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Some bonds are strong enough to last a lifetime, and change the world.

Rory O’Sullivan has spent his life alone. Once upon a time, he made one real human connection as a gay man. That moment happened in Nazi captivity, and the wolf he escaped with was a Soviet soldier. They had a taste of what love might mean, but in 1944, personal happiness had to come second to survival.

Now, seventy years later, when he feels the presence of Nikolai, somehow close and needing him after all that time, no one— not gay Alpha Aaron of the Minneapolis West pack, or rising political threats, or even top Alpha Rick Brown himself— will stop him. Rory’s going to answer the appeal he’s waited a lifetime for. Some bonds can’t be denied.
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Author’s Note

This book was written in the fall and winter of 2019, before the poisoning of Alexey Navalny, before George Floyd was murdered, before the demonstrations and the Capitol riots. Publisher communication slowdowns, and then getting back rights to the series and rereleasing, pushed the release off by a year. And in the interim, life— to a degree— imitated art.

But then, those elements were already there, not unanticipated, even if unexpected in the particulars. I thought about a rewrite, and decided to stick with my original story. I hope that among those deeply affected by the events of the past year, this fictional account of another America, and another crisis, does not cause any distress, or hit any painfully wrong notes.

If it does, I am deeply sorry, and the fault is mine alone.
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Werewolves came out to the human world in July 2011. The repercussions are rippling out around the globe, some of those echoes now reaching places as far flung as Russia and the quiet, deep backwoods of Northern Minnesota…

Chapter 1

September 2011

Aaron Tremaine, Alpha of the Minneapolis West Pack, took a slow, calming breath through his nose and carefully did not crush his cell phone in his grip. “With all due respect—”

“Hah.” Rick Brown’s deep voice cut him off. “You always say that when you think I’m wrong.”

Aaron reminded himself that being interrupted by Brown was a compliment, in a backhanded way. The powerful Council leader was usually careful to give other Alphas every show of courtesy. Treating Aaron more casually was a sign of trust.

Didn’t mean Aaron had to like not having his say, though. “With all due respect,” he repeated, “our local lone wolf has been as low key and as isolated as one could ask for. He was given permission to run without a pack by some past Alpha, well before my time. I’m not sure there’s enough reason for me to abridge those rights.”

“I am sure.” There was no concession in Rick’s tone. “That lone wolf down in the Blueridge Mountains wasn’t known as a troublemaker, but he almost caused a riot. And that mess this summer showed the risk of having wolves with no pack ties. The Council has decided. Bind your lone wolf to your pack, or deal with him.”

“Kill him.” Aaron had no taste for euphemisms in this situation.

“I have faith in your powers of persuasion.” Rick’s voice turned to ice. “But our very existence hangs in the balance. Do what you have to do.” The line went dead.

Damn it. Aaron set the phone down gently.

“Let me guess. No exceptions.” His mate, Zach, gave Aaron a sympathetic look from where he sat at his computer.

“None.”

“Fuck them anyway! They’ve no right to keep asking you to be their hit man.”

“I hope it won’t come to that. I do understand the reasoning.” I don’t like it one bit, though. We should be better than this.

Zach glowered. “Tell me it won’t hurt like hell if you have to kill another innocent man. You’re finally sleeping most nights. Why can’t Rick Brown tap one of the wolves out there who don’t have your conscience?”

“I don’t want him to send someone else,” Aaron pointed out. “Especially not a wolf without conscience. If Whitefoot the lone wolf has to die in my territory, it will only be because I did everything I could and failed. Not because I hid behind my scruples and let some other wolf play assassin.”

Zach bit his bottom lip and nodded. With a couple of mouse clicks, he turned off his screen and stood, stretching. Despite Aaron’s anger and frustration, he felt a wash of pleasure go through him, seeing Zach’s lean muscles flex. Rick’s call had left him unsettled, but he was looking at the antidote in one strong, slender, wickedly brilliant package.

With a yawn, Zach locked his hands behind his head, riding his T-shirt up to reveal a hint of flat belly.

Oh, yes, all mine.

Zach chuckled, and Aaron realized his reaction had broadcast loud and clear over their shared pack bond. He’d shut out the rest of the pack to keep them from sensing his displeasure with the Council, but his emotions were wide open to Zach. Including that flash of desire. Too late to shut it down now, so he might as well take advantage. He strode over and threaded his fingers into Zach’s dark hair. His mate relaxed beautifully into his grip, tipping his head back to expose his throat.

Aaron nipped him under the jaw, then bent to apply teeth over Zach’s collarbone. Zach moaned, eyes fluttering shut as Aaron leaned back to look at him. Aaron tugged his silky dark hair harder, then let go suddenly, for the pleasure of watching Zach catch his balance and laugh.

“One good thing,” Aaron said. “This will get you out from behind that screen. You’re going cross-eyed.” Rick Brown had Zach working with other computer experts doing things too esoteric for Aaron to follow, and apparently important enough to cut into his boy’s rest time and put dark circles under his eyes. Aaron laid a hand on Zach’s cheek and brushed a thumb over his cheekbone. “We’ll take time for a run in fur while we’re up north.” If Rick was going to demand that Aaron take on the roles of judge, jury, and executioner— again— he could damned well spare Zach for a day.

Zach sighed. “Sounds too fucking good.”

Aaron cupped his face between both hands and kissed him. Kissing Zach sometimes felt as necessary as air. Soft lips parted under his as Zach welcomed his possession. When Aaron was done with the kiss, quite thoroughly, he let go and stepped back. “Bring clothes for a couple of days at the motel. We’ll ask around the local towns up there, see if anyone has a human name for Whitefoot, before we go barging into his space.”

“Just you and me?” Zach asked. “Like a holiday?”

The idea was tempting. They hadn’t had any real one-on-one time yet, to explore who they were to each other without the pack. And probably won’t for God knows how long. Since becoming Alpha, survival of the pack had trumped Aaron’s own needs. Someday we’ll get away, just the two of us, as men in love, as Dom and sub. But not this time.

“I’m going to get Paul to set up the dart gun for us. And we’ll bring Lucas along. A lot of lone wolves have excellent fighting skills. If we have to subdue him, I want someone with more rank and more muscle.” And someone whose blood won’t put me in a killing rage.

Zach play-pouted, but his eyes remained bright. “You never take me anywhere.”

That lone wolf hadn’t caused problems yet, and coordinating Lucas, Paul, and Brandt at the motel wouldn’t happen instantly. Which meant Aaron could, in good conscience, make time for one more essential thing. “I’m going to take you upstairs,” he said, gripping Zach’s wrist. “And then I’m going to take you in our bed.”

