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      “Julianne, I swear by all you hold holy, if you don’t hold your arms up through the end of the phrase, I will tear your hair out!” Sam snarled softly, baring his teeth at the girl until she nodded.

      He had three more days with this show—just three—and then he had a well-deserved sabbatical. Three months with nothing to do but nap and eat, possibly travel. Have Ma and Pop out to the city for a long weekend. No pouty dancers, no bitchy directors, no issues with injuries or costumes or lighting.

      Just him and the world.

      Luscious.

      “No, Jim. Not like that. On three. Do you understand? This is not brain surgery. You’ve been performing it right for eight weeks. Why stop now?”

      Assholes.

      “Sam? I’m sorry to interrupt.” The director’s second assistant, Flavio, knew him well, knew he hated to be thrown off. “You have a call. Family emergency.”

      “Yeah? Okay. Work through the next few bars, people. I’ll be right back.”

      Family emergency? Shit. Had to be one of the guys he liked, to know he never turned his cell on at work.

      He stalked to the phone in the office and grabbed it up. “Hello?”

      “Samuel?” His mother. She sounded…. Well, she was crying, which never happened. “I need you to come home, sweetie.”

      “Okay, Ma. What happened?” He grabbed his iPhone, started searching. Flights. Car.

      “Pop…. He’s…. He…. Oh God, Samuel. He died this morning.”

      The world stopped, going gray around the edges. “No.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie. I—there was no time to get everyone here. It just happened so fast….” She gulped.

      “What happened?” His pop? Gone? The man was the center of the world to his mom and all of their widely varied kids. He found a flight into El Paso leaving in two hours and booked it, then started texting people.

      “Doc thinks it was a stroke. A really big one. He never even felt it.” Sam heard someone murmuring in the background, the voice a low rumble. His baby brother, Ben, he’d bet. “Oh God. Your sisters are already wailing and gnashing, Sam.”

      “I’ll be there by early morning. My flight gets in at midnight. I’ll take care of it.”

      “I know you will, sweetie. I’m so sorry. That I had to call like this, I mean.”

      “Don’t be. I’ll be there soon. I love you, yeah?” No matter what other weirdness, there was always that.

      “I love you, Samuel. I’ll see you soon.”

      That was his mom. Solid, steady, even when she was hysterical. Now it was just her.

      Well, her, him, and his twelve sisters and five brothers.

      God.

      He headed for his satchel, then hit the door, not even bothering to say good-bye in person. He flagged down a cab. He had to get home, grab clothes, then get to the airport.

      Now.

      His mom needed him.
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      Gus watched his mom and brother packing up casseroles and soup bones and all manner of shit to take over to Mona’s. Jesus, he couldn’t believe Pop Finn was dead. The man was a fucking fixture in their neck of the woods, and everyone loved the guy, even if they disagreed with him.

      “Are you coming, Gus?” His mom pushed her crazy red hair behind one ear. She was that way as a wolf too, with a deep reddish coat and one floppy ear. Pete was just the same way, and it used to piss Gus off when they were kids, that he looked like Dad, all shaggy and brown and shit.

      “I’m not sure, Mom.” He smiled wryly. “I didn’t always get on with all the Finns.”

      “You don’t say.” Her lips twisted in a half grin. “It’s been fifteen years. You’re coming.”

      “Yeah.” Gus shook his head. This wasn’t about his issues. Pop Finn had been a good man, a solid man. Hell, that family had adopted every fucking stray that came across their land for the last forty years, up to and including a bunch of rowdy pups who just needed a place to blow off steam. He wasn’t sure turkey casserole was an adequate expression of how they all felt, but he guessed it would do. He helped his mom carry everything out to the truck and got it packed so it wouldn’t slide around and spill.

      “I’ll take my truck too, in case one of us needs to stay or something.” Right, because baby brother Pete had a serious hard-on for Lizzie—the second to the youngest of the Finn girls.

      “Asshole.” He grinned when Pete flipped him off. Gus did love fucking with people when he was home.

      “You two behave or I’ll beat you both.” Mom hopped into the truck. “Get your ass in here, Son.”

