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Nothing wrecks a guy’s day like finding out he’s a werewolf.

From the moment artist Dylan Shore arrives in Chicago, his life gets twisted like a kaleidoscope. Why does a street gang he’s never met before want him dead? Why is a hot but odd mathematician stalking him? And how can half the things Alex Corwin says possibly be true, no matter how honest he seems?

Alex has a frightening dilemma. Dylan is attractive, appealing, out and proud. He’s also completely unaware that he’s a werewolf. It shouldn’t be Alex’s job to tell him, and warn him that gay wolves usually end up dead. But someone has to, before he finds out in blood and violence.

Chicago’s not Alex’s hometown, but somehow he needs to protect Dylan from the local packs, protect the wolves from being outed by Dylan, and keep his cool around the first man to touch his own deeply-closeted heart.

This is a lightly edited re-release of the 2016 original novel (previously numbered 4).
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I used to write books in solitude, never even showing anyone the results. Over the last ten years, I’ve become friends with an amazing group of people who generously give their time to beta read and help me polish my stories, before some of them make their way into readers’ hands. My thanks to Eric, Kay, Kira, Jess, and Jonathan, for your work on this one. And to K, who set up charts to let me keep all those pack wolves and families unscrambled.

By the way, K? Here are the wolves, and the cats, for you.


Chapter 1

You’re not here to look at the damned wolves. Dylan Shore hefted the strap of his art bag higher on his shoulder, turning left on the path. Not indulging the dreams or the obsession or… He glanced to his right and was caught by those eyes. Pale, almost-silver eyes, bright as forged steel, cold as river ice, with flecks of gold like a fire shining through behind them. The wolf didn’t blink, didn’t move, just watched him.

Dylan froze and returned its steady gaze, his fingers itching for his brushes, or at least a pencil. The other red wolves in the zoo enclosure yawned, stretched, and wandered along the fence, waking from their daytime stupor. They were all worth drawing— lanky legs, red-gray fur and sliding muscles, pointed ears and sleepy amber eyes. But he’d resisted until the big male focused on him. It crouched, a fierce predator behind the wire mesh, head lowered, intent, waiting for him to move and mark himself as friend or foe or prey. He eased down on the bench and slowly reached into his bag for his pencils and pad.

He’d sworn he wasn’t going to draw anything realistic today. He needed to shake up his style, get looser, more impressionistic, for the book he’d been commissioned to illustrate. That story was dreamlike and fanciful. His drawings needed to be the same, changing to paler colors, softer lines, fluffy. Flamingoes and lemurs. Not the menagerie of predator and prey— glowing eyes, tight muscle under hide and skin, poised for fight or flight— that he was known for. Obsessed with.

Fairies, he needed to think about fairies. Not wolves.

But even as he reminded himself of his plans, his pencil was flying over the paper. The silver gaze mesmerized him. Maybe this time he’d catch it on paper, that elusive something that made his spine tingle and his heart race in the presence of the big predators. Because no matter how much praise his art got, no matter how his work gained a reputation for unsentimental realism, there was always something missing. In his dreams, wild creatures looked into his eyes and spoke without words. On paper, they stared back at him in silent disapproval. Yes, we’re powerful and deadly, caged or free, but you’re missing the point.

The wolf rose and turned away. Those light eyes stared out past Dylan into infinity beyond the wire. He was dismissed from its thoughts, beneath its notice. His sketching slowed and then stopped. He looked down at his work. Just the eyes, over and over, framed in a nebulous halo of gray-ticked fur. Just eyes.

Dylan sighed and stuffed his pad back into the satchel at his feet. He stood, stretched, and looked around.

Closing time at the zoo was approaching, and the heavy sky promised rain. Lightning flashed, off in the distance, and the ominous weight of a coming storm hung in the air. The families with small children had gradually disappeared, heading home to dinner, leaving the zoo grounds quieter, nearly empty. The concession stands had been shuttered and the smells of hotdogs and cotton candy were dissipating in the growing breeze. Dylan wrinkled his nose.

His sense of smell had always been painfully acute, so he didn’t miss the burnt-junk-food miasma. But in its place, he began to pick up the animals. He could tell by scent which way led to the bears, the reptiles, the sea lions with their combination of fish and fur. And the wolves. They should’ve smelled the same as wolves in any other zoo he’d visited, and yet it was clear they didn’t— these red wolves were not timber wolves or Mexican grays— each species had a scent as individual as a fingerprint. He sighed. Sometimes he was so freaky he couldn’t stand it.

