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  This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.


  


  1.


  The woods smelled perfect, like rain and rich, moist soil, and faintly, underneath the evergreens,  like strange  werewolf. Michael’s lip curled up in a smile.


  Two months ago a pack war erupted over the fifty-odd square miles of prime territory where Michael had lived his whole life. Many people, even friends, died. But now the land was his, and nothing would take it away.


  The Wolf burst through his skin. Between one stride and the next he landed on four feet, pushing himself off the ground and over a fallen log across the trail. Behind him four good warriors, male and female alike, shifted to the wolf and began the chase. Michael’s legs covered the trail in a ground-eating  lope . Silence wasn’t as important as speed. Neither was as important as intelligence. Michael knew the land well enough to have two other teams coming from other directions.


  No escape had become something of a motto of his.


  An abandoned house loomed around the next curve. Most of the roof had fallen over, giving the appearance that some enthusiastic swords person had sheared off a corner. The faded wood siding hung from the facade in places and the whole building smelled strongly of wet and mold. A large shadow-blob darted from the veil of kudzu and bindweed climbing the walls. It tried to flatten itself to the ground, as if it could slip past them unnoticed, but Michael and his lupercus had gotten very good at ferreting out the Wolves who came to Liberty looking to grab a piece of what they thought was a war-torn land.


  Michael’s legs bunched and thrust, pushing him forward until he collided maw-first with the foreign wolf. Teeth sank through fur and met flesh. Michael felt the impact when one of his lupercus collided with the enemy from the other side. Michael tried for the throat, but the wolf twisted and he hit shoulder instead.


  Blood was still blood.


  One of the lupercus didn’t miss. More of the rich velvet smell hit the air as someone—probably Angie—tore the back of the foreign wolf’s leg open, hamstringing him. Michael let the fight move a few steps away. She’d more than hamstrung him. His left rear leg was snapped, bone barely even attached to itself by tendon and gristle. Within a breath Michael was human again, a blond mass of a man towering over even the unusually-large wolves tussling before him.


  Michael snatched the invader by his scruff and held him up. “Human now and we’ll talk. Or you can keep fighting and die.”


  The wolf snarled and flailed. He tried to twist around and take a chunk from the arm Michael held him with. So Michael dropped him to the lupercus waiting below.


  Ten minutes later he still stood nearby, leaning against a maple, finally starting to recover from a long, hard winter. It was hard to convince northern wolves, but in Tennessee, three weeks below freezing and five days sub zero was a hard winter. Plus, somehow, the land knew when there were bad leaders on it. He firmly believed this and took heart in every sign of burgeoning spring. Some of the other wolves laughed and called him superstitious.


  Maybe. But the land knew.


  “Alpha?”


  One of his transplants, Angie, stood before him, covering her chest with her arm. She was an oddball of a person. Short brown hair, cut in a bob, with chocolate brown eyes that developed gold sparks when she was pissed off. She was as modest as a werewolf who occasionally shifted in places without  clothes could be . Plus, somewhere along the family line, someone had decided werewolf genes weren’t fun enough and bred in dwarfism.


  The lycanthrope and dwarf genes battled it out through her adolescence, leaving her a solid five foot, shaped differently from a standard human, and thickly muscled. Her last pack had assumed a level of disability and forbidden her from holding a position. Michael made her his second when rebuilding the Liberty pack. He had yet to regret his decision.


  “Angie?”


  She blushed a little because he’d told her to stick to first names. Habits were hard to break. “They all three fought and we had to put them all down.”


  He nodded in acknowledgment. He stopped feeling bad about killing people when one of his challengers tried to take his eye out of spite. He couldn’t take the land, so maiming others was apparently justified.


  Assholes.


  “I’m thinking about this shack, Angie. This is, what? The third time we’ve found a fight here?”


  “Fourth,” Angie answered.


  “I can’t decide if it would be better to torch it, or if it’s just damn convenient to let them keep hiding here.”


  “I’d torch it, sir. Mark it with scent too. It’s like vermin, if you leave them an opening, they’ll think that it means they’re welcome here. Leave our scent and they’ll know we’re watching.”


  Michael nodded. “Do it, but search the place thoroughly before. And have Ian help so we don’t start a forest fire.”