      Gus climbed into the driver’s seat, and they bumped off toward the Finn place.

      “I want you to be nice to that boy while we’re there.”

      “What boy?” All of the Finn kids were too old to be boys and girls. They were all on their own, for chrissake. Hell, most of them were mated off—either here or with that insane pack in Idaho. They were torturing the pueblos in the desert.

      “Augustus….”

      “What?” He grinned. “Oh, you mean the pussy.”

      “Augustus Fieri, I will beat your heinie!”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be good.” He would. Unless pussy boy was an ass. In which case, he’d kick the lanky little fuck into next week. Yeah, the beating sounded like a good plan. He grinned, which made his mom pop him on the arm. “Ow!”

      “Stop it. You have evil in your eyes. That poor boy was Pete’s best friend, even if he was different.”

      “I want to know why everyone assumes it was my fault we didn’t get along.” It was offensive. Really.

      She just looked at him. A lot. With her eyes.

      Okay, so he’d bitten Sam. Chased him. Growled. Treed the little fuck once. They’d been boys. Boys did that. Just like Sam had scratched his leg so bad once that he’d had to get stitches. Had shredded Gus’s favorite jacket in high school.

      And that didn’t even count the time someone who’d never been caught put Nair in his conditioner.

      God, he didn’t want to do this. He hated funerals and gatherings for funerals and planning shit like that. He could be in a tourmaline mine somewhere….

      “Thank you for coming out with me. I can’t believe Michael died during the gathering.”

      “Yeah.” Gus rolled his eyes. The gathering. It made it sound like a movie. They all got together during the harvest moon, once a year. It wasn’t sinister or anything; it was a damned family reunion kind of thing.

      “Do you…. You and Petey, you’d be okay without me, right?”

      “Don’t even think it, Mom.” He wasn’t going to ponder it too hard.

      “It’s going to happen sometime, Son.”

      “I know, Mom, but I could just as easily get smooshed in a cave-in.” He shrugged. “We’d survive, but I won’t lie and say it would be easy.”

      She vocalized softly, petting his arm. “Well, I hope not. You ought to miss me a little.”

      “Stop it.” Gus couldn’t help but growl some. It had been him and Petey and Mom against the world for a long time. He’d miss her like a lost limb.

      “I think we should go to Burger King after we pay our respects.”

      “I think that’s a great idea.” Meat. Ketchup. Yum. He even liked fried potatoes.

      “Me too. Pete will be busy sniffing after that pretty little girl, so we can duck out.” Mom winked at him.

      “There you go.” He patted her leg, knowing she needed contact as much as he did. “I’d miss the hell out of you, Mom.”

      She nodded, sighed softly. “Poor Mona.”

      “She has all those kids to help, huh?” What, eighteen? Lord. And Lord knew, she adopted every frigging stray on earth.

      “Yeah. Sam sends money home to her. So does Helena, for Gray. The others are struggling as it is.”

      “You mean worthless as tits on a boar hog?”

      “Gus!”

      “Sorry! She’ll make it.” She had to. The greater pack really wouldn’t know what to do without Mona Finn.

      They pulled into the drive, the place filled with trucks and cars and SUVs. Everyone had turned out. Gus felt a little queasy, but Petey was right there in front of them, and he came to help their mom out of the truck. “I’ll be along in a minute, okay?”

      “Sure, honey. I’ll be inside with Mona.”

      Gus walked around the side of the house, needing some air, something. He turned the corner and ran smack-dab into someone, the two of them crashing together.

      “Shit!” He stumbled but instinctively tried to catch whoever it was. Gus knew he was big. He could do some damage. “Sorry.”

      “No problem.” The voice was soft, slinky, pure sex somehow, making his hair stand on end.

      He stepped back to look at the man, because it was definitely a male, and his eyes widened. “Pussy boy?”

      One black eyebrow arched impossibly over a bottle-green eye. Then he was flying, back hitting the ground before his fucking chin started hurting from the kick it had received.

      Shiny black boots appeared by his head, only for a second. “Indeed.”

      Then they were gone.

      Holy fuck. Gus sure didn’t know where Sam Finn had learned to kick like that, but damn. That was something.

