

    
        
          Claiming His Prize

        

        
        
          Shift & Seek, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Mia West

        

        
          Published by Mia West, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CLAIMING HIS PRIZE

    

    
      First edition. December 23, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Mia West.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215151136

    

    
    
      Written by Mia West.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Cover Notes

Also By Mia West

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who believe that nothing is impossible

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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This continent smelled different.

It wasn’t the first time Sten Sørensen had been in North America, or the first time he’d run its forests in his wolf form. These northern woods reminded him of home, of the dense stands of pine and spruce that had surrounded his village, of the thick loam of moss and fallen needles that cushioned every step. He had run that forest with his brothers, mapping its boundaries and daring each other to set all four paws on the far side.

He preferred winter, but an early autumn forest had its benefits. Scents were stronger and more plentiful as the mild weather made the animal residents a bit complacent. He’d already had his hunt today, though, and his usual run. He was only out again to work out the puzzle of Guillaume St. George.

He’d never met the man, but he’d already proven to be... How did his North Sea colleagues put it? Å ja. A pain in the arse. St. George had stopped replying to his texts and at the worst possible time, when Sten finally had the sword in his sights. The hunt called for agility now, and he needed St. George’s expertise on location.

But he wouldn’t answer Sten’s texts. Not the friendly ones, not the terse ones, not even the most recent, when he’d appealed to the man’s reason. The problem was: he couldn’t tell St. George why things were so urgent, not using dots on a screen. He needed to meet with him in person. If he could get the man to meet him, he could convince St. George to accompany him. Digital messages were a wonderful thing, but it was difficult to read someone in those tiny bits of light. He did much better face to face, when he could see a man’s eyes, watch the small movements in his expression. A crease of the brow, a twitch of the cheek. He could smell things, too: fear, anticipation, curiosity. He could sense the heat off someone’s skin, especially if he’d shifted recently. Everything in him howled to make this meeting happen. It would just be so much simpler.

But he would try one more text. He would employ his most diplomatic language, along with a few emoji. He liked those little pictures. They could capture an entire message without words. Not a new idea but still clever.

If St. George didn’t respond, well. Sten had one more trick up his shirt. The fellow wouldn’t like it, but he’d backed Sten into a corner.

And when a man had no other options, he suited up and strode into battle.

So to speak.
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Chapter 1
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Guillaume eyed the knot of his bow tie critically, then jerked it loose and began again.

It must be perfect if he was to impress the board of directors. He must be perfect. Opportunities in museum work were few and far between, often appearing only because someone who’d held on to their position with iron claws had succumbed to their mortality, and he would make the most of this one.

The museum’s curator of metalworks and possibly the oldest human being Guillaume had ever encountered, had finally breathed his last. In what had been his only timely act that Guillaume could recall, the man had died one week before the museum’s annual fundraising gala. The curatorship lay empty, and tonight the museum’s antiquities hall would be filled with the sort of people whose influence could elevate Guillaume’s name to the top of the selection list.

Not that he needed their help. He had worked as the museum’s head forensic metallurgist for nearly a decade, and in that time he had more than proven his expertise. Other institutions and publications used his dating of artifacts without question now. Several of those artifacts had brought the museum renown, and the most recent would be prominently displayed in the hall tonight. As far as merit went, his work should stand on its own.

But he wasn’t naive. The museum world was as cliquish as other cultural realms, and promotions were decided on annoyingly subjective terms. Whom one knew. How much one was willing to flatter and fawn. One’s talent for what his mother called small talk.

He detested small talk. In the moment, he could never come up with anything interesting to say. Only later—sometimes hours later—did he come up with suitably witty remarks. But when one lacked a talent, one trained for the skill. He’d attended dozens of these events and made each one an opportunity to learn. So, he would look the part and play the game. And if he spent a fair portion of the evening near that central display, well.

He’d earned that right.

His cell phone buzzed on its charging pad. He gave up trying to fumble another knot and checked the screen.

Bonne chance, mon cher. C’est ton moment.

He smiled. This is your moment. His mother had always known just how to calm his nerves. He picked up his phone and tapped a reply.

Merci, Maman. I hope to have good news to share tomorrow.

He considered ringing her. She’d been the one who had taught him how to tie these silly knots in the first place. Perhaps she could talk him through it over the phone.

But no. A man must stand on his own at some point, and one who still needed his mother’s help to tame a bow tie at thirty-five might not be curator material. Stepping back to the mirror, he began a third attempt.