He rubbed his nose hard and rolled out his neck. He’d been sitting longer than he’d thought, and his back twinged from hunching over. Leaving his bag under the bench, he strolled along the enclosure. The wolves were becoming more active as the light faded behind heavy clouds. The smallest female paced along the fence with him, mirroring his movements on the other side of the wire. Then she suddenly alerted, staring past him, her ruff erect and lips curled back.

In the same instant, he caught a flicker of movement, just at the periphery of his vision. Something about it carried a sense of threat, of anger, and he had a flash of some predator, broken loose from its cage. But when he whirled, he was being stalked by predators of a different sort.

There were four of them, teen boys ranging from a wiry kid who was perhaps fourteen to the oldest— a stocky, heavy-muscled, Hispanic guy who might’ve hit twenty. They didn’t dress any differently from the kids his sister brought home on dates. Nothing specific to suggest gangs and violence. But Dylan had seen some rough parts of town, growing up. He knew the difference between wannabes and serious threats. These kids were serious.

He stopped and stared steadily at them, trying to seem relaxed, confident, and unafraid. An hour ago, there’d have been a dozen witnesses to this encounter. Even now, there should be zoo staff somewhere, cleaning up before closing. But the heavy cloud cover was making the light drop fast. He saw no one else around. The glass-walled building behind the boys was still lit inside but he couldn’t reach it. In the enclosure at his back, one of the wolves growled softly, then another snarled louder, as if they recognized the threat. Dylan kept his focus on the boys, waiting for them to make a move.

“Hey, mutt,” the oldest drawled. “What’re you doing, coming to our town and not checking in? That’s bad manners. What pack are you with?”

Huh? “Look,” Dylan said evenly. “I’m just in Chicago visiting. I don’t want trouble and I don’t have much money.”

The second kid, a rangy blond, spat toward his feet. “We don’t want your money.”

The oldest shot the kid a look, and the blond moved back a half step and ducked his head. The Hispanic boy said, “If you didn’t want trouble you should’ve checked in. Troy doesn’t like strays in his territory. Don’t they teach manners in your home pack?”

“What?” That made no sense.

“Right.” The kid’s tone was almost a growl, echoed by snarls from the wolves in the enclosure. The boys began spreading out in a semicircle, cutting off Dylan’s exits. “You’re going to come with us,” the leader said. “You can tell Troy what was so urgent that you didn’t pay your respects first, before hanging out at the fucking zoo.”

“Look.” Dylan backed up a couple of steps. His satchel was under the bench behind the boys but it had nothing irreplaceable in it, other than a few unfinished sketches. He’d have to leave it. “I think you have me mixed up with someone else.”

“Oh, no.” The teens stalked toward him with uncanny grace. The Hispanic boy grinned wickedly. “You can come now, or you can make us… insist. We haven’t had any real fun for weeks.”

Dylan pulled out his phone, fumbling to dial nine-one-one without looking away from the boys. Not that he wanted to talk to cops here in the States, exactly. As a Canadian, he had a nervous respect for American law enforcement. But a siren might make these kids scatter. “I’ll call the cops if you don’t back off,” he said.

“The fuck you will!” The oldest boy sprang toward him, reaching for his phone. Dylan whirled and ran.

There was a narrow space between the wolf cage and a couple of trees. Beyond that, a path led along the bear enclosure. Dylan didn’t know if it would dead-end but he had no choice. He sprinted, evading a grab from the nearest teen as he dodged past, ducking behind the trees and across the grass to the paved walk.

Behind him, he heard the boys laughing as they gave chase. To his left, the solid wall of the reptile house blocked him. To his right, he spotted the shaggy brown bulk of a bear behind a tall chain link fence. The enclosure could probably be climbed, but not fast enough, and he wasn’t entirely sure it would be better to face the bear. He sprinted on down the path, gaining a little ground as he ran.

Ahead, the trail branched. On the left, a loop circled back into the zoo’s maze of enclosures. On the right it ran close to the outer perimeter’s iron fence. The thin vertical bars and row of spikes looked tough to climb, but he’d scaled plenty of fences in his teens and he was sure he could get over it. Beyond the fence was a park and roads and the open space of the city. Hopefully his lead was big enough now and the gang would decide it was too much trouble to follow him.

