets tired a lot, lately. You know
that.”

Gregor sighed, rubbing his face. He’d been working
overtime the past few weeks, trying to meet a deadline that his
idiot client had pulled out of his ass. And, too, he worried about
his cousin. He couldn’t help but think that he was somehow
responsible for her weakness. If only he was strong enough to
protect her and his sister and the rest of his family… “Sorry. I’m
not tracking right these days.”

His sister eyed him, then frowned. “Are you trying
to nap during dinner? Because that really didn’t work very well the
last time.”

Across the table, his mother snorted. Gregor glared
at her, but it didn’t do a damn thing, not that he’d expected it
to. Juno Eutimo wasn’t what anyone would call cowed by her oldest
child, despite his size. His six-foot-two muscular frame towered
over her, but everyone knew that he’d literally die for his family.
And that meant he was basically a big, softie pushover.

“Maybe you need to shift more often,” Skye said with
the assurance that only a sixteen-year-old girl could have. “Once a
month isn’t enough, right, Mom?”

Their mother sighed. “He’s a grown man, honey. He
can shift as often or as little as he likes.”

“I go wolf at least once a week,” Skye declared,
buttering her roll.

Gregor rolled his eyes. “I’m ten years older than
you are. I don’t feel the urge to shift as often anymore.” He
sipped his water. “It was different when I was younger.” He didn’t
add that he’d really struggled to control his wolf in his teen
years and that it took a lot of ruthless concentration to keep his
werewolf from going feral. He caught his mother’s gaze and gave a
minute shake of his head. His sister didn’t need to know about that
just yet, not when she wasn’t having any trouble with her animal.
His mother sighed, but didn’t speak, to his relief.

Skye pouted. “It’s a shame the whole pack thing
isn’t a thing anymore.” She tore off a piece of her roll and wolfed
it down. “I heard that in the past that werewolves could actually
feel their families. In their head.” She waved a finger at her
temple, then eyed their mother. “Were you able to feel your sister
when you were little, Mom? Or Grandma?”

Juno shrugged. “A little. Even when I was young the
bonds were fading. You could ask Grandma next time you see her. She
might remember more.”

“I will,” Skye said, shoving her plate away. “It’s
weird that we don’t really have a pack, isn’t it? I mean, Bad Oak
and Forst Pack are all anyone talks about anymore.”

Gregor frowned. “Where did you hear that?” He almost
hated to ask the question since she seemed to have forgotten she
wanted him to take her to a concert. The last thing he wanted to do
was remind her about rock stars and concerts, but he needed to
know. Even if he couldn’t protect his family like a proper Alpha,
he still tried to keep them safe. That meant he needed
information.

Skye stared at him. “Have you been living under a
rock?”

“Skye,” their mom said warningly.

“What?” Skye huffed. “Bad Oak is literally in the
news every other day talking about how werewolves are civilized and
they’re part of a pack structure and that they have rules and stuff
and so the humans don’t have to worry about anyone biting them and
whatever.” She made a dreamy face. “The guys in Bad Oak are so
cute. I wish we were part of their pack.”

“Forst Pack was always one of the strongest groups
in North America,” Gregor said, remembering some of the stories his
grandfather used to tell him before he died. “We were never that
strong.” He lifted a shoulder. “At least, I don’t think we were.”
He looked up from his plate to find his mom staring at him with a
weird look on her face. “What? Am I wrong?”

Juno shook her head but didn’t reply.

“It doesn’t matter, anyway. I don’t care. I’ve got
Gregor and Mom and Lily and stuff,” Skye said, ripping apart the
rest of her roll. She flicked butter and crumbs off her fingers.
“So, can you come to the concert with me? Please?” She turned
puppy-dog eyes on Gregor.

He sighed. “You want me to take you to a River
concert?” The thought of sitting in the audience while thousands of
people shrieked over the latest pop sensation did not appeal
to him. He liked open spaces. Forests. Working from home. He was an
introvert and not afraid to admit it.

“You like his music,” Skye pointed out, hazel eyes
sparkling. “I heard you humming his song the other day when you
were weeding the garden.”

True, he thought, wondering how often his
sister spied on him. The thought of his teen sister watching him
strip and shift before going for a run made him scowl. “Doesn’t
mean I want to trap myself indoors with thousands of screaming
humans,” he muttered. Deep inside, his wolf woke up and prodded at
him. Gregor hushed his animal, but the wolf didn’t go back to sleep
like he usually did. Huh. Odd, he mused. Maybe Skye is
right, and I need to shift more often. God knows I could use the
exercise.

“And I literally watched you sing all the lyrics to
his latest song yesterday while you were washing the dishes, Greg.”
Skye drained the last of her water and slouched in her chair,
putting one leg over the arm and using it to kick her brother’s
seat. “You’re such a loser.” She fake coughed on the word, eyes
sparkling. “I mean, loner.”

“It’s Gregor,” he told her, sending her a glare. It
did nothing, as usual. “You know I hate it when you call me Greg.”
He grimaced and stood up to gather the dirty plates. “Help me clean
up,” he told his sister.

