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The first time I shifted in the break room, I peed on the coffee machine.

Not metaphorically. Not "I was so stressed I almost peed. " Actual, warm, steaming, shame-inducing piss. Right on the drip tray.

Liam—my boss, my alpha, my personal nightmare in flannel—walked in just as I was trying to lick the mess off the stainless steel.

"Did you just...?" He didn't finish. He didn't need to. His nose twitched, his eyes narrowed, and his voice dropped to that half-octave growl that made my spine tingle and my tail—which I didn't have yet but was already imagining—curl in embarrassment.

"Uh," I said. "It was an accident?"

He didn't blink, just pulled out his phone, took a picture, and sent it to someone.

"HR's gonna love this," he muttered.

I stared at the coffee machine. It stared back. We both knew I was fucked.

"Look," I said, standing up—which was a mistake, because I was still half-shifted and my jeans were splitting at the seams—"I didn't mean to. I forgot my suppressants. I was busy. I had a thing. With my mom. And a raccoon. And—"

"Your mom didn't send you a raccoon," Liam said, flatly.

"Okay, fine. I lied. I forgot. I'm sorry. Can we just... not tell anyone?"

He sighed, long and heavy, like I was the reason the moon was out of alignment.

"You're going to need a new pair of pants," he said, "and a new attitude. Pack meetings start in ten. Don't be late."

He turned to leave, then paused and looked back.

"And stop licking the appliances."

I didn't say anything, just stared at the coffee machine. It still smelled like burnt beans and regret.

My phone buzzed. Text from Liam:


"Also. You're on cleanup duty for the next full moon. Bring gloves. And a mop."


I groaned.

This was going to be a long month.

And I was already kind of into it.

––––––––
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THE PACK MEETING WAS in the lumber mill's main warehouse. It smelled like sawdust, diesel, and the specific brand of Old Spice that half the guys here bathed in. I walked in late because my only other pair of work pants had a suspiciously yellow stain on the thigh. I was wearing jeans. This was against code. 

I knew it, Liam knew it, and the entire pack of twenty-odd burly shifters turning to stare at me definitely knew it.

Liam was at the front, leaning against a massive Douglas fir log. He hadn't changed out of his own flannel and jeans, but somehow on him, it looked like a goddamn CEO power suit. His arms were crossed, his jaw was set, and his eyes, which were this stupidly pretty shade of hazel that sometimes looked gold in the right light, were currently the color of storm clouds.

"Nice of you to join us, Leo," he said. His voice echoed in the high-ceilinged space.

"Traffic," I mumbled, sliding onto an empty bench. The wood was cold.

"We're in the middle of the woods," one of the older guys, Hank, snorted. "What traffic? A particularly stubborn deer?"

A few chuckles. My face burned. I could feel the shift prickling under my skin, a panicky response to embarrassment. Not now. Not now.

Liam ignored it. "Right. As I was saying. Quarterly projections are down. Human management is asking questions about our 'unusual team-building exercises.' We need to tighten up. Act more human. Especially," he said, and his gaze landed on me like a physical weight, "around the lunar cycle."

Everyone shifted uncomfortably. Being a shifter in a human-run lumber company was a constant tightrope walk. We were good workers—strong, fast, with an intuitive sense for the forest. But sometimes the wolf got out. Sometimes literally.

"Which brings me to the new buddy system," Liam announced.

A collective groan went up.

"You can't be serious," Hank said.

"Deadly. Everyone gets a partner. You're responsible for each other. Medication schedules. Pre-moon jitters. Accidental... incidents." Liam's eyes flicked to me for a split second. "Pairs are on the sheet."

He nodded to a clipboard pinned to a support beam. A rush of bodies followed. I hung back, letting the crowd thin. When I finally shuffled up, there was only one name left unpaired next to mine.

Liam.

Of course.

I turned. He was right behind me, closer than I expected. I could smell him—pine, of course, but also something darker, like ozone after a lightning strike, and beneath it all, the clean, sharp scent of alpha. It went straight to my hindbrain and made my knees weak.

"Problem?" he asked, voice low.

"You paired yourself with me?"

"Someone has to keep you from burning the place down." He didn't smile. "My office. After lunch. We'll go over the protocols."

He walked away before I could argue. His shoulder brushed mine. A spark, hot and immediate, shot down my arm. I flinched.

He stopped and turned his head just slightly. His nostrils flared. He'd felt it too, that stupid electric charge.

Then he kept walking, his stride a little too quick.

My heart hammered against my ribs. Protocols. Right.
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