Zach laughed. “Works for me.”

§ § § §

Rory O’Sullivan woke from a wolf’s light sleep to the smell of strangers. Enemy soldiers? He shouted mentally for his pack as he leaped to his feet. Alpha! Joe! Leslie!

A twinge in his shoulder and the deep silence in his head where glowing bonds should have been brought him back to himself. Idiot. It’d been almost seventy years since he’d felt his Alpha’s approving touch in his mind, or Joe’s brotherly one.

Standing in the shadows beneath a Minnesota pine tree, he sniffed the cool air. Past the tang of sap and richness of earth, he could make out three wolves approaching, none men he knew. Scent and sound told him they were coming openly, in skin and without stealth, jogging down the path toward his cabin. He eased out from under the tree, keeping his paws off the first crisp leaves of fall, and climbed to his lookout.

From the top of the tumbled boulders, he could overlook the path where it opened out near his front door. After a moment, the men came into sight. The one in front was lean and dark and fairly young, perhaps not yet fifty, but he moved with the confidence of a high-ranked wolf, trusting the other two to follow. One of those was barely past a pup, small and slim. The other was older with some gray in his hair and a sturdy build.

They stopped a few paces from his cabin door, chins tipped up, scenting the air. Rory didn’t move. The breeze was in his favor today, and the gray of his coat would blend with the rocks.

Why are they here?

Curiosity stirred in him for a moment, along with a hint of anger. This was his place, his territory even if he was no Alpha and never had been. His peace— for what it was worth, for what peace he might ever have— after the darkness. How dared they invade it?

I could kill them all. His wolf wanted to leap down and rip into them. The rifle in the storage box down in the cabin called to his human, more sensible side. Shift, get the gun, three head-shots. Everything would be peaceful again. He shivered with suppressed violence and heard an echo of his Alpha’s voice. “Wait, watch, listen.”

That voice had turned to dust half a century ago. The pain of remembering that cooled his anger enough to keep him still.

The leader said, “Plenty of fresh scent. He’s been here recently. You really couldn’t find out his name, Lucas?”

“Nope.” The older man turned in a slow circle, scanning the woods. Something in his bearing said hunter and soldier in ways that were more than just his wolf. Rory hunkered down, still as stone.

The pup said, “We could’ve spent more time in town asking. Someone has to know him by more than ‘old dude’ and ‘that cabin geezer.’ You just were impatient for a nice walk in the woods.” The pup nudged his leader’s elbow playfully.

Rory waited for the top wolf to put the brat in his place, but all that happened was a glare that failed to wipe the grin off the younger man’s face, despite a respectful dip of his head. The exchange drained some of the tension from Rory’s chest. Wolves on a deadly mission seldom played like that.

The leader stepped up to the cabin door and knocked. “Sir? Are you in there? We’d like to talk for a moment.”

All three of the men cocked their heads, listening. After a few seconds, the leader repeated the knock. Then a third time. When nothing answered but silence, he set his hand to the door handle and pushed the door open.

Rory couldn’t suppress the growl rising in his throat. Couldn’t? No control? Alpha would be ashamed of you. A red wash of fury overcame that voice, flooded past all his training, driving him to his feet. Teeth bared, hackles raised, legs stiff, he stood on the edge of the overhang and glared down at the invaders.

They whirled as one, facing his way. The older man whipped backward around the corner of the cabin, out of sight.

He’ll flank you. Get the leader. Four leaps would bring him onto the younger two, wolf to their man, but he’d lose the high ground. And the other would be coming from behind.

The leader raised his hands, saying calmly, “We mean no harm. We just want to talk.”

The older one would be shifting now, out of sight. Rory had maybe a minute to get him mid-shift before it’d be wolf on wolf. That could get bad. He bounded down the side of the boulders heading for the back of the cabin. Kill the one shifting, then the Alpha, then the pup— That hurt, somewhere deep. Not a pup, just young, low-ranked, cannon-fodder. His paws hit rock and dirt as he hurtled forward.

Swinging around the side of the cabin, he found the older man still in skin, his back to a tree, and armed, the muzzle of the weapon trained on him. Dammit, O’Sullivan! You never were smart. He dodged but the sting of impact hit his rump. Bad? No! Must be a graze. He could still turn and run. Get distance. Regroup.

He leaped for the trees. Three strides and his beloved woods would protect him. River that way. Cover the scent. A back leg dragged and he stumbled, tangled in the weeds. Clumsy! Run! The Krauts are gonna get you, boy. Jerry’s gonna fry your liver and serve it to Hitler on a plate. Run, boyo!

The ground got rougher. He didn’t recognize the huge logs he battled over, the fallen branches snaring his feet. He fell, struggled up, and kept going. Weakness sucked at him. He must be bleeding, though he couldn’t smell it. Get to the water. Joe would’ve planned their retreat but Rory couldn’t remember any details now. Still, some things were basic. Get to water, confuse the trail, regroup, fight another day. He ran, weaving, limping now, vision tunneling dark. He fell, managed to get his front end up, fell again.

Joe? Alpha? Silence echoed in his head. No one was there with him, when the blackness closed in and pulled him under.

§ § § §

Zach jogged through the woods behind his Alpha, senses alert for anything out of place, as they tracked down the lone wolf. That sedating drug wasn’t well tested and they’d had to guess the old man’s likely weight from the stories about him, which ranged from frail and crazy to built like an ox and crazy. Hopefully they’d guessed close enough.

Lucas, running ahead of him, muttered, “I hope he drops before he hits the water.”

Yeah, that’d be bad. Murder, almost. He shuddered. It seemed like they could’ve left the old man alone. He’d been out here for decades, as near as they could tell, and done no harm beyond a few stories of wolf-killed livestock. Even that might’ve been wild wolves. Why the fuck couldn’t the Council leave him be?

Zach knew the answer to that, of course. With human-werewolf relations balanced on a knife-edge, lone wolves who might be threats or targets could tip the safety of their people over into chaos. Still the command to bring them in, or put them down, was an echo of the bad old days. He hadn’t signed up to be an assassin.

Of course, he hadn’t signed up at all. Werewolves were born, not made. They were simply playing the hand they’d been dealt generations ago.

Up ahead, Aaron said, “I see him. He’s down.”

“Might not be out,” Lucas grunted. “Might be playing possum.”

“He fell— there and there.” Aaron pointed as he slowed to a walk. “Would he take time to be that convincing?”