He had just finished the knot and was trying to adjust its awkward cant when his phone vibrated again. His mother rarely texted twice in quick succession; her messages were elegant, and she knew how to let a conversation end. No unnecessary follow-ups and absolutely no emoji. Curious, he glanced at his illuminated screen.

HALLO

Guillaume rolled his eyes and turned off vibration mode. If there was one person he could ignore tonight, it was Sten Sørensen.

The man was becoming a nuisance. He paid well and promptly—Guillaume would give him that. But Sørensen got results promptly too. Guillaume fit the contract work of dating Sørensen’s samples into the margins of his week and reported his findings straight away. While his fee landed in his bank account accordingly, it certainly wasn’t enough to consider a retainer.

Definitely not enough to put him at the beck and call of the man’s texts, which had become relentless in recent days. Sørensen wanted a meeting but was cagey about its purpose. Guillaume had neither time nor inclination for coy games. Whatever the man wanted, it could wait until after the gala.

From the corner of his field of vision, his screen lit up again. He squinted at his tie and pulled on one side. As soon as he let go, it tilted back up. He adjusted the knot, then tried again.

His phone flashed.

He glared at the bow tie and briefly considered going without. Could he pull off a tux with no tie? The only people he’d seen do that at the gala were funders. Whether they could carry it off didn’t matter; they were too rich to care what anyone thought about it. Guillaume was not rich. To be honest, he couldn’t really imagine the amount of wealth it might take for him not to care what others thought of him.

The screen flashed again.

Oh, shut up, you annoying creature! He could almost feel his hackles rising, just above his shoulder blades. They wanted to. His entire body was rigid with the urge to shift, to expend these nerves with a run through the forests to the north of the city. He could practically feel the cool, wet leaves underfoot, see the shreds of moonlight on birch bark. Smell the scent of a burrowing rabbit. Taste the mineral heat of its blood—

He caught sight of his face in the mirror and gasped. Pupils blown, jaw agape. He snapped his mouth shut and suppressed the images. This was an evening for civilized conversation, for human persuasion. The only hunting in his foreseeable future would be for the curatorship. His stomach protested. He ignored it. Perhaps there would be a chocolate fountain.

There was always a fucking chocolate fountain.

He shoved his phone deep in his pocket. Retied his tie once more, judged it acceptable for a room full of tipsy gossips, and, with a harried glance around his condo, left for the gala.

~
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To his delight, he found Carter, the Chairman of the Board, standing in the center of the antiquities hall, showing off Guillaume’s latest discovery to one of the museum’s well-dressed guests.

Well, perhaps discovery was misleading. The piece had been uncovered by a team of archaeologists working in eastern Québec, on the north shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. But he had run the forensics investigation on it, determining the origin of its style as Scandinavian and its manufacture between 750 and 775 CE. His findings had placed the knife earlier than the first Scandinavian raids in England or of the accepted period of Norse expansion. More significant: it was now the earliest evidence of Norse presence on the North American continent. And while Europeans were relative newcomers to the continent, and had generally conducted themselves with the arrogance and cruelty of imperial crusaders, well...

He had a bit of a thing for Vikings.

Straightening his shoulders, he approached the display case. The exhibition team had done a fine job. They’d cleaned the piece with meticulous care and cleverly mounted it so it appeared to hover mid-air. The single rune inscribed into the metal, a symbol related to fire, stood out in the warm light of the hall. The only other thing on the case was an information plaque describing the piece, its origins, and its historical significance. It might have been nice to see his name on the plaque, but his job was an invisible one.

For now.

With some effort, he pulled his gaze from the blade to catch Carter’s attention. The chairman looked over a moment later and smiled.

“Ah! St. George. I was just sharing our prize with Madame Suchet.”

My prize, Guillaume thought, then inclined his head to the woman. “Bonsoir, Madame.”

“St. George here headed the forensics work on this beauty.”

The woman’s expression brightened with curiosity. “Forensics? What does that entail?”

“Determining the composition of the piece,” he responded in French, “then analyzing samples to figure out where it was made and how long ago.” He switched to English for Carter’s benefit. “I’m sure our chairman has shared its significance with you?”

Carter smiled as the woman nodded. “That it’s the earliest possible evidence of Vikings in North America?”

“And a feather in Québec’s cap, by a century.” He shrugged, as if this point didn’t thrill him daily. “Previous to its discovery, Newfoundland claimed the earliest points of contact.”