  Michael’s third, Ian, was a seasoned werewolf and a seasoned firefighter. 


  “I want a ditch, three by three. Thom, Jennifer, search the place to make sure it’s useless first.” Angie was back in wolf form before her words finished ringing through the air.


  Michael crouched down and grabbed a handful of soil. As the rich dark earth sifted between his fingers, he grinned. Annoying werewolf invaders or not, it was good to be home.


  -


  She watched the werewolves between the branches of the trees, unable to keep her lip from curling in disgust. This was supposed to be the middle of nowhere, dead space. Well, dead of civilization. Instead she’d found herself on the tail end of a werewolf war.


  She’d curse, but she could barely breathe right now without them hearing.


  This was bad. Real bad. But she still had time. She hoped.


  2.


  While it was tempting to stop at the compound, the house where the war ended, Michael still couldn’t bring himself to go inside. He owned it now, and didn’t feel right selling, especially since it rested right in the maw of the pack’s largest spread of hunting ground. But he just couldn’t.


  So he went home, back to his suburban split level in a nice, normal-looking neighborhood where he lived with six other werewolves who hadn’t found their places yet. But he was alpha, so he got to shower first.


  He wasn’t always sure that the benefits of alpha outweighed the cons. Of course they didn’t. After the war, nasty business that it was, the regis of the state took command of the territory. The pack that invaded was full of dissidents escaping from California. It had been a targeted hit, using a quiet, mid-south territory as a cover. They were trying to dig in, get resources, and build a stronghold. They almost succeeded.


  The regis of Tennessee was the old college roommate of the regis of California, and the California regis’ daughter and grandchildren had been granted land of their own as a favor. So a pack of California rebels showing up, trying to slaughter everyone and ransom the family of the regis was not to be tolerated. Michael couldn’t care less for politics, human or were-things, which is why, he suspected, both regis nominated him to rebuild the pack here. They were about as tired of politics and bloodshed as he was.


  He had to admit, though, that being allowed to hand-pick a pack instead of trying to forge a solid one from whoever was already living on the land had benefits. Often he found himself a sucker for people who had no place else to go.


  One more con to building a pack was the oversight. Next month they were due for a three month check-in. Inspection was more like it. The regis demanded another six months after that and a final one a year later. Stability was very important, they said. It was more likely that the Tennessee regis was just that damned embarrassed that his friend’s daughter and grandkids had nearly been killed on his land.


  Michael rubbed his face under the shower spray. By check-in next month he meant in under two weeks.


  His fingers paused on the scar across his face that he hoped would keep fading. Then they found his right knee and rubbed it. He wasn’t that old, just a few months past thirty. But somehow he’d ended up with scars and sore spots and a knee that ached when storms moved in. Time could probably fix his ills, if he was given any. But rogue and traveling wolves had been a near constant. Some fought and fled. Some, like Thom and Jennifer and Angie, decided to stay in the hopes that the Tennessee woodlands could become home.


  And a handful of true enemies, those belligerent to either of the regis or himself for taking the land, unfortunately had to be weeded out and put down.


  Michael thought wryly that he needed to give his damn aching knee for some peace and quiet. No sooner had he thought it than someone knocked on the door, then without waiting, came in. The sudden rush of cool air was a dead giveaway.


  “Sir?” Angie corrected herself, “Michael? There’s a woman at the front door asking for you. She’s trying to push her way in.”


  Fantastic. “Is she armed?”


  “No. She is lupinis, though. She says she knows you, but I don’t recognize her.”


  There were a lot of people from Michael’s past that, thankfully, Angie wouldn’t recognize.


  “Guess I better put some pants on then.”


  Angie escaped before he stepped out of the shower. She left the door adjoining the master bedroom open, giving him a dramatic, smoky, towel-wrapped entrance to an audience of no one. A pair of jeans and a white t-shirt pulled over another set of claw-shaped scars scoring his otherwise nicely-toned abs got him as ready for company as he’d ever be.


  His house was seventy-some years old. Bought by his grandfather, passed down to his father and then him. He was the first not to raise a family in it. It was built for a family: four bedrooms, three bathrooms, a large kitchen and dining room, a formal living room that he turned into a library and a sunken den. It was in the latter that his pack had cornered the newcomer.