      Kinda hot too.

      Somehow the whole funeral thing had just gotten a lot more interesting.
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      Sam headed inside, finding a smile for his mom as he saw her.

      “You okay, Son?” She was sitting, holding Hallie Fieri’s hand, eyes wet.

      “Fine. Nice to see you, Hallie. Is Pete around?”

      “He went to find Lizzie, I think. He doesn’t know you’re here, honey.” Hallie nodded, giving him a fond look.

      “If you see him, let him know to say hello.”

      Pete had been his best friend the entire time he was growing up. Goofy, dorky, and the world’s biggest puppy—the man had been a hoot. Too bad his older brother was a blithering moron with the class of a toothless hillbilly. Sam had really hoped not to see Gus. Or if he had to, that he’d discover Gus had become a balding, paunchy, one-eyebrowed Neanderthal knuckle dragger.

      Too bad neither one had happened.

      “Oh, he’s here somewhere.” She waved her free hand and went back to talking to Ma.

      Sam wandered, pondering how unfair it was that Gus was a stud. Just the short glimpse he’d had before trying to kick the man’s teeth in had proved that—stacked, dark, and hot as hell.

      The kick had felt pretty damned good, though, really. Almost as good as the shock on Fuzzy’s face.

      His sister Helena grabbed his arm, blue eyes wide. “Sam, all these men are sniffing around me. I thought everyone knew I don’t change.”

      He wrapped one arm around his sister, baring his teeth at the pup at her heels. “They’re opportunists, lovely. I’ve got you.”

      “Thanks.” She nuzzled in, scenting him. “It’s good to see you, Sam.”

      “Same here, lovely. How’s Chicago treating you?” They were the closest in age—him and Helena, with Gray immediately following—and one of Sam’s fondest memories was Pop bringing Helena in for the first time, a tiny redheaded girl holding his finger. The Finn kids came and went, but the three of them were solid as stone.

      “Good. Good. The newspaper is going more and more electronic, so I’m all the rage now.” Helena did something very complicated with information technology. Sam was incredibly proud in that I-don’t-understand-a-bit-of-it way. “How’s the show coming?”

      “Exceptional. The director’s wailing and gnashing his teeth, but I’d done my work. I’m about to take a three month sabbatical.” A long vacation away from the drama and the fighting and the city. He sighed, the sound purely internal. Who was he kidding? He was planning to lock himself up in his apartment and watch hours of television—he thought he’d start with Mad Men, then Criminal Minds, ending with a long marathon of True Blood. The idea of Southern vampires made him smile.

      “Well, that’s good. You have some time.” She leaned, like the world’s tallest basset hound, and sighed, watching people mill about.

      “Yeah.” The twins were still in full tearing-their-hair mode, and both still furious at them for being functional adults—them being him, Helena, and Gray, the only logical, rational children out of eighteen. Sam wasn’t even sure he’d recognize half of his sibs if they came up and talked to him. He chuffed softly under his breath. It wasn’t like they looked alike, right?

      Then there were all the strangers. Pop just had to die during full gathering.

      “Sam!” His best friend detached from a group that did not include Lizzie. “How’s it hanging, man?”

      “Petey!” He braced himself for the pounce, the hugs.

      He got them, Pete still like an overgrown puppy that way. Otherwise, he was all man now, as broad and brawny as his asshole brother.

      Sam slapped Pete on the back, chuckling softly. “How’s it going, asshole?”

      “Good. I mean, it was. I’m sorry, man. About your dad.”

      “Yeah.” He wasn’t going to get into it, not here, not now.

      “How’s the big city?” Pete asked.

      “Big. Bright. You should come visit me.”

      “I should come see a show.” Pete had come to New York once, back when Sam was a starving artist living in a garret. He’d never come back. The city was a harsh goddamn place.

      “Anytime, man. You still working at the mine?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ve actually taken over operations here. Gus has itchy feet.”

      “And a bruised chin.” And didn’t that make him happy?

      “Huh?” Pete raised a brow.

      He grinned, tickled down to his bones. “Nothing. You married yet?”