“Who knows?” Lucas pushed past Aaron to approach the crumpled wolf form first.

Zach hung back. He knew his strengths, and they didn’t include fighting a veteran wolf if he was playing a trick. Aaron and Lucas could handle the old guy. Still, he breathed a sigh of relief when Lucas knelt and lifted the wolf’s limp head.

“Out for the count. Who knows how long, though.”

“Let’s get him back to the cabin.”

Zach jumped forward to help Lucas, lifting his share of the limp, furry body. The old guy was lighter than he’d expected, probably no more than a hundred and fifty pounds, although he was an awkward, floppy burden. Zach wrapped his fingers tighter around the wolf’s hind legs and wrapped an arm under his butt. “Got him.”

Aaron led the way, alert for any unknown threat. Zach wasn’t going to argue, but all seemed quiet. The townsfolk said the old guy lived alone, and there were no other scents around his cabin, so Zach let himself relax a bit and enjoy the sight of Aaron’s ass in tight jeans as he strode ahead of the peons doing the grunt work. Mmm, that is one fine piece of man.

“Mind on the job, boy!” Despite the snap, Aaron’s tone held a hint of humor, but he didn’t look back.

Zach sighed and tried to discipline his thoughts. There were a few downsides to being both subordinate and unbonded mate to an Alpha like Aaron. Mostly upsides, though. He bit his lip to avoid contemplating the upsides and focused on keeping his footing and his grip as they sped up to a jog through the dense woods.

The old wolf was still unconscious when they reached the cabin. Aaron pulled the door wide.

Lucas grunted. “Maybe we shouldn’t go inside? Seems like you opening the door set him off the first time.”

“Could be, but if he wakes and fights or shifts, I want him contained.” Aaron led the way in.

The cabin was small and very plain, tidy but smelling heavily of one unwashed man in skin and fur. The single room held a wood stove, a deep sink with a pump handle, a low bed against the wall with a couple of striped blankets faded to mottled gray, and a round woven rug on the floor. Shelves against the walls were lined with dishes and pots, rows of old books, and a mix of odds and ends. At the foot of the bed, a battered steamer trunk was the only closed storage in the room. Everything seemed low-end and functional, except for a large, framed, faded print of an unfamiliar cityscape in winter, hung high on one wall.

Aaron piled the blankets from the bed to the middle of the floor, and they eased the old wolf down onto them. Lucas quickly went to the second door at the back of the cabin and opened it, sticking his head out.

“Just another exit.” He pushed it shut and knelt to run his hand over the lower corner, scored with hundreds of claw marks where a lupine paw would snag the edge to pull the door open. The inside latch was a simple, worn lever that would flip with a nudge of a nose.

Looking at the old guy’s meager possessions felt like an invasion. Zach knelt by the motionless wolf instead, listening to his slow heartbeat. “How long do you think he’ll be out?”

“Minutes to hours yet,” Aaron answered. “Alex said he and Dylan were unconscious about half an hour after it was used on them.” He set a hand on Zach’s shoulder. “Move back. I’m not letting this turn into a hostage situation with his teeth in your neck.”

Lucas wandered along the shelving, scanning the contents, not touching anything. “Some old-fashioned tools here. And books dating from the twenties onward— Zane Gray, Louis L’Amour, Will James. Nothing moved recently. Even the cookware’s got some dust on it.”

“You think he’s been living fully wolf?”

“Some of the human scent is fairly fresh.”

They all turned, hearing the wolf’s heartbeat speed up. A big paw flexed and stretched, snagging the blankets in worn claws. Shivers ran down the wolf’s hide, and his ears flicked.

Aaron gestured them all back. “Lucas, get another dart ready.”

“You think he’s sane enough to recognize the threat?” Lucas loaded and aimed the long-barreled pistol at the stirring wolf.

“I guess we’ll find out.”

Zach winced. “Could we hurt him by drugging him again?”

Aaron flashed a dark glance his way. “If he’s not sane enough to talk to, we may have no choice.” He focused on the wolf. “Stay where you are.” The Alpha authority in his tone made Zach want to roll over and show his belly. “Hold still and listen. We don’t want to hurt you. We urgently need to talk to you. Stay, and you won’t be hurt or drugged again. Stay put, wake up, and listen.”

The wolf’s eyes opened, a bleary, faded blue. He blinked hard, then rolled up to his chest and pushed up on trembling front legs, shaking his head. A too-vigorous shake tipped him onto his side, his skull hitting the worn wood floor with a thump. He whined, and Zach took a step toward him. That must’ve hurt.

The next instant, the wolf propelled himself off the floor, hindlegs scrabbling as he launched toward Zach. Zach twisted and sidestepped, swinging a fist automatically to strike the wolf’s neck and throw him off-balance. The old guy landed badly, claws skidding on the floor, and somehow twisted around.

“Stop!” Aaron yanked Zach behind him and stared hard at the groggy wolf. “Down. Now! Or we’ll shoot you again.” Lucas held the gun steady, trained on the old wolf.

Slowly, the wolf pushed to his feet. Zach could feel the force of will behind Aaron’s “Down!” but the old guy didn’t even seem to notice. Eyes fixed on the gun in Lucas’s hands, he gathered his haunches under him and leaped straight at Lucas.

The air pistol popped sharply and the dart hit the wolf’s shoulder. Lucas ducked and rolled away from the open jaws that missed him by inches. The wolf whirled, lunging for him again, and Aaron kicked his furry shoulder hard enough to skid him across the floor. For a minute, the little cabin was full of angry, off-balance wolf, and the three of them trying not to get hurt or do too much damage. Slowly, the wolf’s back legs began sagging and his lunges turned to weaving confusion. Eventually he collapsed to the floor, panting hard, and rolled limply onto his side.

Over Zach’s own pounding heart, he heard the wolf’s rhythm slow, falter, and resume, dragging and uneven.

“Shit.” Aaron rubbed his hands on his thighs and stared down at the sleeping wolf. “All this for a little conversation.”

Zach licked his thumb, tasting blood where a fang had come too close to his wrist. “Do we wait again?”

Aaron shook his head. “I’m not up for a third round of this, and the drug might kill him.”

“We could leave and come back.”

“If he’s this crazy, I’m not leaving him to run loose, even this far from town. We’ll take him with us to the motel and quit rushing things. Lucas, tie him up.”

Lucas pulled out a roll of high-test cord and wrapped a muzzle around the wolf’s head before tying forelegs and hindlegs together. He held up his pocketknife to Aaron. “You’ll have to cut the muzzle if he starts puking.”