“You’re avoiding my question.” Skye got up and
started stacking dishes. “Come on, Gregor. Please? You won’t regret
it.”

“Don’t you have any other friends you could ask?”
Gregor knew he was going to cave, but he had to at least try to
encourage her to hang out with people her age. He turned on the hot
tap and added dish soap, filling up one half of the double sink
with suds.

Skye shook her head. “The kids at school think I’m
weird.”

Gregor’s shoulders went tight, and he turned off the
water. Teens are fucking awful, he thought, pushing thoughts
of his own shitty high school years back down into the corner of
his head where he stuffed things he didn’t want to think about.
“You’re not weird,” he said, turning around. His sister stood next
to him with the drying towel clenched in her hands. She was looking
at the floor. Her long, straight red hair covered her delicate
face. She was beautiful and smart and strong, and she was his
sister. He glanced at his mother, who grimaced and shook her head.
Fucking high school, he thought, mind unerringly poking at
the memories he most wanted to disappear. It killed him that his
sister was going through something similar, and he couldn’t do a
damn thing about it.

“I’m too smart and everyone knows it because I don’t
try to hide it. And I refuse to wear heels and I hate cliques. And
me and Lily are the only shifters in the entire school, and
everyone knows there’s something different about us, even if they
don’t know exactly what it is.” Skye tossed her hair over her
shoulder defiantly, but Gregor could see the glitter of tears
threatening. “Ergo, everyone thinks I’m weird.”

“Hey.” Gregor dried his hands on her towel. “You
know you’re awesome, right?” He knew his words were inadequate, but
he had nothing else. “You want me to beat anyone up for you? Some
dumbass boys? The principal?” He put his hands on her
shoulders.

His sister sniffed, then rolled her eyes. “Don’t be
stupid. I can beat up my own enemies.” She brandished a tiny fist.
“Not human, remember?”

Gregor sighed and pulled her into a tight hug. She
resisted for half a second before wrapping her hands around his
torso. “People suck, Gregor. And humans suck more than most. I wish
we had a pack, like other shifters.”

“I know, honey.” He stroked a hand down her hair,
even as his wolf whined in the back of his head. He wished they had
a pack, too. He wished he could protect his sister the way he
always felt he should be able to, if only he’d been born an Alpha,
but he hadn’t. He was one of a small family of fading werewolves in
a giant sea of humanity. “But you’ll always have your family. I’m
here and I’m not going anywhere.”

“Except to the concert with me, right?” she asked
his shoulder, clearly knowing when to take advantage of his soft
heart.

Gregor laughed. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll go to the concert
with you.” Skye had him wrapped around her little finger and she
knew it. He caught his mother smirking at him, and he gave her the
finger behind Skye’s back. His mother smirked harder.

Gregor hugged Skye until she squeaked, then set her
back on her feet, happy that he’d managed to dispel at least a
little of her sadness. “It’ll be fun. I’ll squeeze myself into a
seat built for someone half my size while all around me thousands
of hormonal teenage girls scream themselves hoarse. Remind me to
pack my earplugs.”

His sister did a little happy dance. “River is my
very favorite singer.” She twirled. “He’s super-hot. Did you know
he’s actually related to two of the guys in Bad Oak?”

Gregor shook his head and went back to washing the
dishes. “Sure. Whatever you say.” He could feel his mother staring
holes into his back, but he refused to give her the satisfaction of
turning around and asking her “what the hell?”

“You think he’s hot, too,” Skye said unexpectedly,
poking him in the side.

“I’m straight,” Gregor immediately retorted, and not
for the first time. Why his little sister persisted in thinking he
liked guys was a mystery to him. Although you have to admit,
there’s something compelling about River, a small voice at the
back of his head murmured. His wolf agreed, too. Gregor squashed
the thought when he caught his mother smirking again in the
reflection of the window. “I’ve always been straight.”

“You just keep telling yourself that,” his mother
murmured, bringing the last plate over to the sink. “When was the
last time you went on a date with a girl?”

“Oh my God, not you, too, Mom,” Gregor said,
surprised. He glanced up, hands covered in bubbles.
“Seriously?”

His mother shrugged, eyes twinkling.

“Or on a date at all,” Skye added, digging the point
in until it pricked, as little sisters were supposed to do.

“Okay, that’s it,” Gregor declared, rinsing the last
plate. “You two can finish up, because I’m running away now.” He
headed for the door, intent on shutting himself up in his room on
the second floor of the old farmhouse. He’d maybe meditate for a
bit and possibly go for a run afterward. His wolf yipped in
approval, and he smiled, already thinking of the calming scent of
the forest. When he ran through the woods as a wolf, he would swear
he could literally feel the Earth pushing energy up through
him.

“Scared of a pack of women,” he heard his mother say
as he reached the steps.

“Typical male,” Skye said, laughing.

Gregor looked back. Both women were smiling at him,
and he couldn’t help but grin back even as he shook his head. He
loved his family to distraction. He didn’t even really mind the
teasing. “Someday I’m going to bring someone home, and neither of
you will know what to do with yourselves.”