Madame Suchet beamed. “Well done!” 

His chest swelled with pride.

She looked down at the display. Her brows pinched. “Such a shame it’s only a knife.”

Guillaume’s hackles prickled again at the base of his neck. Next, she would say a helmet would have been better. One with horns on it. “On the contrary, Madame, it’s an impeccable example of the period. Note the texture of the—”

“Good lord, who is that?”

He glanced up at Carter’s tone to find the man staring toward the archway to the lobby, then followed his gaze.

“Speaking of Vikings, eh?” Carter elbowed him, and Madame Suchet chuckled.

Guillaume just tried to breathe.

Carter may have sussed that he was gay; they had worked together for some time now. Time enough, for instance, that Guillaume knew the man kept two homes in the city. One with his wife and one with his... not-wife. But while Carter might have glimpsed him on the town, in the company of one date or another, he couldn’t possibly know that Guillaume had an ideal type—a very specific one—and that the man striding into the hall ticked every damned box on the list.

Tall? Check.

Broad? Check.

Long blond hair, with a beard to match? Check, check.

Eyes that roved the room, as if planning a pillage?

A bolt of pure lust shot through him. Forget his wolf’s hackles; he had enough of a job keeping his human cock under control. But before he could turn back to Carter, make some off-hand remark to mask his reaction, the stranger made eye contact with him.

And held it for the entire thousand years it seemed to take him to cross the exhibit hall to where Guillaume stood. His eyes were glacier blue. His clothing was more casual than most in the room wore, even considering the mild early autumn weather. Where most had chosen formal attire, or at least suits and dresses, this man had dared to show up in a Henley, jeans, and boots. He looked as though he’d just come off a logging crew. But the boots were tracking no mud, the denim was dark and stretched over impressive thighs, and while the Henley might as well have been thermal underwear, it fit so snugly, it did allow one to appreciate the thick muscle underneath, abdomen to chest, shoulders to biceps, forearms to...

Mon dieu, those hands could wreak some havoc.

Guillaume swallowed hard and straightened his shoulders. This was no time to lose his composure. Whoever this person was, chances were good he had money and therefore influence. Could be useful, if Guillaume could keep his wits about him.

The man broke eye contact to turn to Carter. “Nice place you have here.”

Place! The museum was the foremost cultural research institution— Calm down. He’s rich and showing off. Carter was taking the comment in stride with a genial laugh, after all, accepting the man’s hand to shake.

“We’re proud of it. I don’t believe we’ve met...?”

“I come on behalf of Julian Cross.”

“Ah! Of course. Mr. Cross has been a generous benefactor.”

One could say that. Cross must have an astounding personal collection, considering the value of the pieces he had loaned the museum for exhibition. The amount of money he’d donated to have this very hall named for him. He was certainly rich and definitely influential.

Guillaume held his hand out to the stranger. “Guillaume St. George.”

Cross’s representative took his hand in a callused grip that sent a shiver to his knees. “I know your work.”

Surprise caught his breath. Flustered, he gestured to the woman, recalling her name just in time. “This is Madame Suchet.”

“Charmed,” she said, appearing exactly that. “We were admiring this knife.” She lifted her chin. “I was saying how nice it might look next to a more dramatic example of the period. A helmet, perhaps.”

The man grinned wide. “With horns?”

“Exactly!”

The grin fell shockingly fast. “Viking helmets had no horns. Any expert knows that.”

Madame Suchet gaped as the man considered the piece in the case.

His heavy brow drew down. After a long, still moment, he tapped the fingers of his left hand against their thumb, almost as if counting. Then he shook his head and pointed to the plaque. “This date is wrong.”

“It is not!” Guillaume said before he could stop himself. Carter gave him a sharp look. Guillaume drew a breath and hurried to amend. “I assure you we determined it using rigorous standards and the most accurate technology available.”

“It’s wrong. More like 794. Or so.”

The nerve. “And how might you know this?”

The man shrugged. “A hobby.”

Honestly, money melted some people’s brains. As if this overgrown interloper could possibly understand the carbon-dating process, much less perform it in whatever ramshackle shed he used for his hobbies. He had probably seen it on that television series, or worse, spent too much time on Wikipedia. 

“Perhaps you could share your expertise with St. George,” Carter said, then gestured Madame Suchet toward the south wall. “Have you heard the story behind our mummy?” They melted into the crowd, leaving Guillaume with Cross’s rep.