      “Huh?”

      Had Pete forgotten how to say anything but “Huh?”

      “God, no. I mean, I’m working on it.”

      “Good for you.” He met Helena’s eyes. God, he really needed to get out of here. Really.

      “Why don’t you go see if Ma needs anyone to run to the store?” Helena smiled, pushing him a bit toward the kitchen again.

      “Yeah. See you, Pete.” He headed out for his rental car; he’d call Mom from the store.

      He almost ran someone down again, the acrid smell of cigarette smoke stinging his eyes. Gus again. His growl was deep, immediate, but he stopped it as soon as he could. Just get to the truck.

      “I’m sorry about your dad.” The words stopped him in his tracks. They were probably the most sincere Gus had ever said to him.

      A yowl built up inside him, but he didn’t let it out. He wouldn’t. Not here. Not yet. Sam nodded, swallowing hard so he could speak. “Thank you.”

      “You need anything? I was gonna head out, go to the store. Mom wants Puffs and waterproof mascara.”

      “I’ll get some. Ma has a list.” He couldn’t do this.

      “I could go with you.”

      The offer left him staring, his mouth hanging open a bit. “Why would you want to?”

      “Because I hate this shit.”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t say more than that; he just walked to the driveway and tried to remember which rental car was his.

      The Lexus, the Infiniti, or the…. Well, the SUV was definitely Helena’s.

      Gus followed. “My truck’s just over here.”

      “Yeah? Okay.” Weird, but okay.

      Gus didn’t say much, which Sam was grateful for. The man just drove. The cab of the truck smelled strongly of man and wolf, gamey and yet not offensive. All he needed to do was sit, keep his mouth shut, and not have a meltdown. Easy.

      “So, you look different, man.” That was the understatement of the year.

      He sighed. “I grew up.”

      “You did.” Gus shrugged, not looking at him. “Good on you.”

      “I was hoping you’d gone bald.” Gotten warts, lost his teeth….

      That seemed to surprise Gus, but in a good way. The man laughed right out loud. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      Sam chuckled softly, hand rubbing the back of his neck. Shit, he was tired.

      “Pete’s after your sister, you know.”

      “I have twelve of them. Three of them have fucked the man. I’m not surprised.”

      “My brother, the skanky ho.” Gus chuckled some more, and Sam had a feeling he’d just handed over a goodly bit of brotherly ammunition.

      “You married?” He grabbed his phone, texted Helena for his grocery list.

      “Hell, no. I’m queer, man. I always have been.”

      “Oh.” Huh. No wonder the man had been such a fucker. It was tough to be so manly and growly and be queer, right?

      “Yeah. I figured you knew. You were the gayest thing in the world.”

      “You don’t know that I don’t have a wife and ten kids.” Asshole.

      Now Gus did glance over, the look one of complete disbelief. “Oh, right.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m not the paragon of manly virtue?” This was almost fun.

      “No, I’m saying you had a mouth made to suck cock even then.”

      Sam stared. Well, what the fuck was he supposed to say to that?

      Gus snorted. “I was the one in denial, Puss.”

      “Well, good for you. I would have thought you’d be shooting for alpha.”

      “Shit, no. I’m never here, really.”

      They were out on the highway now, and Gus still drove too fast. Sam found himself tensing; he didn’t even own a fucking car in the city.

      “You okay?”

      Asshole knew how tense he was. “Fine.” His nails were digging into the palms of his hands.

      “Cool.” Gus took the big curve on the way into town on two wheels, and a low, scared snarl started growing inside Sam. Was the crazy son of a bitch trying to get him killed?

      They hit the straightaway, and Gus was grinning like a fool.

      Sam focused on calm. Breathing.

      Not committing murder.

      Fucker.

      “So, are you gonna call and get a list or hold your phone all day?”

      “I’m going to hold my fucking phone.”

      Asshole.

      Fuckhead.

      Dickmonkey.

      “’Kay.” That grin got wider. Now he knew why Gus had wanted to drive him into town. Too bad for Gus he wasn’t a teenager anymore.

      Helena sent him a list of random shit, and he forced himself to text her back, ignore Gus altogether. He could do this.