He shoved his phone into his pocket as he turned right and cut across the grass. With a grunt, he leaped and grabbed the top rail between the spikes. The top was high and the prongs were rough-edged and sharp when he had to grab them but he scrambled over, ignoring the slicing of his palms. He’d always healed fast, and he had a feeling the boys behind had worse than a few cuts planned for him. Something sharp snagged the back of his shirt as he jumped to the ground. He was jerked backward, then abruptly let go, and he landed awkwardly on hands and knees. Bolting to his feet, he took off across the grass, focused on the sounds behind him.

He thought the chase would be over. The boys snarled loud curses. But then he heard the clang and shudder of the fence as they obviously came over it. Whatever they wanted with him, they were willing to go to a surprising amount of trouble. He sprinted away across an expanse of lawn and along a park-like trail without looking back, using his ears to monitor his pursuers.

At first, he ran at three-quarter speed, pacing himself. He’d always been a fast runner. Even as a child, it was the way he worked off his inner demons. Angry? Run. Scared? Run. Too fucking furious to get words out? Run until you can’t do anything but gasp each breath.

All that running had made him seriously fit. In middle school, his track coach had suggested a possibility of the Olympics. Dylan wasn’t the fastest in a sprint, but given any kind of distance, none of the other boys could stay with him. He was so used to counting on that, it was a shock to hear all four of these teens still close on his heels as he reached the tree-lined streets.

He picked up his pace another notch, tearing along the sidewalk beside parked cars. His breath came harder as he put everything he had into this mad dash. Another road over and they were approaching apartment buildings and storefronts. He tried to glance toward the windows as he passed. Surely he could run up to a door or flag down a car for help. This wasn’t the inner city.

But the boys were only a few yards behind. He wasn’t sure he could make himself understood to a rescuer before they’d be on him. And they might be willing to hurt a bystander. The feel of the chase had shifted from an almost cheerful aggression to something deadly serious.

The traffic was sparse on this darkening weekend evening. A few cars passed in either direction. No one stopped or seemed to notice anything wrong. Dylan wondered what they thought was going on. He was only a few years older than the oldest of his pursuers. Did they look like a team of athletes, out for a training run? Was his fear not visible?

He’d never run this far, this fast. The pounding of his feet on the sidewalk was almost hypnotic. He wished he knew the area. The longer the chase went on, the more he worried about its ending. What if he got trapped in a dead end? Somehow, he didn’t think he’d wind up having a nice conversation with some unknown new running buddies. He dug out another spurt of speed and gained a few more yards, before the boys kicked it up as well to stick with him.

Then a car pulled up alongside him. The passenger window rolled down. “Get in. Quickly!” a male voice said. Dylan spared a sideways glance. The driver was barely visible at this angle, just a man in a sweatshirt keeping his car paced to Dylan’s hard run.

Dylan thought about choices for a second. Behind him he heard the boys curse and try to speed up. That decided him. If they didn’t want him to get into that car, it was probably a good place to be. He dodged into the street.

The driver skillfully held his speed steady while Dylan reached over and yanked open the door. For a moment Dylan panicked, as the tug of the door handle pulled him off-balance. He almost stumbled. Then the car slowed just a fraction and he was able to reach the grab bar above the door and swing himself in. It took a nerve-wracking lean, reaching out over rushing pavement to grab the inside handle, but he managed to swing the door shut. With a satisfying rumble of power, the car sped up, leaving the four boys behind.

Dylan sat back in his seat and sucked air through his open mouth. He was more winded than he’d ever been in his life. He closed his eyes, feeling the rush of adrenaline still driving his heart. His muscles twitched uncontrollably. It took a couple of minutes for his shaking to ease, then he turned to look over at his rescuer.

The guy appeared to be a few years older than him. Late twenties, maybe. He was a tall, wiry man, with red-blond hair and fair, freckled skin. His face was narrow, with hollow cheeks and a strong nose that’d probably seemed oversized when he was a kid. His eyes were shadowed, a light color behind tinted, wire-rimmed glasses.

“All right,” the man said. “What did you do to get on the wrong side of those guys?”

“I don’t know! I think they… confused me with… someone else.” He took a couple of deeper breaths, until the words came more easily. “They kept asking what gang I was with. I don’t even live here. I’m just visiting.”