“Actually,” the man said, “I came to speak with you.”

“Is that so?” Guillaume frowned at Carter’s retreating form. He would have to find him later, defend his lab’s work.

“Ja,” the man said, and that one little syllable sang in Guillaume’s head, drawing his attention back. He might forgive the impertinence around the blade’s date if this man wanted to speak his northern tongue at Guillaume for a while. A while that included some wine, perhaps, and a shaded niche. The museum was littered with them. Besides, Carter was occupied for the time being, and he could stand to shed some tension before he put himself forward as the best successor to the curatorship.

A fresh start, that’s what this situation required. “You never gave your name.” He smiled, adding a hint of teasing to it. “I like to know to whom I’m speaking.”

The man’s blue eyes glittered. “We are not strangers.”

Guillaume chuckled. “Oh, I would remember you. You... stand out, shall we say?” He let his eyes glance off the fellow’s shoulders to his pecs. Stiff nipples pushed against the fabric of his shirt. They were plump, just the sort of nipples Guillaume enjoyed pinching. He imagined the sounds this man might make if he did. Growls, surely, and perhaps a few short, grunting huffs—

“We’re professional contacts,” the man said, “but for some reason, you won’t return my texts.”

The tawdry soundtrack in Guillaume’s head broke off as his own breath froze in his chest. He looked up to find the man glaring at him.

Fuck.

Sten Sørensen gave him a little bow, then stepped closer. “Is there somewhere we could speak in private, Monsieur St. George?”
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Chapter 2
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Sten followed St. George through the hall. Usually, he enjoyed how a crowd parted before him like water around a ship’s hull, but he could only vaguely appreciate it now. His senses were still keen from his shift earlier, and St. George was throwing a scent that had Sten’s hair standing on end.

He had known that Guillaume St. George was a wolf shifter. It was part of the reason his American... cousin, let’s say, recommended him. Best metal man in North America, Luke Sorenson had claimed, and a wolf shifter, so: network friendly.

But he hadn’t mentioned St. George’s proud carriage, the kind that only came from inner confidence. Or how his voice could go from a low murmur to breathy outrage in a heartbeat. Or this scent of him, as if his wolf was barely contained in his tight body, trying to claw its way out and threatening destruction if it succeeded. Sten’s whole being ached to lie down, right here on the cool marble floor of the museum. To strip his shirt and bare his belly to whatever this man would do to it.

But he had a mission, and he’d had it for a long time. Guillaume St. George wasn’t the first person who had tempted him with distraction, but what was a quest if not a series of challenges?

The first had come at the sight of the knife, but he’d handled himself well, all things considered.

He drew himself up to his full height and grinned as people shied away. They probably didn’t know they were doing it, only obeying an ancient instinct for survival. They were sheep, milling about these glass boxes, chewing on the sweet grass of privilege, guarded by high walls and two people with earpieces and guest lists.

But a wolf had slipped into their midst. Two, if he counted St. George, yet the sheep resettled in their wake, taking up their grazing and dull bleating again. They wouldn’t be a problem; they never were. The man in front of him was a different matter. Sten needed to keep his body in check and his mind trained on his objective: Arthur’s sword.

He had wanted it from the moment he’d first heard the tales of the great king, and he’d been on the hunt for it nearly as long. Across seas, over mountains, through forest, once he’d met Julian Cross. Wealth and technology had a way of expanding a man’s horizons. Creating possibility where moments before it had seemed dim. He had seized his opportunity and hadn’t looked back. Sometimes the drive felt relentless. In those moments, he let it push him onward until he could make his own momentum again.

It would be worth it. It must be.

They had left the gathering and now were walking down a series of darkened halls. Portraits of pale men in fancy dress. Boats gouged from whole trees and the dark, glossy pelts and broad, flat tails of the animal those foreign hunters had nearly destroyed. Artifacts and statues of the original folk of these lands, the ones the government called First Nations but who had called themselves by many, more evocative names.

Then came a hall whose sign said ICE AGE, a gauntlet of long-dead beasts, many of them much larger than any modern counterpart. He gave the wolf a sidewise glance. It had been a great large thing, half again as high at the shoulder as he stood in his wolf form, and he was a big wolf. The creature’s lips had been drawn back and set in an eternal snarl, its hackles forming a high ridge down its spine. Its legs looked rigid, ready to leap. But its eyes were all wrong. An approximation but horribly lifeless.