      They made it to the Walmart without anyone dying, so that seemed good.

      Sam slipped out of the truck as soon as it swung into the space, stalked into the store, teeth bared at the greeter. He was not in the mood.

      “Hey, Barbara Ann.”

      “Hey, Gus. Wasn’t that Finn’s weird one?”

      Sam spun around, his growl tearing out of him, and he backed the wee pup up three steps. “Indeed. Is there a problem?” If there was, he could just tear her throat out now and deal with it.

      “No, honey. You just didn’t say hi, so I wasn’t sure.” The old lady smiled at him before her face slipped into sympathy mode. “I’m sorry about your daddy.”

      “Everyone is.”

      Potatoes. Tissues. Toilet paper. Chips. Doritos, olives, and chocolate for a quiet, private stoner party with Helena and Gray late tonight.

      Gus didn’t chastise him, which surprised him. The man just followed, putting stuff in a separate basket.

      Sam did his shopping without a word. No one spoke to him either. No surprise, really. He’d spent eighteen years in town without any of these fuckers acknowledging him. Gus, everyone spoke to. Gus mostly growled in return. Looked like Mr. Perfect wasn’t so socially adept.

      Sam paid for the groceries, his hackles raised, his teeth actually pushing at his lips.

      “Come on.” Gus yanked him out of the store. “You live in a city?”

      “Yes.” And he needed to go back where he was just another dark-haired asshole.

      “If folks make you that mad, how do you do it?”

      He looked over, confused. “Do what?”

      “Live around all of them. I mean, you obviously hate people.”

      About a dozen answers tried to claw their way up his throat, but he clawed them back. “No. I just have a problem with close-minded, prejudicial asshole fucks so lost in the pack structure that they can’t manage an original thought.”

      “Well, don’t hold back, Puss. Tell me how you really feel.” Gus was laughing at him. Laughing.

      He placed the bags in the back of Gus’s truck, carefully, the animal in him desperately close, in true agony that went beyond any physical pain he’d ever felt. How he really felt?

      “I miss my father, you classless piece of shit.”

      The change took him hard, and he let it, leaving Gus, the Walmart, his clothes.

      Everything.

      He just let the beast have him, and he ran.
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      “He’ll be back, Mom.” Gus had shown up at the Finn house with all of the groceries and Sam’s clothes, but no Sam. He was being roundly chastised for it.

      I swear, Gus,” Helena snapped restlessly, “if I find out you thrashed his ass again, I’ll have your balls, no offense, ma’am.”

      “I didn’t touch the little fuck.” He’d wanted to. Oh, he had wanted to, just before the little shit had gone feral. God, Sam had grown up so fucking fine. Gus had just stared.

      Now he was paying the price. If one more woman shook the naughty-boy finger at him, he might just run off howling himself.

      “He’ll be fine. Y’all just leave him alone.” Gray walked in, the dark glasses hiding the man’s white eyes. “Helena, go let the twins out of the storm cellar and tell them the wailing stops now.”

      “Sure.” Helena headed out, and the other women drifted off, save his mom.

      Gus rolled his head on his neck. “I didn’t touch him.”

      Gray grunted. “He’s not a child, Gus. At this point, I’d bet against you in a fight, and I’d stake my life on the fact that you’d have more than the bruise Helena tells me you have on your chin if you did tie it up with him.”

      Gus grinned a little. “You haven’t seen how well I grew up, Gray.” Sam was good; he’d grant that. Fast.

      “Don’t worry about him. He’ll come home, and me and Helena will have his back.”

      “I know that.” Gus sighed. “Tell Petey he has to drive my mom home, will you? I’m going to the mine.”

      “Sure. If he can’t, someone will.”

      “Thanks.” Gus turned on his heel and left. He knew in all honesty he was the one who didn’t like people. They didn’t particularly like him either. He was much better at digging up pretty rocks.

      He headed out, growling at the misfits who thanked him for coming. Jesus, why couldn’t they have adopted normal cubs? Eighteen of them and not a whole, normal one in the bunch. Even Lizzie changed on the new moon as well as the full.