“But you did check in?” the driver said. “With Rick Brown, at least?”

Dylan stared at him. More gibberish? “The only place I checked in was a motel. What is it with Chicago? Do tourists have to register with the local Mafia?”

The man shook his head slowly. “Don’t you require visitors to your home town to check in with the pack?”

“I don’t know any freaking pack,” Dylan said. “Or gang or tong or whatever. Hell, I wasn’t even in the Boy Scouts. Is this a US thing? Post 9-11? Because I’m from Montreal and where I come from, tourists are allowed to go to the freaking zoo without asking permission first.”

The driver was silent a long time. Finally he said, “You really don’t know why those boys were chasing you?”

“I really don’t,” Dylan snapped.

“That’s not good.”

“Hopefully it won’t matter,” Dylan said. “I’m not going to call the cops. I doubt I’d recognize them in mug shots. And there’s no reason I should see them again. I’m only here for a week.”

The other man nodded slowly, as if doubtful. But then he shook off the mood and gave Dylan a friendly smile. “So, is there somewhere I can take you? I’m Alex, by the way.”

“Dylan.” He thought about it. “You could just drop me somewhere I can catch the El-train. I’m staying all the way up in Evanston. I rode the transit down here.”

“Evanston’s fine for me,” Alex said. “I’m working at Northwestern so I’m staying up there myself.”

“Really?” Dylan turned to look at the man with new interest. “My little sister’s starting at Northwestern as an undergraduate.”

Alex said, “Sister? Oh. Um, I’m actually from Seattle, at the U. Dub. medical school, but I’m here to help with a new cancer drug trial. Luckily, they decided to consult a statistician before starting. We’re almost done with improving the design and it’ll be a lot more robust.”

“I guess that’s good,” Dylan said.

Alex laughed. He had a great laugh, warm and open even though he was laughing at himself. “Yeah, I guess that was a little obscure. What do you do, Dylan?”

“I’m an artist. Mostly book illustrations, but my wildlife paintings and line drawings are starting to sell too.” He paused. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I left my bag at the zoo when those kids started chasing me. I forgot it has a bunch my good pens in there. Fuck!”

“Valuable stuff?”

“Yeah. I wasn’t worried about a pad and a few pencils, but those pens cost a couple hundred dollars.” He looked at his watch. “They’ll be closed now. I’ll have to go get it tomorrow. Hopefully it’ll still be under the bench or turned in to Lost and Found.”

Alex sounded startled. “You’re going back there?”

“Why not?” He looked at Alex sharply. “You can’t think those guys’ll come after me again?”

“Mm.”

That was a very noncommittal sound. “I can’t imagine young punks like that would hang around the zoo. Surely they’ll go mug people somewhere else tomorrow?”

“Maybe. I wouldn’t bet on it though. Kids like that, they often have preferred territory, you know?”

“Yeah, but the zoo? Now a skate park or a shopping mall…” Dylan trailed off, as Alex continued to look concerned. “You’re really worried about them?”

“Is there anything in that bag that can identify you? Does it have your address?”

“Well, my home address and my name,” Dylan said. “Not my motel or anything. My cell number…” He reached for his pocket. “Double shit!”

Alex cocked an eyebrow.

“I lost my phone. Damn it!” He patted all his pockets, just in case, and slid forward in his seat to stick his hand into each of them, but no fucking luck. At least it was just a prepaid with about twenty bucks left on it. “It must’ve fallen out.”

“Any chance the guys will find it?” Alex said. “Can they look at your call log and find your motel or your sister?”

“My sister?” Dylan frowned. “Why would they care about Frankie? What the hell’s going on?”

Alex shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not sure. I just… they seemed really determined to catch you.”

Dylan nodded. “I thought the fence would stop them but they came right over it.” He glanced at his palms, slowly bleeding onto the knees of his jeans. “Those spikes were nasty. You wouldn’t think it’d be worth tearing up their own clothes to steal the twenty-five bucks I have on me.”

“I doubt it was the money.” Alex appeared to notice Dylan’s hands for the first time. “Are those hands as beat up as they… look?”

“They’re fine.” Dylan would have tucked them under his arms to hide them, but that would’ve ruined his shirt too. He hadn’t brought that many clothes.