Sten shuddered and looked away, occupying himself with a mental map of their route through subsequent corridors. St. George eventually stopped at a door whose plaque said FORENSICS and tapped a card to the square sensor pad next to it. A click sounded, and he pushed the door open. Lights flashed on as he entered, and Sten had to blink a few times before following him inside.

The room had an odd, sterile scent he hated. Traces of chemical disinfectant and air that had had all life treated out of it. Equipment filled the space, from small devices on shelves to large machines that took up several paces of floor. Everything was a flat gray. Not a single thing in the room looked or felt natural, and he shuddered again. How could any person spend their days in this room, let alone a wolf shifter? He had just opened his mouth to ask St. George as much when the man turned on him.

“What in hell are you doing here?”

Sten rocked back slightly at the fierceness in the man’s eyes. The museum’s artists should have used him as the model for that ancient wolf. “You didn’t answer my texts.”

“Your texts. I have more important things happening tonight. In case you hadn’t noticed all the people? The hors d’oeuvre and string quartet?”

“Your fancy suit?”

“My tuxedo,” St. George hissed, scraping a scathing glance down Sten’s own clothing. “This is a formal event.”

Sten hadn’t given it much thought—these people put too much stock in the clothing they wore to these parties. “At least I didn’t arrive naked.”

Not the best choice of words, perhaps. St. George drew back slowly and glared at him. In his wolf form, his ears would have lain flat against his skull. Sparring with him probably wouldn’t serve the mission.

Too bad it was proving so enjoyable.

“So this is where you work?”

“I’ll give you five minutes. What do you want?”

“I believe I’m close to finding the artifact I’ve been searching for. I want your help.”

St. George blinked, as if he hadn’t expected Sten to be direct. After a moment, he shook his head. “You’ve had my help. I’ve analyzed every sample you’ve sent.”

“Time is critical. I need you with me on location.”

Something flared in St. George’s gaze, but then it was gone, too quickly to read. “Is this location near Montréal?”

“No.”

“I can’t just leave. I’m the head of this department and, believe it or not, we have many other artifacts to study besides yours.”

“But none so important.”

The man tilted his head in that way folk did when they had to explain something to someone dimmer than themselves. Patiently. Painfully. “That knife whose date you disputed? It has placed us at the forefront of research into the Norse presence in Canada. I led that lab work, and there are more pieces to come from that same site.”

“Won’t matter if you misdate them as well.”

St. George bared his teeth, sending a thrill down Sten’s spine. “Sixty seconds, Sørensen. Make your case.”

“I’m hunting a sword, and I’m very close. I believe you could determine its authenticity best in person.”

“My equipment is in this lab.”

“Your expertise is here.” He tapped St. George’s temple.

The man gasped. He fought visibly to remain calm, nose flaring, fists trembling at the ends of his crisp cuffs. “Why would I even consider it?”

“Because your directors will make an important decision soon.” The way St. George’s pupils dilated at that was gratifying. “Your work is solid. Well, except for the knife. But you would be a shoo-in if you helped me find this sword.”

“And why is that?”

“It belonged to Arthur.”

“Arthur who?”

Sten waited.

St. George’s mouth was still canted in sarcastic disbelief, half open to deliver another jibe. It snapped shut. His eyes narrowed slightly, carving a line between his fine eyebrows. His gaze roved over Sten’s face for a long moment. “You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious.”

“You can’t be. That’s a legend.”

“He existed, and so did his sword. It exists still.”

“Why would you think that?”

“I don’t think it, I know it. I’ve met its keeper.”

“Someone is lying to you.”

“I’m not as foolish as I appear.” He could play this part when he needed to, the contrite foreigner. The self-deprecating man of simple interests. It had served him well, and St. George had the decency to look abashed. Slightly.

“Are you really working for Julian Cross, or was that just a story to get in the door?”

“Both.”

“So he knows you’re here.”

“He gave me his entry code.” Sten had argued he could convince this man better than Cross could. Had played up an imaginary bond among wolf shifters. Lucky for him, Cross had bought it.

St. George crossed his arms over his chest. “Solely for the sake of argument: what good would this sword do my research? What did King Arthur have to do with Canada?”

“Is that all you are? A Canadian?”

The man grew very still at that. His gaze flickered with unexpected respect. “Of course not.”

“Then it may interest you to know that he was a shifter.”

“A shifter. King Arthur.”

“He wasn’t a king. But he was a bear.”