“Oh, joy,” Zach said, covering the shakiness in his gut from the fight. “You take the front end, Luke.”

Lucas surged up and gripped Zach’s jaw in one hand. “Still the boss of you, short stuff.”

Zach rolled his eyes at Aaron, who smiled slightly and showed no inclination to rescue his endangered mate. “Sorry, Lucas,” Zach muttered, lowering his gaze.

Lucas let him go. “You take his ass. Only fitting.”

“Time’s wasting.” Aaron pulled the front door wide and stepped aside for them. “Let’s get to the car, double time. I want to have him secure before he wakes up.”

Zach glanced around the small cabin as he followed Lucas out with their furry load. The place was sad and stuffy and bare, but clearly the old guy was willing to die to defend it. I hope he gets to come back here one day. God, I hope he’s not crazy enough Aaron has to kill him. He let his gaze shift to Aaron’s clean profile as his Alpha pulled the door shut and moved ahead of them. And thank you, Whomever, for making it Aaron’s call and not mine.


Chapter 2

Rory woke to an onslaught of unfamiliar smells and feelings. His head hurt so bad his pulse felt like M2 rounds firing off in his head. He was so dizzy standing wasn’t close to an option, his stomach was trying to climb up his gullet and empty itself, and every bone in his body ached. He could scent strange wolves and humans in the room around him and on his fur.

He cracked an eyelid, and the light arrowed into his aching brain like an icepick. Jesus Murphy! He closed his eye again and waited for the pain to pass.

A light voice that sounded both American and human came from a distance. “You should wake up slowly. You’re safe. Don’t try to get up too soon.”

Safe. Bullshit. He reached for the pack bonds in his head, but the throbbing pain didn’t let him touch anything outside his aching skull. He sent out a call anyway, though his Alpha would surely be feeling his need. Beware! Help! Captured! Words didn’t make it down the bond, but sensations and emotions would.

He moved his paws a fraction, surprised not to feel the tug of ropes. I was tied up. Wasn’t I? He lay on something softer and cleaner than he’d expect from a Nazi cell.

If he’d been beaten, as the deep aches in his body suggested, he’d had time to heal because tensing muscle groups didn’t trigger any additional





















































































































































Epilogue

Zach fidgeted with his tie, pulling it looser, then snugging it tight. His hair was a mess. He should’ve gotten a haircut, but Aaron liked it long—

“Enough, kid.” Lucas pushed his fingers away and adjusted the tie. “You’re going to strangle yourself, and then our Alpha will have my head.”

Zach gave him a cocky grin that went a bit wobbly around the edges. “Aw, he’s just a pussycat, really.”

“You keep telling yourself that, boy, till he gets you home.”

“Mm.” Thinking about going home with Aaron steadied him. “Why am I nervous? It’s not like we haven’t been… everything, already.”

“Except husbands.” Lucas gave him a steady look.

“Yeah, okay, that.” He straightened his shoulders and tugged his sleeves down. “Ready.”

“Come on, then.” Lucas turned and led the way from the bathroom, down the hall and out of the building. The path led up a hill crowned by brilliant maples. By now in northern Minnesota, the trees had gone bare, but down here in Iowa the colors were hanging on. Drifted leaves lined the path, and Zach’s shoes crunched and shushed as they climbed the slope.

Over the crown of the hill, the path led down to a grassy dell. Scattered through the trees around it stood the members of his pack, dressed in everything from work clothes to suits. As he passed, they closed in behind him.

Rory, holding hands with Nikolai, gave him a smile that was bright and wide. I wonder if it’s weird, after seventy years of being forbidden on pain of death, to see us do this out in the open? They seemed happy, though. He returned the smile.

Mark was there with little Nicky perched on his shoulders. At his side, Megan in a yellow dress bright as sunshine held baby Logan. He felt her warm gaze as he passed them.

Simon and Paul came out from behind an old oak, in matching suits with red oak leaves in their lapels. Their hands wore new gold rings. Bastards snuck out and got married on their own yesterday, with just Aaron and Andy to witness. He couldn’t hold a grudge over missing it. They hadn’t wanted to take this moment from him and Aaron, but also hadn’t wanted to wait. If anyone was entitled to the good parts of coming out, it was definitely Simon.

At the bottom of the grass-carpeted bowl, three men waited for them. Zach recognized the human minister and Aaron’s cousin Michael, but all he really had eyes for was Aaron. Jesus God, that man was born to wear a tux. And to look at me that way. Their mate bond flared open as wide as they could make it, and the flood of pure gold between them carried him down that path as if he was floating.

He came up in front of his Alpha— his mate— and Aaron’s expression went dark and possessive. Zach fought not to go to his knees. He bowed his head and felt the touch of Aaron’s hand on his face. Aaron pushed his chin up gently so their eyes met. “Ready, boy?”

“Always, Alpha.”

Good boy. Those words were just for him, and they filled every corner inside him. “Let’s do this. Reverend?”

Aaron turned to face the minister, and Lucas nudged Zach’s elbow till he did the same, then stepped back.

The minister gave each of them a steady look. “Every marriage I conduct is different,” the man said, his voice deep and resonant. “Every couple is different. Some are young and unsure, and I speak of hope. Some are settled and powerful, and I speak of patience. And some are so deep in each other’s souls already that they need no words of mine.

“These rings, these words, the paper we’ll sign, all have value in this Year of our Lord two thousand and eleven. But they only seal a bond already so strong that even someone like me can see it. These two will build a marriage all their own, and then live its evolution, all the years of their lives.

“Aaron, Zach, do you have words for each other?”

Zach was supposed to go first. He’d spent way too many hours writing and rewriting what he’d say. But right now, his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth and his hands shook. There was Aaron and in a moment, he’d be married to that man, and what he felt was too big for words.

Easy boy, just like we’re alone here. Aaron held out his hands and Zach laid his damp palms on Aaron’s warm, dry ones. “That’s right.” Aaron smiled, easy and bright, eyes only for him. “You and me. Who’d have thought it, huh? I remember when you stood in front of my desk and said, ‘I’m good with computers,’ and I thought this kid needs a keeper, or maybe a spanking. I didn’t see the strong man inside the boy. But damn, I learned.”

“Good idea about the spanking, though.” It was out before he could think. Zach knew his face flushed red, but Aaron chuckled.

“And sometimes the keeper. And then we turn around, and there you are, keeping me upright when I’m close to falling.” Aaron closed his fingers over Zach’s. “I almost lost you, and felt how dark my world would be without you.”