“Do you have a first aid kit in your motel?” Alex asked. “Or I could take you to a drugstore?”

Dylan shrugged. “Don’t want to be that much bother.”

“It’s not a bother.” Alex nodded at the glove compartment. “There’s a towel in there. Wrap it around those cuts before you totally ruin your jeans.”

Dylan fumbled the compartment open and pulled out a small blue towel, marked with a couple of dry beige stains. “This?”

“It’s clean enough. That’s just coffee.”

“Ah.” He awkwardly wound an end around each hand and clamped down, trying to staunch the flow. “I probably got blood on your car.” He looked sideways. Yep. The doorframe and handle. “Sorry. I promise, no infectious diseases.”

“Of course not,” Alex said absently. “Listen, why don’t we stop off at my place? I have first aid stuff there. Let me wrap those hands for you before I take you back to the motel. That way you don’t have to bleed all over a Walgreens.”

Dylan was going to protest but he held the words back. There was something off here, something odd about Alex’s original intensity and now his bland casualness. He clearly knew, or guessed, more about the boys than he was sharing. Dylan flicked another look his way, but Alex just stared ahead calmly as if Dylan’s answer didn’t matter.

Dylan wished his clothes didn’t still hold the smell of the wolves and the zoo. That predator scent was setting his teeth on edge. He had a second’s worry that this might be a setup. What if the boys’ real intention had been to drive him to the road for Alex to pick him up? But he didn’t believe it. Their rage at his escape had sounded too real, and Alex’s worry about the cell phone too believable, to make that theory work.

Remembering the cell phone thing made up his mind. If there was any chance that Frankie might get involved, he was going to stick to Alex like glue until he found out what the hell was going on. Alex wasn’t much bigger than him, and a childhood on tough streets had taught Dylan how to fight. He would let himself be half kidnapped, for now.

Glancing at Alex sideways, he tried to imagine what the guy might want from him. Not money, he didn’t think. Those were perfectly fitting and pricey brand-name jeans, and although the sweatshirt was old, the car was luxurious and new. Dylan had no rich family behind him, no big bank account for a ransom. As for… other forms of payment for a ride, Dylan just couldn’t tell.

His intuition was for shit tonight. Usually he got something, a vibe, almost a smell of intent from guys, but Alex gave him nothing. He seemed like a helpful, nice-looking, ordinary man— he might be a gay rapist or a straight axe murderer or a delusional alien, and Dylan had no clue. Odds were against all of those, though. He’d go with the odds. For now.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’d appreciate it.”

“No problem. I was expecting a boring evening with my beer and seventy-two channels of nothing worth watching. You’ll be a change of pace.”

“Well, you’re totally making me think better of Chicago. Except you’re not from Chicago. Where’d you say was home?”

“Seattle. Washington.”

“Pretty part of the country.”

“Yeah. It is. Very.”

Dylan picked up a deep thread of longing behind the words, surprisingly intense. No doubt even a young rich guy could get homesick. How that fit with recognizing a pack of violent local teens was anyone’s guess. He didn’t comment, just settled himself in the seat, tried not to speculate ahead of his facts, and watched unfamiliar scenery go by.

§ § § §

Alex Corwin cast sidelong glances at the young man in his passenger seat as he drove. He tried not to be obvious about it, but his mind was racing.

Dylan was a werewolf. There was no doubt in Alex’s mind about that. Kin knows kin. Body language, gait and speed, the scent of skin and blood, all told the tale clearly to his wolf senses.

He’d seen four pack youngsters in full cry after another wolf. He’d assumed their quarry was another of their own pack and he’d have driven on by, but Dylan had glanced over with a look of terrified appeal just as Alex drew level. He’d found himself slowing and opening the window.

He didn’t regret it. Hell, he defied anyone to intercept that look from those startling deep-blue eyes and not want to help. But he had to wonder what kind of mess he was getting himself into. Because unless this guy was the best liar Alex had ever met, Dylan apparently didn’t know he was a werewolf.

Alex had never met anyone, or even heard of anyone, lost to himself that way. It was possible, in theory, but werewolves moved heaven and earth to keep young wolf boys with their fathers, or in case of disaster with some other male relative. Techniques ran as far as blackmail and kidnapping if need be. Boys just did not leave the safety of the pack. But Dylan obviously had, and very young.

