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Wanted by the Pack

She’d known it was a mistake to let the stranger into her lonely existence. She had been safe, in a world where safety is the most valued of prizes. She had shelter at night, fresh water, food.

So stupid to let him in, to risk all that!

A man. Just a man.

In a world destroyed by plague, a world where viruses could change your very nature, where beasts roamed the night and nothing was safe, the most dangerous creature of all was man.

§

He found her the next morning by the pool, a clearing in the wild forest where a stream opened out into a wider area. There was a shelf of rock there, where you could be hidden from sight. It was the safest place she knew, beyond the tumbledown old building she had made her home – the tumbledown building where she had abandoned the man in the night.

As soon as he found her, she felt certain he must know. The way he looked at her, the way his eyes worked over her hunched form as she sat there, her back to the rocky outcrop, her knees drawn up to her chest.

When those dark-flecked blue eyes found hers she looked away, scared.

Then, his voice soft, he said, “It’s okay. Really, I don’t bite.”

She looked, and he was forcing a nervous smile, as if he were the one with everything to lose, not her.

And then it struck her: he didn’t know. He hadn’t worked it out. He hadn’t spotted all the signs and added them up together and hit that point where everything fell together and he would know.

§

Know that it wasn’t his nature she feared, but her own.

It had been a mistake to linger, when she had first spotted him the day before. A mistake to stay long enough for him to spot her in her shady hiding place, and then to stay and talk... talk long enough that he had become him, a man with a past and a lovely soft lilt to his voice and a look that was both penetrating and uncertain, a strength underpinned by insecurity and wariness.

A mistake to touch him and be touched, to share that first kiss, and then it had all been too late. Too late not to lead him back to her sanctuary as dusk descended over the forest.

So many foolish mistakes! It was as if she’d been saving them all up for that one day.

She’d been over-confident. She’d believed she could actually control this thing. She hadn’t understood that the intensity of her encounter with this man might be enough to tip her over the edge again, enough to break the control she had maintained for so long.

She remembered that moment when change had started to steal through her body, joints popping and bones stretching, muscles and skin and fur shifting. Staggering out into the darkness to protect him from what she was.

The night was a blur to her now; a night where there is only the present moment, and then she had found herself here on this hidden rock shelf by the pool, her body aching and bruised, her belly full and her clothes in a pile nearby, damp from the night’s chill as she had pulled them on shortly before he found her.

“It’s okay,” he said again, and he still didn’t get it.

He dropped to his haunches, so that he was no longer looking down at her. “It’s only natural,” he said. “I should have thought how it might be for you. You brought me into your home, and I didn’t even think just how big a thing that must be for you. Then, when I woke this morning and you were gone I realized. I was so scared for you – that you’d gone out into the night like that, and all because you couldn’t trust me to be safe.”

She rolled her shoulders then, tipping her head back and stretching her neck from side to side to try to ease some of the aches.

“I wish I knew some way to help you trust in me,” he went on, as if words would somehow make up for what he clearly saw as his own mistakes.

“It’s...” Her throat was so dry! Hard to drag the words out. “It’s okay,” she said, and it was only then that she started to believe in the lie that was his understanding of the night’s events: that she must have fled from him in the night, suddenly aware of the risk of having a stranger in her home.

She hugged her knees even tighter to her chest and said no more.

§

It’s not that she was foolish.

She didn’t think that somehow there was some kind of future in this thing, that they might join forces against the big bad world, or anything like that. She knew she could not maintain the lie for that long.

Not foolish, but smart. Now that she understood how foolish she had been to let this stranger into her life, she also knew that he could only ever be a risk to her survival. If he were to find out her true nature, who knew what he might do next?

So she stayed quiet and let him think that he had panicked her in the night, and it was only later that she learned just how much of a danger he really was.

§

He went down to the pool, squatted, and cupped water in his hands to wash his face. Every so often he glanced up and saw that she was watching. After a short time, he gave a nervous smile and stood, and then pulled his torn shirt over his head in a single, fluid movement.

She watched, and couldn’t help that response in the pit of her belly, like hunger, only hunger of a different kind.

Yesterday, it had been such a powerful thing: that attraction. It had made her fear that she was being taken over by the need to shift in broad daylight, it was such an animal response.

This morning it was the same, and she wondered if it was like this for him, too? The way he kept glancing up at her, the awkward mix of uncertainty and hunger in his look.

Topless, he stood, his gaze more confident now, fixing on her. His shoulders were broad, his dark hair almost down to his shoulders, and his jaw lined with the coarse black stubble of a short beard. His chest narrowed down to a slim waist, a belly ridged with tight muscles.

He reached down, released the top three buttons of his jeans and slid them down over narrow hips. Immediately, his manhood sprung free, thick and partly engorged, growing as she watched.

That hunger in her belly... such a powerful thing!

Why was she reacting this way? There had been men in her life before. Back when some semblance of civilization had clung on. The memories were vague blurs in her mind, but they were there and she knew she had never felt such a relentless attraction before.

Only minutes before, her only concern had been survival; hiding a true nature that he had miraculously failed to work out.

But now...

Naked, he stepped into the water, each pace taking him deeper. Water to his shins, his knees, halfway up his thighs. Water gently folding around his waist, swallowing him up until he stood with the water up to his midriff and all the time his gaze had been locked on her.

“You going to join me?” he said, in that lilting voice of his. Everything he said sounded playful, every phrase undercut with a hint of tease and challenge.

She rose to her feet, stepping away from her hiding place, and reached for the top she’d put on not long ago, tugged at it and then pulled it up over her head.

Those eyes, roving across her body, lingering on her flat belly, her breasts, and then jumping back up to meet her eyes again.

Stupid. She should be distancing herself from him. She should go back to the tumbledown lodge where she kept a handgun and she should drive him away from her territory.

Not reaching for the cord at her waist, freeing the knot and undoing her jeans. Sliding them down across her hips. Taking her time as his eyes followed her every movement.

The water was cold!

He hadn’t flinched when he entered, but she couldn’t help gasping when that icy chill hit her foot. Couldn’t help being aware of how the shock of the cold seemed to heighten her sensitivity to everything: the warm morning sunlight, the sounds and smells of the forest, and that extra sense, the intense awareness of the man she was approaching, of the tension in his stance, of the way he shifted position in the water, moving his weight from one foot to the other and then back again.

Stupid...

They were out here in the open, naked and unprotected, losing themselves again to the urgency of the moment as if they could just forget about the dangers of the world and lose themselves in each other.

Stupid.

§

The water around her waist, she stood close to him but not touching. Intensely aware of his musky man-scent, of the rise and fall of his chest, of the tightness of his physique.

“How do you know I’m safe to be with?”

He seemed surprised by her question.

So close... she turned, still moving, starting to circle him.

“How do you know I didn’t flee in the night to protect you?”

What was she doing? Toying with him like this... Teasing him with the truth in some kind of seductress’s double-bluff.

She continued to circle and he turned slowly on the spot, so that he was always facing her.

He smiled now, as if deciding to play along. “Believe me,” he said, “but I’d know. Have you ever seen a beast up close? Even by day, when the shifting virus is at its lowest ebb, it’s a twisted, debased thing. A man taken by the virus becomes less than a man. They can’t hide it, not when you know what
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