“You too. Let’s don’t do that again, either of us.” Although Aaron was the one more spooked. They’d tried a couple of times to do the breath play they’d always enjoyed, Aaron’s cock deep in his throat or a hand over his mouth and nose until the world went sharp and dark-edged. But Aaron let go early now, the instant Zach began fighting for a breath, and his Alpha’s flash of worry over the bond was the opposite of sexy.

Zach raised their locked hands and nipped playfully over Aaron’s knuckles.

Aaron laughed and didn’t let go. “Wolves have never needed a human marriage, really. It was for appearances, for children. The bond came before, or after, and that’s what mattered. But I want this, with you. To know that ring on your finger says you’re mine. To have the right to be there at your side in the human world, come what may. To change your name to Tremaine.”

“To what? Wait, we didn’t talk about that?”

Aaron eyed him gravely, but there was the slightest twinkle in his eyes. Zach was going to suggest Aaron take his name, to tweak him, but heaven forbid Aaron might take him seriously. “Zach Tremaine,” he said. “Has a kind of ring to it.”

“Speaking of rings.” Aaron let go of his hands and turned to Michael. “You do have it?”

Michael raised an eyebrow. “No, little cousin, I somehow got careless between last night and now.” Aaron must’ve done an Alpha glare because Michael raised his hands and took a step back. “And you lost your sense of humor. Of course I have it.” He dug a velvet box out of his pocket and opened it.

Aaron took the ring and turned, and Zach’s attention focused down to that braided circle of silver-gold. He’d worn it around his neck, loving the way it nestled above his heart with Aaron’s, but he wanted it on his hand, like, yesterday. Aaron took his fingers in a firm grip. “You’ll wear this for me. My ring, my rope, my name, my bond.” That was a command, not a question, and filled with enormous power, Alpha and Dom, a man with twice his years and experience. But Zach’s heart soared because he knew how all that power was balanced between them.

And if I say “red”?

Aaron’s gaze bored into his. This all stops. Always, without question. You know that.

He dropped to his knees, as gracefully as he could. “Please put that ring on me, sir,” he said. Human subs sometimes wore a collar, but he’d worn one for punishment, and that was all wrong between them. This was so right he could hardly breathe.

Aaron threaded the silver circle of rope over Zach’s finger, slowly and deliberately. “With this ring, I thee wed.” He raised Zach to his feet and kissed him.

Without being asked, Lucas put the other ring in Zach’s hand. Zach’s fingers were surprisingly steady as he eased it onto Aaron’s ring finger. “With this ring I thee wed.” He looked up, and Aaron kissed him again.

The minister said, “By the power vested in me by the State of Iowa, I pronounce you legally husbands. You may kiss. Again.”

Aaron laughed, gripped Zach’s chin, and plundered his mouth. The kiss went deep and hard, and Zach’s knees weakened. Aaron pulled him in close and kept kissing him. When they broke apart, Aaron turned, keeping Zach against him in the circle of his arm. He looked out over his assembled pack and their humans, and farther, to the Iowa wolves back under the trees, providing security and keeping human reporters at bay. They’d talked about delaying the wedding till Aaron’s media popularity waned, but it showed no sign of doing so fast, and Aaron wasn’t about to let the bloodsuckers control their life.

The three Iowa wolves within eyesight were studiously not looking at them. Of course, they were security, so surveying the surroundings was their job. But Zach stood on tiptoes, wrapped one leg around Aaron’s thigh, and kissed the corner of Aaron’s mouth, deliberately fey. Aaron’s lips twitched.

“Now, my wolves, and guests,” Aaron said. “We have a party. The Iowa Alpha promised me you won’t get better barbecue than this north of Memphis. We’ll give him our verdict. In a few hours.” He took Zach’s hand, rubbing over the new ring with his thumb, and led them across the grass toward the back of the dell. The assembled guests clapped, then Simon lifted his head and howled. A moment later, the dell rang with the sound of wolves, human throats giving voice to the age-old chorus of pack. It felt odd, and right, there under the bright afternoon sun in front of humans and strangers.

Aaron didn’t join in, but he turned and slowly, slowly raised his hand. The howls warbled and rose, pitches finding a wild harmony. Zach saw Nikolai glance at Rory, whose head was back, mouth open, and then one more voice joined their chorus. Aaron spread his fingers wide, then jerked his fist downward. Over the bond, a massive weight dropped, as Zach’s Alpha said, Silence.

And every man among them went still as stone. Then Mark went to one knee, and like a rippling wave, the rest of the pack followed. For an instant, every wolf head but Zach’s bowed to their Alpha. Then as the humans looked on in bemusement, they stood and began brushing off knees. “Dang it, Mark,” Simon said. “These were a rental and I’m standing in a wet spot.”

Aaron threw back his head and laughed. “My pack. I love you all. Come celebrate with us.” He tucked Zach’s hand into his elbow and strode toward the grills and tables set out behind them.

One by one, the wolves and guests followed them. I would be back there, Eleventh in that pack.

You still are Eleventh. Zach jumped as Aaron replied to his unvoiced thought. Damn it. He was still getting the hang of not subvocalizing when their bond was this wide open.

I expect Damien may remind you of your place, sometime when he doesn’t have a date on his arm and you’re not on mine.

That’s fine. He had no problem bowing head to Damien, even if their Seventh was a douche sometimes. As long as I’m your First in bed.

And in my heart. First and only.

“Aw, you do say the sweetest things.” Zach hip-checked Aaron, but his Dom anticipated him, stepping sideways so all he did was put himself off-balance.

Eat well, boy. When we get home, you and that pretty mouth of yours are going to use up a lot of energy. I bought some new rope.

The very sweetest things. Zach grinned and tried to be subtle about rearranging himself inside the tight tuxedo pants, as he and his husband crossed the last few yards to the start of their wedding feast.

§ § § §

Aaron’s keyboard clicked softly as he updated his password-protected journal. The one he was pretty sure Zach could access, if he chose to try.

…Rick Brown wants to send me yet another gay wolf. I told him no. If other Alphas can get away with shipping their gay men off to the ghetto, they’ll never treat us equally. I know Rick’s juggling alligators right now, with the Senate trying to slip limits to wolf rights into other bills, now the main legislation has passed, but… no. Time to take a stand. I like where my pack and my life are now…

Aaron lifted his hands and glanced over at Zach— his husband— sprawled naked and sweat-mussed on the sheets. Zach’s wrists bore fading red marks, and his ass cheeks still glowed crimson. The new ring glinted on his finger where Aaron had set it, hours ago. Love this life, actually.