  It was a good choice. Someone had shoved one of the couches against the sliding glass patio doors last week, which made it harder to go through but easier to see the big flat screen TV on the mantle over the fireplace. That attracted lots of attention from the people living here. The room was filled with people who were sometimes wolves, yet the air contained a cautious neutrality. Normally the only arguing that went on in here was over sports teams or favorite reality show contestants.


  While most of his wolves were in pajamas or t-shirts or sweat pants, lounging around casually, the television sat dark and silent, and their eyes all tracked the newcomer’s every move.


  The woman sitting calmly in the middle of so many predators was classically beautiful, with a symmetrically-pleasing face, a light sprinkling of freckles over her cheeks, and dark blonde hair coaxed into shiny curls. She looked up at him as soon as he entered the room. Her eyes were pale hazel, a few shades too murky to be green.


  She wore casual clothes, jeans, a loose olive tank top and low-heeled black sandals.


  He had no clue who she was.


  “Michael, this is Samantha Clements. Samantha, this is Michael, alpha of the Liberty pack.” Angie nodded to the newcomer.


  “Sam, please,” the woman said, leaning forward and offering a hand as Michael sat in an armchair near her. Angie remained standing at his back. “It’s been forever. You look good.”


  “I’m sorry. I can’t say I recognize you.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Sam said with a smile. “It’s been a while. I left when I was fourteen. You were seventeen. And I was Sammie Gray then.”


  The name clicked. Sammie Gray. She was the younger sister of one of the kids he’d run with as a teen, back when they were all bigger than their britches and ready to rage on the world. She’d been caught somewhere between a fellow troublemaker and a girl just a little shy of girlfriend-material age. And she’d had a wicked crush on him.


  “Wow, Sammie Gray. It has been forever. What brings you here?”


  She looked away suddenly, the first time her eyes hadn’t been on him since he entered the room. “Oh, same old story. I’m coming out of a bit of a messy divorce and looking to start over. I heard you were building a pack and I got real homesick.”


  “You want to join my pack?”


  She nodded. “Try it out at least, right? I just... need someplace I know but isn’t New York. I think I’ve had enough of New York.”


  “Is there anything I should know about? Any threat someone from your past might bring to our door?”


  Her eyes darkened. “No, nothing like that. I’m just looking for a fresh start. It’s really hard when half your pack—maybe more—is your ex-husband’s family or friends.”


  “Putting a few thousand miles between you two should help.” Michael smiled.


  Sam smiled back. “Exactly. I do hope you’ll give me a chance.”


  “I don’t see why not. We’re  only at sixteen  members so far. Your New York friends will probably think you’ve run off with a bunch of hicks.”


  It was a bit of a test. A few people who had tried to come in had outright called Michael and his crew “a bunch of backhills hicks. It was hard to build bonds with an alpha if you had a complete lack of respect for them.


  “Oh, I couldn’t care less what they think. The point is to get away from them.”


  This time Michael’s smile was a few degrees warmer. “Then we’ll see you at the next Howl.”


  “Oh, you wouldn’t happen to know of any places for rent, would you?”


  Yup, he absolutely did. Putting a wolf with absolutely no ties to the last few years’ nightmare in Maeul’s house seemed like a perfect way to cleanse bad memories.


  “Can you afford a bigger place? Four bedrooms. Two baths, finished basement on about eight acres?”


  Sam smiled devilishly. “Darling, the only good thing about my divorce was the lovely alimony settlement.”




  3.


  The house sat alone on a beautiful expanse of land, clearly well-tended. The woods framed the place like it had been hand-planted to do so. But the guy who’d told her this was the heart of the local pack had either lied, or was very wrong.


  The property was sales-ad perfect, including being utterly empty. It smelled of fresh paint and generic cleaner.


  She’d sat and watched the wolves destroy the cabin in the woods. They’d taken several bags of something from it first. No doubt what she’d come to recover was inside. Now she came to get a gauge on who currently ran the region only to find it was apparently no one.


  Her skills did not include bargaining with no one.


  A low growl rumbled from between her lips. This spy shit was just fantastic. There was really only one way to track down the wolves now. She shifted from paw to paw then settled into a tight  crouch  that she could maintain practically forever.