His mother nodded serenely. “We’ll see.”

Gregor hunched his shoulders and headed for his
room. He knew better than to try to get the last word in. He knew
it, and yet still, he persisted.

****

A week later, Gregor parked his car in the huge lot
and steeled himself before getting out of the vehicle. He could
already sense the weight of thousands of people pressing in on him,
and they weren’t even in the venue yet. He clenched his fists on
the steering wheel as his skin prickled. Oh no, no shifting in
the car, in public, he told himself. His wolf whined, but he
made himself take a deep breath and blow it out slowly before doing
it once more for good measure. He could do this. He was just out of
practice with crowds. And people. Of course, the middle of a big
city like Pittsburgh isn’t the best place to get yourself back out
into the world. Talk about jumping into the deep end…

“Hey, you okay?” his sister asked. “You’d better be,
because we are not backing out now, bro.”

Gregor glanced over. Skye had flipped down the
mirror and was applying yet another layer of glittery lipstick on
top of the layer that already decorated her mouth. She wore
skintight jeans, knee-high boots, and a shiny silver top. She
looked way too grown up for his comfort. She caught him looking and
winked at him, hazel eyes shining with excitement.

“I’m fine, sis.” He forced a smile. No way was he
going to spoil her fun with his weird issues. “Just getting my wolf
used to people again. You know I’ve been working remotely for a
while now.” He rolled his shoulders and listened to the car engine
tick. Deep breaths, Gregor. Deep inside him, his beast
paced, mental fur bristling. He couldn’t help but feel like
something huge was about to happen, like a flash flood that comes
out of nowhere in the deep woods to drench the unwary.

“You need to get out more, Gregor.” Skye flipped the
mirror back up against the roof and turned to him. “People don’t
bother me at all. Even my wolf is fine.” She bounced a little in
her seat. “And we’re going to see River sing live and in person!”
She grinned at him, then tilted her head. “Hey, are you sure you’re
okay? You really seem … I don’t know. Tense, or something. More
than usual.”

Gregor’s wolf pushed at him, and he winced as he
fought his beast back down, then took another deep breath and let
it out. At this rate, I’m going to hyperventilate. His
sister frowned at him, and he shook his head. “The weight of all
the people around us is pressing in on me. I just need to
recalibrate. I’ll be fine.” He adjusted his black t-shirt and
smoothed his hands down his black jeans. He’d worn his oldest boots
for comfort and had his dark green canvas jacket in the back of the
car in case it got chilly. Seating for this venue, Stage AE, was
mostly outdoors, though the stage was beneath a roof.

“I don’t understand,” Skye said, wrinkling her brow.
“I can smell them, but I can’t ‘feel’ anyone.” She used air quotes
to emphasize her statement.

Gregor looked at her. “You can’t feel them?” He’d
always been able to sense the energy of people and, to a lesser
extent, other living things. “They push in on me.” He shrugged.
“Always have. It’s why I started telecommuting so much. It was
exhausting constantly having to control my wolf.”

Skye stared at him. “No. I don’t feel anything.” She
bit her lip. “Are you sure you’re not an Alpha?”

Gregor shook his head, smiling. “I’m sure, Skye. I
would’ve known by now, I think, and so would you. I’m twenty-six.
From what I’ve heard, most people know even before they hit
puberty. So, no. I’m just weird.” He ran a hand through his hair,
wondering how the hell he was going to get through this night. “And
if I was an Alpha, I’d have been able to pull a pack together,
starting with you and Mom.” He spread his hands. “But no pack,
unfortunately. I almost wish I was, because I hate feeling like I
can’t protect my family.”

“Mom and I can take care of ourselves, Gregor,” Skye
said with the confidence of a teenager.

Gregor rolled his eyes. Skye and his mother barely
came up to his shoulder.

His sister narrowed her eyes at him. “I know you
think we’re tiny, but we make up for it with fierceness.” She mock
growled at him.

Gregor laughed. “True.” His wolf still paced in the
back of his skull, but he’d managed to calm down a bit. The weight
of the people all around them wasn’t quite as overwhelming once
he’d accepted it as normal. He just had to keep reminding himself
of that.

“Well, I don’t know exactly what you’re feeling, but
this is only one night. You can manage, right?” his sister asked,
gathering up her sweater and tiny purse.

Gregor nodded. “Of course.” He tapped his keys on
the dashboard. Truthfully, he was looking forward to the concert.
He’d always liked River’s music. And he found the man compelling,
for some reason. Maybe because he’s a rock star and that’s his
job? To be compelling? he thought, amused with himself. He
considered the way the guy played with glitter and color while
still somehow remaining utterly masculine. River’s public persona
was truly impressive. He shook his head and grabbed his jacket from
the backseat. “Ready?”

“Yes!” Skye grinned at him, clearly excited for the
show. “Maybe you just need to get out more.” She touched his arm.
“I’m not trying to tease you, either, you know. I mean it.”

Gregor thought about the absurdity of his
sixteen-year-old sister offering him life advice and had to smile.
“I’m fine. I’m just not used to crowds anymore. I went to school
and college, and I
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