He opened up his other pack bonds from the tight shutdown he ran when he and Zach were getting sweaty together. No one was hurting, no one was scared. Mark felt a bit worn out, but then they had a new baby at home.

He returned to the screen. …Rick’s still worried that intelligence services might track Nikolai down, but I’m not willing to send the old wolves off anywhere. They both need pack, like a starving man needs food. Sometimes their bonds make my heart sore, but they both warm and soften around the women and the little ones, and Nikolai seems to be getting on well with Brandt.

Rick says the alphabet agencies are starting to believe that Yuri and Mikhail know nothing of any value. Since Nikolai was in the same position, that may take some of the pressure off…

Nikolai clearly hated not knowing how his old packmates were doing, but Rick would only offer vague reassurances.

…He’s asked me to come make another appearance in Congress. Lisa claims I test well with the public and will help maintain support. So far, I’ve said no.

He really didn’t want to go back. Echoes from the last time still woke him in the night, till he had to put a hand on Zach’s chest to be sure he was breathing.

On the bed, Zach stirred and whined softly. In as soothing a subvocal murmur as he could manage, Aaron said, Shh. Sleep some more. You’ll need all that energy soon. Zach settled, breathing deeply again.

…What a long, strange trip it’s been, since I stood over Karl’s body and claimed my pack. Or even before that. Hell, from the moment my father sent me running from our pack for my life. Well, old man, I found a new life. It’s nothing like what you expected of me. Nothing like what I dreamed, but I was dreaming too small. I would not change one hair on the least of my wolves’ heads. How many can say that, old man?

In the game of life, I have won the freaking gold ring, and I’ll keep it, tooth and nail, brain and trickery, pack skills and pack pride, so long as the fates allow.

He closed out of the journal and unmounted the crypt volume before logging off. Through the curtains, full night was falling. Almost time to go. He used a few minutes picking up the formal clothing strewn about the floor.

The mess was all Zach’s. His boy had stripped naked, then undressed Aaron piece by piece, folding Aaron’s clothes neatly, hanging the jacket and shirt, a deliberate delay with both of them so achingly hard it was difficult to think.

Aaron slipped a hanger into Zach’s rented dress shirt. He was totally going to buy his husband formal clothes of his own. Zach on his knees in a tux in the bright sunshine had taken his breath away. Aaron wanted him in one he could get jizz all over, if he chose.

Zach coughed, rolled over, and sat up rubbing his eyes. “How long did I sleep?”

“Just about long enough. You have time for a shower and a snack before we head out.”

“Yay. Ouch.” He flinched as he stood.

Too sore?

Perfect sore. Zach stalked over butt-naked and kissed him. “Do we have leftover barbecue?”

“You want more?”

“Don’t you?”

Aaron grinned. The Iowa Alpha hadn’t been lying, and he owed the man big, for the food and the planning, and his men discouraging journalists from getting too close. But particularly for the food. “I had some, but I left you a share. I’ll make you a plate.”

Zach kissed him again. “Winning more husband points every hour.”

Aaron smacked Zach’s bare ass, loving how the little pain sent aftershocky shivers through Zach even now. The flush of red from his palm stood out on Zach’s pink butt cheek, then faded. “How many husband points did that get me?”

“Oh, about a thousand. But I need a shower. I have cum running down my leg.” Zach sauntered to the bathroom, wiggling that ass, well aware that he was leaving Aaron with a dick interested in getting hard, right the fuck now.

No time. Aaron adjusted himself in his sweatpants and tugged his T-shirt lower. Damn it.

Zach was uncharacteristically silent on the four-hour drive up to the motel. Sometimes he drowsed, his head on a sweatshirt against the window, sometimes he stared out at the dark Minnesota landscape. Aaron would’ve worried, but a new, deep contentment hummed through Zach, something warm and powerful and settled. His husband’s bond purred like a cat curled up in front of a perfect fire at home, and neither of them felt the need for words.

They pulled into the motel parking lot at last. Cars filled the gravel yard. He spotted Paul’s SUV and Mark’s new minivan they weren’t done giving him grief about. Rory’s old pickup stood off at the far end under the trees— a miracle that thing still ran, but for some reason Rory loved it. Aaron pulled into a waiting space and got out.

He took hold of Zach’s hand as he led his boy down the familiar path into the woods. They passed their cabin, and Aaron took a moment to leave their bags there.

You brought plenty of lube? Zach teased.

I brought the ball gag you hate. Be good. He hadn’t, actually. Gagging Zach had changed now that he could speak mind to mind. And now that Aaron had seen Zach gasping for breath. Didn’t mean they didn’t have plenty of other games to play. Brought some stainless-steel sounds. Might be the time to try those out.

Zach shivered and clutched his hand, but Aaron could tell it was the good kind of shiver. He grinned into the darkness. They reached their meadow five minutes later. Aaron couldn’t remember breaking into a jog, but he was running by the time they got there, Zach keeping pace easily at his side.

His whole pack stood there under the full moon. Mark, Lucas, Richard, Simon, Cord, Damien, Patrick, Brandt, Andy, David, Peter, Nikolai, Rory, Vincent. They waited in a semicircle by rank, like at a formal meet— all the wolves whose minds lit his own with threads of brightness. Zach slipped away from his side and went to stand between Andy and David, turning to face him.

“Minneapolis West Pack.” He gave them a long slow sweep of a look, and their heads bowed like the ripple of the wind as his gaze passed. “We are met.”

“We are met.” They gave his words back to him, amplified, echoing through the bonds he’d flung open.

He held onto the moment, feeling the power rushing through him. Fifteen wolves, open to the universe. So much power. He smiled. “No business tonight. We’ll run and celebrate. Sleep it off tomorrow morning. Come three o’clock, we’ll have an actual meet and cover the work I’ve missed out on the last few weeks. For now?” He gathered that power to him. “Shift, my wolves.”

They began stripping, most of them methodically and as fast as they could. Simon with a grin and a hip wiggle, because he couldn’t seem to help it.

“Save it for Paul,” Aaron told him, pulling off the sweatpants he’d picked for ease and comfort.

The men shivered in the October chill, as they lay down on coats and shirts draped over the prickle of drying weeds. He stood watching, and when they’d all started, he grabbed at that golden energy flooding them all and pushed. His rank felt like unlimited power tonight, bigger and easier than usual. Over every bond, he knew the stretch and pain, the unsettling swoop of nausea as parts of bodies changed and reformed. He grabbed more energy, pushed harder, and all around him, fur began running over skin. Gray and silver, black and red, his wolves shifted fast and smoothly. He felt the surprise, and then the glee, as even the slowest among them shared the gift.