  Sit and watch, she told herself. And pray the boredom doesn’t kill you.


  ~


  Unlike many alphas, Michael chose to maintain a full time job. It allowed him to support himself, therefore not be dependent on having a certain number of pack members or tempting him to keep around any percentage of wealthy pack members for the income. He didn’t intend to open himself up to being bought.


  Also, it gave him a life outside of the pack.


  He’d heard the speeches before about how vital a pack was to a wolf’s sanity. He’d given a few in his time. It was part of the standard “join my pack” pitch. Certainly healthier than the “join or I’ll kill you where you stand” spiel. It required delegation, which required a completely solid network of lupercus. He was eternally grateful he’d found Angie, because without her he’d never have moments like this.


  The bird in his hands was a Cooper’s Hawk. They were fairly common in the area, but how many people got to hold them? He couldn’t resist one last careful stroke of the raptor’s feathers before he opened his fingers. The bird sat on his arm for another moment, wings still partially spread, catching the wind. Then he seemed to realize Michael no longer held his feet and he launched himself away.


  “All right!” Justin, Michael’s closest human friend, cheered beside him. Four months ago someone had brought the hawk to the park ranger’s station with a broken wing.


  Michael had still been reeling from the battle to take back the pack. But he’d spent ten years working as a ranger here... before.


  When he returned, Justin was happy to give him his job back and resume their friendship as if Michael hadn’t disappeared for three years. The release was proof of that, since they’d begun a system of trading off wildlife releases, and Justin remembered it had been Michael’s turn.


  Justin beat Michael’s back excitedly as they both watched the hawk disappear into the horizon. That part of the job never got old. And Justin, the ex-high school wrestler and teen boxing club coach, still thumped just as hard.


  “Another satisfied customer,” Justin said. Michael snorted.


  Animals were easier to work with than people. Even when they bit or scratched or pissed all over you. There was something more honest about it all. Not to say there weren’t asshole animals who acted out of sheer meanness. But there were less of them, and they were pretty upfront about it.


  “Okay, next up we have a report from some Civil War reenactors of wolf prints up at the northern campgrounds.”


  A routine call, and most of the time the prints were really fox or stray dogs. But Michael’s breath still hitched. A day or two without some sort of pack show down would be nice. Plus, the northern campgrounds were less than a mile from the house he just rented out. It would be bad form to get his newest pack mate killed by outsiders, especially before he’d even collected rent.


  The drive was short and almost entirely through dirt service roads and the occasional horse trail. Michael and Justin bounced around in the cab because no amount of werewolf reflexes softened vehicular instability. They came to the campground, a large expanse of open land, shaded by giant trees, some of which had been growing since before it was named Tennessee. On one side, near the public road, sat a clutch of picnic tables and public use grills. A great deal of the space, however, was free of anything that appeared more modern than the early 1900s. Excluding the mowed grass, but an attempt at period only went so far.


  “In the mud by the trash can,” Justin read from the message on his phone. They both looked at the campground. There were five trash cans.


  Michael took the far pair. It allowed him a little cover so he could suck a deep breath in through his nose and roll it around in the back of his throat. He didn’t have the same number of scent receptors in man form as wolf, but he did have more than the average human.


  As soon as the first tendril of pheromones hit his nose, Michael knew there was a problem. The faint animal scent was laced with offness. A fused shape somewhere between animal and person. So either their mystery wolf lived in captivity with humans, or it was a shapeshifter.


  “Hey, Michael!” Justin waved from a trash can closer to the trunk. Michael avoided skidding through the patches of mud left behind by last night’s storms.


  “If this is what our folks saw, we’re in a bit of trouble.”


  Michael crouched down and looked at the series of prints. They were large, much bigger than even werewolves. And then...


  “There are no claw marks,” Justin said.


  “Because they’re retractable,” Michael finished. “Cougar?”


  “Could be. Damn big cougar. Hell, looks like a tiger.”


  But there couldn’t be a tiger roaming around in the Tennessee woods, could there? Michael bit back a groan.


  “Cougar, it is. Probably wandered in from the mountains.” Justin snapped a few photos with his phone. “I’ll start passing it around. Hopefully it’ll just wander back to where it came from.”


  “Hey,” Justin said, clapping him on the back. “At least it’s not a bear.”