Unless he was better at telling lies than Alex could ever hope to be. “I know it’s kind of personal,” he said tentatively, “but how old are you?”

“Twenty-four. Why?”

Alex shrugged. “Just curious.” That was about the age he looked, too. Most wolves at twenty-four would look seventeen or eighteen and still have a hard time getting served in bars. Dylan looked good… mature, adult. And his wolf scent was oddly muted and hard to detect. Maybe Alex was wrong. Except he wasn’t.

“How old are you?” Dylan returned.

Thirty-eight. Which he couldn’t say, because he did look much younger. He still got carded. “Older,” he said. “But not a lot.” At least not in dog years. He had a hard time lying to another wolf but that was close enough to truth. “So, you’re here to visit your sister? Surely classes haven’t started for freshmen?”

“No. She came early. For her, um, visa stuff.” Something about the way Dylan ducked his head made that seem like a lie, but Alex didn’t want to push.

“Ah.” Canadian. Was there a pack in Montreal? “You’re from Quebec?”

“Pronounced kay-bek,” Dylan said. “Yeah.”

“So you speak French?”

“As my second language. Mais, oui.”

“I take it that means yes,” Alex said.

“I take it you don’t.”

“Not hardly.” Alex smiled. “Only what I learned from classic rock songs. Michelle, ma belle, and Voulez-vous coucher avec moi, ce soir?”

“Now there’s a useful phrase. Something to be said for a classical education.” Dylan’s guarded look turned warm and teasing for a moment. “You know what it means?”

“Yep. All I need to know for my next trip to Paris.”

“Or Montreal.”

Alex felt a flush of warmth and an unfamiliar lift to his heart. Crazy. It totally made no sense to suddenly imagine meeting up with someone like Dylan on the anonymous streets of Montreal and trotting out his one French phrase. Do you want to sleep with me tonight? He’d never actually said that to anyone. He couldn’t imagine he ever would. Time to change the subject.

“Which hotel are you at?”

“The Longstay Motel Evanston.”

“Ah. Class all the way.”

Dylan gave him an irritated look. “Some of us have to watch our cash. I have a kid in college rather than working at one.”

Alex felt a little ashamed of the quip. But… “I thought you said she was your sister.”

“She is.” Dylan slumped and looked out the window. “No parents, so I look out for her.”

“I’m sorry.” Alex barely stopped himself from putting a hand on Dylan’s knee in sympathy. Not likely he’d appreciate a touch from a stranger, and even more odd that Alex felt so compelled to offer it; touch among strange wolves was seldom a casual thing. He was all off-balance with this guy. He placed both hands carefully on the wheel at ten and two and fixed his eyes on the road.

“Been a while since they died,” Dylan said dismissively. “We’re good.”

The rain hit as Alex turned down his street. Sheets of water lashed down until the scene outside the windows swam and blurred. He hit the wiper control and the fast slap across the windshield added to the splash of water and the rumble of thunder.

The house was two more blocks along, past the neighbors’ fancy residences. The sky had turned slate-dark as they pulled into the driveway, his headlights shining off the wet concrete. The big trees in the front yard swayed, and rain ran in streams off the roof over the brick front porch.

The garage door opened to his remote. All praises for an attached garage. At home, he had a separate old wooden one, with a six-foot gauntlet to cross to his house. Of course, West Coast rains rarely had the fury of Chicago storms. He drove inside, and the closing door muffled the storm noises.

Dylan looked around, then glanced at him suspiciously. “I thought you said you were just visiting Chicago.”

“Exchange housing. The university encourages professors on sabbatical to swap with people coming in. I lucked out.”

“I’ll say. Nice place.”

The garage was wide enough for three cars and immaculately neat. New-looking tools hung on a pegboard wall, all clearly outlined to be kept in their places. There were even decorative fixtures on the overhead lights.

He shut off the engine, hearing the rattle of rain overhead already subsiding a little. “Downside of living this fancy means I’m scared I’ll damage something. This way.” He hooked his sunglasses up over the visor, hurried around the car to let Dylan out, then held the door to the kitchen open so Dylan wouldn’t have to touch anything with his bloody hands. “Sit over there.” He pointed to a wooden chair.

Dylan sat, stretching his long legs out with a sigh. His straight, brown hair hung over his eyes and he tossed it out of his face with an impatient gesture, hands locked on the towel.

“Let me get the first aid kit,” Alex said.