      He climbed into his truck for the umpteenth time that day, needing to be gone. Alone.

      Until he saw a black figure streak through the underbrush, moving faster than his eyes could really see. Hello, kitty. Gus sat and watched, waiting to see if a human Sam appeared. It would be worth it to see the fool naked again.

      He heard the low yowl, the sound tearing through the air. A mourning call. The urge to howl in return rose in him, and Gus gripped the steering wheel, fighting it. It wasn’t his family.

      Howls filled the air, though. Dozens of them.

      Yeah. Yeah, it was the whole pack’s loss, wasn’t it? Gus stepped out of his truck, tipping his head up and joining the song. He let the change take him with it.

      Suddenly his pack—all of them—surrounded him, mourning and howling, crying out. In the doorway of Mona’s house, her human children stood, along with her pups caught between wolf and man. All of them surrounding their mother. All of them but Sam.

      Gus scented the air, which was hard with so many others around. Still, a cat would stand out.

      Sam was there, downwind, out of sight of the others.

      How much did it suck for the man to not even feel at home with his own family?

      Gus left the truck for his mom, left his clothes, and went past Sam like a shot. He barked an invitation on the way. Run. Run with me.

      He didn’t hear anything following him, but his instincts insisted he was being hunted, followed, chased. Letting his tongue loll, he put on a burst of speed, veering off into the scrub brush and desert, leaping an arroyo. He heard the wild screech behind him, the sound echoing deep in his spine.

      Gus knew how it felt to lose someone, even if no one in the pack really knew it. He knew that sometimes the only way to beat back the rage was to run it out of your body. He also knew that Sam was the eldest child, the first, and that the man had loved his father. Adored him.

      So they ran.

      They ran, Gus changing directions and heading to the mine. He had food there. Water. Blankets. Sam followed him, claws digging into the earth as they moved together. It felt amazing to stretch his legs. Most of the pack couldn’t keep up with him, couldn’t understand why he didn’t challenge the alpha. Like he wanted that load on him.

      Sam could keep up, though, the sleek black form moving like the wind itself.

      Gus barked his joy, leaping over rocks and small mesquite, the dry air starting to take its toll. The mine was only a few more miles. The feline scent was intriguing, so mixed with canine, with pack, that it smelled right.

      He put on a final burst of speed, daring Sam to be as good at this as he was, to try to best him once. Or once more, when he thought about his chin. When the shadow running with him passed him by, he wanted to howl. Look at that tail….

      Sam leapt atop some rocks, snarl splitting the air, triumphant.

      Gus rose up on his hind legs and barked, acknowledging the feat. Then he turned and headed for the mine. Meat. Water.

      Sam followed him carefully, staying out of range of his muzzle.

      He drew Sam into the small bolt-hole entrance to the mine, not wanting to take a chance on running into someone.

      Sam got to the entrance, sniffed, stared at him.

      He barked, encouraging. He’d share.

      Sam followed, cautious, slinking into the darkness.

      He led the way, knowing Sam would be able to follow easily. He had a little place set aside in the mine, a little bit of only him. He led Sam to his den—the place good-smelling, home. There were blankets on the floor, cushions, a cot for when he was a man. There was water. Food.

      Sam stretched, long and shiny, so dark he almost looked blue.

      Gus resisted the urge to go and have a sniff. He didn’t figure that would go over well.

      Sam’s nose twitched, green eyes heavy on him. There were clothes. He wondered if maybe he should go human, let Sam see he was ready to eat. Sam stepped closer, whiskers tickling him.

      He yawned, the sound loud and surprising. Well, at least he hadn’t sneezed. Sam chuffed softly, then plopped to the ground, tail over his nose.

      Well, that answered that. Gus gave Sam a lupine grin before going to one of the piles of blankets to curl up. A nap sounded good.

      Sam’s purrs sounded, filling the air as he fell asleep.

      Maybe the guy could get some rest.

      Gus snorted, wrapping his tail over his nose, just like Sam had. If he found it ironic that he was the one to help Puss out, well, there was no one there to notice but them. That was okay with him.

      And he knew Sam. The man could keep a secret.
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