  Oh, hell.


  -


  He’d agreed to meet Sam at the compound and regretted it as soon as he pulled away from his office. He was tempted to just drop the keys in the mailbox and let her do her own tour. But his guts told him no.


  She was waiting at the house, leaning against her little green sedan in a pair of low cut, hip-hugging jeans, a black spaghetti strap top that failed to completely cover her softly-curved stomach and the same strappy black sandals. They were probably shit in this mud, but he had to admit they had some appeal.


  A lot of appeal.


  “Michael.” Sam shot him a charming grin and walked to him as he slid from his car. She’d had to have practiced that hip movement in the mirror. “How are you doing?”


  “Good, good. You?”


  “Desperate to get out of hotel life.” Her smile brightened a few watts.


  “I can sympathize. Spent too much time there myself.  You  ready to look inside?”


  “Lead the way.”


  The house was built on a hill. The front door was at ground level, but the back let out onto a large deck. Michael automatically went to the back door. Habits were hard to break.


  “We used to meet here on full moons and holidays. Little get togethers. All the time, really.”


  “Now what do we do?” she asked.


  “There’s always some of us that get together in the park for a hunt, and it carries over, usually to movies and popcorn or something.”


  “Nothing mandatory?”


  Michael shook his head. The door opened into a carpeted dining room with an open-plan, white-tiled kitchen space beyond. “Just a monthly check in, and a polite request to come to me immediately if you have any issues. Even if it’s something like a utility cut off, I like to help. But I have no desire to run anyone’s life.”


  “Isn’t that kind of hard, being an alpha and all?”


  He had to look at her to realize she was teasing him.


  “Is that how they run things in New York?” He’d meant it as a return tease, but Sam’s eyes darkened.


  “Sometimes I think they tried.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to touch a sore subject.”


  Sam made an effort to smile again, but it wasn’t as bright. “No. Well, yes, a little bit. But it’s not your fault. I had reasons—for leaving my husband, I mean. They weren’t as clear as something like abuse, or infidelity.


  “But the pack couldn’t accept that. They couldn’t see any reason for us not to stay together until we were old and gray and popped out lots of little babies.”


  Michael felt like he should say something, but he didn’t know what that was, so he nodded. He did understand. It was hard to go against a pack’s opinion, even when it was wrong.


  “When it feels like the whole pack is just trying to get you back together...” She ran her hand through her hair and laughed. “It probably wasn’t really the whole pack—”


  “But it felt like it,” Michael answered.


  “Yes, exactly. It felt like it.”


  Michael wished very badly that there was some place to sit in all this emptiness. “Do you mind if I ask why you and he weren’t going to work out?”


  She smiled again at him with tendrils of her hair in her eyes. “No, I don’t mind.


  “Um, it’s hard, you know. There are things that tell you this isn’t the one for you. In my self-doubting moments I wonder if I just saw myself as a princess and he’s just not really a prince.” She laughed again. “It’s so stupid.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  “No, it’s not.” She repeated. “It’s not. I, um, I couldn’t see us doing the whole kids and happy family thing. Ty, he’s headstrong. More traditional than he realizes.


  “I didn’t want my daughter growing up with a dad who’d be trying to find a good match for her instead of letting her discover for herself. And my son, I couldn’t imagine him being constantly drawn into...my therapist would call it toxic masculinity.


  “I’m sure Ty will love his children in the way he feels is best. I just want something different  for  mine.” She finished.


  Silence fell over them.


  “That seems understandable. You shouldn’t breed with someone you can’t trust with your children. That’s what you mean, right?”


  Though he wasn’t clear on why she would marry a man she didn’t want to have children with. Perhaps she didn’t want children at all. Or perhaps she only found his flaws after a few years together.


  “I guess it is.” Silence again, but this time she broke it. “So, big house. Why’s it just sitting here unloved?”


  “A few years ago I sold it to a nice guy, Maeul. He was assuming alpha here. Then this other pack came in. Things got bad. They were funded by some pissed off wolves out of California. California was understandably upset and funded some counter terrorism action.”


  “How many died?” She was still smart.


  “Sixteen,” Michael answered.


  “In the house?”


  “No, on the land. And the bodies were taken care
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