They jumped to their feet, one after the other, and came to push cool noses into his palm. Over the bonds, their eagerness beat at him. Come, join us, run, hunt, chase, pack, pack, pack!

Zach nudged him behind one bare knee. Come on, old man, time to lead us.

I’ll old man you. He lay down and shifted rapidly, his gift still running wild. His body writhed, his vision fuzzed and changed, shadows and light leaping into relief. He sucked in one long breath and rolled up to all four paws, shaking to settle his coat into place. Scents hit his nose— crushed dry grass and pine, mouse nearby and distant deer, human clothes and far-off smoke, and all around him beloved wolves in fur.

He nipped at Zach, touched noses with Mark, and sprang away. Behind him, his pack followed, leathery pads near-silent on the meadow grasses, breathing easy.

He led them through some of their favorite spots— the swamp where only well-timed leaps kept a wolf’s paws free of the mud, the boulder field where he dodged around like a horse racing barrels, the hillside rabbit warren that was a maze of holes and distractions. They stuck with him, running well. He heard a pad or two go into the mud— Peter, showing off at the wrong moment. Felt Nikolai’s uncertainty through the boulders, till Rory moved up ahead of him instead of behind. Sent a whip-crack thought of Damien! when a rabbit broke temptingly right under his Seventh’s nose.

When they crested the ridge, he slowed and stopped. The elders at the back of the pack were breathing hard enough for him to hear it, but no one had lagged behind. He found his boulder and leaped easily to the top. On the grass below him, his pack formed their circle, looking up, tongues lolling.

He gazed out across his kingdom. Moonlight silhouetted the bare branches of poplar and maple, the leaves clinging to tall oaks, and the dark bulk of pines. Off toward the pond, he could see the glint of the moon on the water. A plane passed far overhead to the south, lights winking, ignorant of the life below it. Insects buzzed, and an owl hooted from the big dead cottonwood in the hollow. Somewhere, there would be deer. They might hunt, later, and fill bellies emptied by the shift.

But not now.

He looked back down at his pack. They were breathing easier now. Only Vincent still panted, and even his eyes were wide and bright.

Mine. Generations of possessiveness had created the depth of that drive inside him. My wolves. I would fight for them, die for them.

Yeah, Zach’s voice teased him, warm with love. But will you stand up there preening, or will you sing for them?

Brat. He sat down and looked skyward at the cool, glowing orb of the moon. Love you, Zach. Love them all, but you, you’re my heart. He raised his muzzle, took a breath, and let out the first howl. Below him, one by one, his wolves joined in. He knew each voice, even Rory’s rough warble and Nikolai’s deep bay. Their welcome run had gone well and they were fitting right in. Zach’s howl joined the chorus, high and bright and full of music. Lucas matched him an octave lower.

Sing, my wolves. Tomorrow might bring triumph or disaster— wolves knew that. But in fur, the present outweighed the future. Tonight, there was moonlight and song and running and hunting, and pack. And the man I love, here with me. Married, bonded, mine, to share all I have and all I am.

Aaron Tremaine, on his high Minnesota boulder, in dark fur and wolf voice, sang his joy to the moon, and below him, the voices of his mate and all his pack rose in age-old chorus to join him.

#####


While Aaron and Zach were off changing the world, Simon and Paul faced their own challenges at home…

Unplanned Coda

Hidden Wolves Book 7

Chapter 1

September 2011

Simon stretched out his legs and slumped in his uncomfortable wooden seat. His mate, Paul, glanced over from the upholstered chair Simon had fetched for him. “You know, we have a nice soft bed in our cabin. You could go stretch out while I keep watch on this old guy.”

“I’m not leaving you alone with him.” Simon gestured at the gray wolf lying asleep on the room’s one bed, front and back legs bound together with blue bandage-wrap. The werewolf might’ve looked scrawny and underfed, his fur thin with age, his muscles stringy, but Simon was intimately familiar with how fast a wolf could lunge and snap, and Paul had refused to put the muzzle back on.

“He’s sleeping, drugged and tied up.” Paul leaned forward and checked the fluid line hooked up to an IV in the old wolf’s leg. “Digesting all the food you persuaded him to eat.”

“Then why don’t you go lie down?”

“Have you ever known me to leave a drugged patient without supervision?”

No, of course not. Paul’s dedication to all his furry patients went well beyond the call of duty. Simon sighed, but silently— he was only alive because Paul rescued an injured stray he could’ve left to die. Paul’s dedication was one of the things he loved about his mate.

Simon straightened restlessly, rolling his shoulders, thumping his heels against the wood floor of the rustic cabin. He was stuck in here, guarding the lone wolf his Alpha had been told to find and contain. And, of course, he’d never leave his mate unprotected. But Aaron and five pack members were out in the night, miles away, running through the wild Northwoods forest in fur, and every fiber of Simon’s body yearned to be with them. If he focused on the bonds in his head, the sweet hum of connection beckoned— a golden warmth of pack and Alpha and a rhythm of feet on the ground and muscles stretching and breathing coming into sync…

“You could’ve gone along.” Paul’s gold-hazel eyes held an echo of that warmth.

“You won’t neglect your patient. I’m not about to abandon you.” He pushed to his feet. “So, how drugged is that guy? Think he’ll notice if we play a bit?” He bent and ran the edge of his thumb along Paul’s full lower lip.

Paul’s eyes darkened, but he said, “Most wolves his age are not going to be cool with us and PDAs.”

Simon let his grin go a bit feral. “Ah, but I established that I’m dominant to him.” The last time the old wolf had been awake, he’d tried to meet Simon’s gaze just once, before bending head submissively. “So he’d have no choice but to sit there in front of his superiors and shut up and—” Simon jolted as flashes of pain and fear and anger hit him across his pack bonds. He jumped back for fighting room and whirled, homing in on the direction his pack had gone. A blank wall met his gaze, and he froze, listening, feeling.

“What was that?” Paul asked, voice sharp with the same fear. “I thought— It felt— Shit! Someone’s hurt!”

“Yeah.” Simon closed down their mate bond to keep the pack distress from hitting Paul, while he tried to make sense of the turmoil. Aaron’s furious. That emotion rode over the rest, almost a relief. Aaron wasn’t grieving or afraid, so no one was dying. David’s hurt, and Lucas. A few little pangs came from other wolves, maybe Cord, maybe Zach, small things. If Zach’s hurt and it’s not an accident, Aaron will rip someone’s liver out.