Under the sink in the bathroom, he had a pretty good assortment of bandages and tape. Most werewolves kept a stash for short-term repairs. He brought the box to the kitchen.

“Let me see those.” He reached for Dylan’s hands. Dylan pulled back, his obvious first instinct to say no.

Alex tried to sound casual and reasonable, betraying nothing of the way the smell of Dylan’s blood bothered him more with each passing moment. “Look, I’m sure you can do it yourself but why not take some help? Trying to bandage your own hands is a pain in the ass.”

Hesitantly, Dylan extended his hands, the stained towel still wrapped around them. Alex eased the terrycloth out of his grip. Both palms had been laid open in narrow parallel slashes, dirty and rust-stained, oozing dark blood even now. The base of one thumb had a deeper gash. “Ouch,” Alex offered in sympathy.

Dylan squinted down at his wounds. “I know they look like they might need stitches, but I always heal pretty well. Wrapping them up should be enough.”

“Rinse them out first.” Alex started lukewarm water running in the sink. Healing with dirt stuck in a wound just made it open up again later.

“Right.” Dylan stood and held his hands under the flow, hissing as the water hit his palms.

“Too hot?”

“No, it’s good.” He leaned his flat stomach into the counter and kept his hands steady. The scent of his blood faded as the water cleaned him. The scent of warm male skin rose.

Alex clenched his teeth; that wasn’t as much of an improvement as he’d hoped. The way he kept reacting to Dylan was annoying. The man was a high-risk puzzle, not some kind of personal fantasy, but Alex’s instincts didn’t seem to have gotten the message.

“That’s enough,” Dylan said after a moment. “But they’re going to bleed like a bitch when I come out of the water.”

“Right.” Alex found a couple stacks of gauze pads and held them up. “As soon as you pull your hands out, I’ll put pressure on with these.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He went to stand beside Dylan at the sink. Their hips brushed, their shoulders bumped. The room was suddenly too warm. Dylan seemed completely oblivious.

“Okay. Now.” Dylan pulled out of the flow and Alex clamped the pads over his bleeding palms and thumb. He held the pressure on the cuts, his fingers wrapped around Dylan’s. Dylan looked at the tape on the counter, and then at their entwined hands, and laughed. “Okay, smart guy, now how do we get a hand free for the tape?”

Carefully, they managed to get Dylan’s skin dry and tape the padding into place. Alex wound the tape snugly over the thumb laceration too, trying to pull the flesh together with his pressure. Dylan had the most elegant hands, long slender fingers and narrow palms, but strong as well, not delicate. Even when Alex flattened the tape down tight, he didn’t make a sound.

He was glad to let go of Dylan and step back. The touch of skin against skin, even something as ordinary as his own fingertips grazing Dylan’s wrist, made Alex’s nerves buzz. He carefully kept his breathing regular and his heart rate steady, long practice coming to his aid.

If Dylan really wasn’t pack— even though he was certainly wolf— he might not pick up the subtle signals of Alex’s arousal. Hell, even if he did, a non-pack wolf actually might not care that Alex thought of him that way. Alex couldn’t avoid one fast breath at that possibility, which he covered by dropping the tape and bending to pick it up. Don’t be stupid. You’ve been in the closet for twenty-four years; you didn’t survive this long by taking chances. He straightened and set the tape on the counter.

“There,” he said. “That should hold you for tonight.”

Dylan wiggled his fingers against the wraps, then flexed his wrists. “Going to be freaking inconvenient though. Damn those punks anyway.”

Alex grabbed his arms. “Hold still. You’re bleeding again. Don’t go wrecking my work.” Then he realized that new flush of blood-scent wasn’t coming from Dylan’s hands. “You’re bleeding somewhere else. Turn around.”

“Don’t feel it.” Dylan pivoted a half turn obediently. His dark T-shirt had hidden it, but now a small crescent of maroon stain at the waistband of his jeans marked a seep of blood down his back. Alex found a long tear in the cotton shirt, and tugged at it gently, but all he got was a flash of bloodstained skin.

“Gonna need your shirt off.”

“I should probably just get going. I can take care of it later.”

The stain was getting bigger as Alex watched. “Get the damned thing off before you drip on my floor. My borrowed, expensive floor.”