St. George snapped straight. “Right, your time has expired. I have guests to attend to. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

“Promise?”

He would have preferred that the man look him in the eye and use his voice. But St. George only nodded. It would have to do.

“Is there an exit near here?”

St. George did look at him then, brows high in surprise. “You’re not going to stay?” Then, as if he recalled he didn’t want Sten to stay, he frowned and waved weakly in the general direction of the party. “I mean... there’s free food.”

“I’ll catch my own.”

Those pupils widened again, then the man blinked and strode past him. The heat of his body curled around Sten’s throat like a lover’s hands. “I’ll show you out.”

~ ~ ~
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Guillaume watched Sørensen’s big form disappear into the darkness at the edge of the employee parking lot, then closed the door and took a moment to breathe. Mostly out, because the man’s scent surrounded him still, like an evergreen forest on a summer evening.

Not that he’d smelled such a thing recently. Scent memories were some of the strongest, though. He’d read that somewhere. Pushing off the door, he strode purposefully down the hallway, trying to outrun the traces of Sørensen that clung to him. Faster and faster he walked, until he was practically jogging by the time he reached the museum’s offices. He slowed, trying to calm his pulse, and retraced his route through the exhibit halls.

The music was faint here, muted by the rush of the air handlers that freshened the museum’s spaces. He wished they could do the same for his mind. It was a cacophony of thoughts and images—scents, still—pinging around the inside of his skull like atoms in heated metal. He needed to put them in their proper places before that metal cooled, or the orderly structure of his life would be lost.

Or require another heating, and he wasn’t sure his body could stand the scorch of Sten Sørensen’s physical presence again so soon, let alone his sanity.

And speaking of sanity... King Arthur? That was a myth, an ideal built up over centuries, constructed from equal parts hope and despair. The brave hero of a lost cause. A flawed character brought down by his own worst mistakes. The long-awaited savior of a nation.

Not a real man of flesh and blood and ideas. No matter what Sørensen insisted.

And yet...

Guillaume picked up his pace. He’d entered the Ice Age hall, whose long walls held dioramas of the epoch. A few featured early humans. A greater number—a far more popular number, especially with visiting schoolchildren—featured animals. Great beasts long extinct but familiar enough to draw connections. He could feel the ancient wolf, there behind his right shoulder, snarling and ready to pounce, but he didn’t look at it. He never did, and he wouldn’t do so now. He needed to get out of this hall before the tightness in his skin caused a chain reaction.

Arthur was a shifter.

Guillaume cursed. It should have been the last thing that would intrigue him about Sørensen’s mission. Guillaume had been born a shifter, and the biological imperative was undeniable. He knew: he’d tried to suppress it. He had his reasons, but his body didn’t always cooperate. Sometimes, willpower wasn’t enough.

Sørensen didn’t subject himself to much willpower. He’d barely worn enough clothing to enter the building, had either left his coat in the lobby or not bothered with one at all. Hell, he’d probably stripped off and shifted the moment he hit the forest beyond the parking lot.

The image that assaulted Guillaume then left him with too little breath even to curse. Powerful shoulders. A broad, hairy chest. Thighs like sturdy trees, but warm, the muscles flexing as he crouched onto his hands and feet. And then his wolf form. He’d be enormous—

Arrête!

But he couldn’t stop. The samples Sørensen had sent had come from the islands off Scotland, from the mountains of northern Wales, and now all he could imagine was the big Norwegian wolf loping around those places, and maybe down through Scotland proper and across the English countryside, running the forests, splashing through streams, pausing on hilltops to get his bearings...

And then it was no longer a single wolf he imagined, but a pack, and the land was different. Darker, wilder, less ambient light, more smoke but in thin ribbons rising from huddled structures. One wolf stood ahead of the others, who all stood at the ready, waiting for his orders.

Guillaume stopped and shut his eyes, but that only made the image more vivid. He shook his head, trying to dislodge it, and when that didn’t work, he tried to logic it away. Sørensen claimed Arthur’d been a bear. Guillaume didn’t know that the others had been wolves. They could have been any species. A variety, even. A virtual menagerie of shifters, chosen for their natural instincts, perhaps, to give Arthur’s cause the best chance for success.

What was he doing? Arthur wasn’t even real, let alone a fucking shifter!

Fucking Sørensen, crashing the most important evening of his life, turning his mind into a tangle of nonsense when he most needed to focus.

With an effort, he
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