“Did you just shut down on me?” Paul demanded. “What’s going on?”

Simon waved to quiet him. “I’m figuring it out. David and Lucas got hurt somehow, but the injuries don’t feel too bad. Maybe a broken bone, something like that.” The first panic and anger had eased, over the bonds and in his chest. Aaron was still pissed, but there was a hint of bitter pleasure in there too.

Simon’s phone rang. He yanked it out. Mark. No big surprise. “Yes, Second?”

“What the hell’s going on up there? Someone start a fight?” Mark sounded as angry as Aaron felt.

“I don’t know. Aaron took the guys out for a run in fur. I guess something happened.”

“That explains why no one’s answering phones but you.” Mark hesitated. “I felt injuries, but nothing big? You’re closer.”

Their pack bonds thinned out with distance, and Mark was down in the Twin Cities four hours away, where his contact with the lower wolves would be muted. “Nothing big,” Simon agreed. He took a quick scan of the pack bonds in his head, but Lucas was calm and even David didn’t seem to be in real trouble. “I’m sure Aaron will let us know when he gets a chance.”

“No doubt.” Mark hung up abruptly.

Simon paced along the wall, feeling the same need to go help that was no doubt getting Mark’s shorts in a twist. Staring at the logs wasn’t much use, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn away from the direction of his pack. The flashes of emotion over the bonds were just calm enough, just tinged enough with dark humor and even satisfaction, that he could override the drive to go find them. He pivoted on his heel and paced three strides back.

“You can go,” Paul said. “I promise, I won’t untie the old wolf.”

And yeah, that right there was a good reason to stay, because despite his experience with vicious dogs, and with the pack, untie had crossed Paul’s mind. “Nope. Aaron told me to do my duty here. If he wants me, he can yell for me.” Their bonds didn’t carry words, but an Alpha’s rallying call of Come to me! didn’t need words to be clear as day.

“Okay.” Paul picked up his ebook and pretended to read it, his lips pressed together as if there was more he wanted to say but was holding back.

The emotions over the pack bonds continued to ease. Simon paced, pivoted, and caught a hunch of Paul’s shoulder in response. Ah-ha, he’s getting antsy. He couldn’t resist playing up to that. Pace and pivot. Pace and pivot. How many times would it take to top out Paul’s not-stellar patience?

Apparently twenty-four was the winning number, because Paul lowered his reader and eyed him over the top. “Is there a reason you’re imitating a demented ping-pong ball?”

“Gotcha.” Simon leveled finger guns at Paul.

Paul sighed, no doubt intending to sound long-suffering, but there was a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You goof. Does that mean the guys are okay?”

“Mostly okay, yeah.” There was still a tug of pain coming from David, the teenager’s bond wide open and tinged with hurt. Lucas was shut down, the old wolf stoic and contained.

“Thank goodness.” Paul bit that pretty lower lip. “You don’t think it’s an attack? Another pack?”

“Can’t tell, but if it was, we won.” He went and crouched on the floor by Paul’s chair, still too worked up to sit— a position that sucked for getting up in a hurry— but wanting Paul’s touch, the way his hand automatically cupped the back of Simon’s neck, the way he bent, his lips parted for a kiss.

Paul held his reader out of the way and kissed generously, until Simon smiled against his lips and stood. “Thanks, sugar.”

“My pleasure.” Paul glanced at the old wolf, silent in his drugged doze. “How old do you think that guy is? Ninety?”

“Could be anywhere from eighty to a hundred and thirty.” Most wolves didn’t get much past that, partly because asking for death when body and mind began to fall apart was a wolf tradition. A lone wolf, living without a pack, though, with no one to ask and no good measure of how far he’d fallen? “Maybe more. There’s stories of wolves getting to one fifty, although I can’t be sure they’re not myths.”

“Maybe now wolves are out to the human world, there’ll be a chance to get more good data.” Paul hesitated, then gave Simon a wry look. “Or maybe there’ll just be more bullshit. I’m reading this bestseller that’s come out. American Werewolves: Truths About America’s Newest Minority. Two hundred thousand copies sold, and it’s full of the biggest load of nonsense anyone has ever produced.”

“Really?” Simon knew that after humans found out werewolves weren’t just bad movies and worse TV, a whole raft of books had released, no doubt jumping on the bandwagon for fun and profit. “Maybe I should’ve written a book. I could use a little cash.”

“Well, you couldn’t have done worse than this. In fact, it sounds like something you’d have come up with. Listen.” Paul read from the screen, “‘When a werewolf reaches the age of thirteen, he goes through a secret initiation ceremony in which he drinks the blood of a more powerful wolf, if possible his father or grandfather, to gain the ability to shift.’”

“Mm. Daddy’s blood was tasty,” Simon purred.

“Dork.” Paul shoved his shoulder. “Or this. ‘You can identify a man who can turn werewolf by using an old-fashioned mirror with a true silver backing. Modern mirrors will not work, but true silver will reflect the feral light in a human werewolf’s eyes with an uncanny glow. Holding the mirror at the right angle is also critical to observe the glow, as shown in the diagram.’”

“Think the author has some silver mirrors he’s trying to unload?”

“No doubt.” Paul flipped pages silently for a moment, then snorted. “Hey hon, he says, ‘Werewolves have a gland in their penis, much like a domestic dog, which allows them to lock into the vaginal canal of their chosen female host. This ensures that their seed impregnates the woman and also causes paroxysms of female pleasure so strong that women become addicted to the lupine sex process.’” He raised an eyebrow. “Why have you never given me paroxysms of addictive pleasure?”

“Haven’t I?” Simon bent and ran a finger down Paul’s chest, over his lean stomach, and into the top of his jeans. “I seem to remember glands and some damned outstanding paroxywhat’s of pleasure.”

Paul wriggled in his chair. “That tickles.”

“Really?” Simon eased out of the tight waistband and brushed the back of his knuckles across Paul’s fly. “Tickles?” The bonds in his head were calm enough to let him wait for more info on his packmates, but he wasn’t about to get really distracted, and straightened easily when Paul pushed his hand away. “Read to me, sugar. Tell me more about these amazing, feral werewolves and their glands.”

When Brandt and Cord stuck their heads in the door to update Simon on a group of hunters’ misguided attack on the pack, and to ask Paul for an arm splint for David, they found Simon leaning on the wall gasping with laughter at the book’s description of werewolves running terrified from bundles of full-moon-harvested wolf’s bane.
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