Dylan lowered his bandaged hands to grab the hem and awkwardly worked his shirt up and off. Alex restrained the impulse to help. He didn’t control the impulse to watch. Okaaay, very nice.

Dylan was built like a runner, which Alex could’ve guessed from watching him move. Lean but not too thin, long sleek muscles, shoulders with more bulk than Alex would’ve expected. The skin of his back was smooth and hairless. A hint of summer tan lingered in staggered shades that spoke of repeated activity in the sun, not tanning beds. Alex firmly suppressed a wish to see his chest.

He focused on the injury. From Dylan’s right shoulder slanting toward his left hip, a long, ragged tear marked his skin. The cut was shallow at the top, but the bottom couple of inches gaped wider to expose bleeding muscle and a slow trickle of red.

“Shit.” Alex grabbed a clean dish towel and pressed over the wound.

Dylan bit back a strangled yelp. “Now I feel it. Damn.”

“Hold still.” Keeping pressure on the spot with one hand, Alex managed to wet a couple paper towels for a damp cleanup. He laid sticky tape over a gauze pad and covered the deep part, pressing firmly along the edges. “Okay,” he said. “I put Elastikon over it. That stuff even sticks to fur; it might stay on your skin for a day or two.”

“Sticks to fur?” Dylan said. “You have a dog?”

Alex bit his lip against the truth. In a pack, you learned quickly not to lie to another wolf unless you absolutely had to, especially if you ranked as low as he did. He told the truth when he could and got by with half-truths at worst, although he’d learned to lie well to humans. Dylan felt like pack, even if he wasn’t. Alex’s instincts were all wrong here. He went with, “I’ve been around a lot of dogs.” He rinsed off his hands and picked the stained T-shirt up off the floor. “This thing’s a write-off. Shall I pitch it?”

“My favorite shirt,” Dylan said, mock-mournfully.

Alex took another look at the black rag. “Nickelback? Seriously?”

“Hey, I like them. And the shirt was broken in just right.” He turned to face Alex. “Oh, hell, just throw it.”

Dylan’s front view was as appealing as the back. Small but defined pecs, a long, lean, flat stomach that was smooth without a six-pack. Just a dusting of brown curls running from pink nipples down between narrow bony hips to the metal button of his jeans. Alex jerked his eyes up from where they’d wandered and turned away.

“I’ll find you something else to wear,” he offered, reaching under the sink to stuff the ruined shirt deep into the trash. The fabric still smelled of Dylan and blood, making Alex dizzy. He shut the lid firmly over it. Dylan gave him a warm, unselfconscious smile as he straightened. Alex wondered if he actually saw a hint of invitation in that look. Maybe not. Almost certainly not.

A shirt. I’m fetching a shirt.


Epilogue

Alex eased out of the back of the old moving van and dropped lightly to the ground. The cabin in front of him was in need of some cleanup and repairs, but the glass in all the windows was unbroken, the slightly askew porch was big, and the key to the door was in his hand.

Dylan landed beside him, boots kicking up a puff of dust, and grunted. “Yard’s a mess. Looks like you’ll be pulling weeds for weeks.”

“Me?” He turned, widening his eyes. “Why not you?”

The Canadian wolf who’d been driving came around the side of the truck toward them. “It’s not bad, eh? Lots of open space and no humans nearby. It just needs a coat of paint and a nail or two. There’s a bit of lumber in the shed.”

“It’s fine,” Dylan said. His head was up, scenting the clean country air, and Alex could feel the excitement in him. After hours cooped up in the enclosed compartment, they both wanted to move.

“There’s an old Harley in the shed too, which’ll do till the snow comes,” the Canadian went on. “Your licenses have the M1 endorsement, but if you don’t know how to ride you can practice down that dirt road. It’s private to the property. Bike keys are in the kitchen. Some food too.”

“I can ride a bike,” Alex said. He grinned as Dylan turned to him, eyebrows raised. “I can ride most anything.” An advantage of being raised by a big group of men. Well, other than how Dylan was thinking about it. Alex refused to blush.

Dylan turned to the Canadian wolf. “This is awesome. Thank you.”

The man shrugged. “Your people paid for it. I’m just the driver. Do us a favor and stay under the radar, eh? We have a pretty sweet setup here, for our own pack. Don’t need some jackbooted American troops storming the area for fugitives.”

“Believe me,” Dylan said. “We don’t want that either.”

“I guess.” The guy turned to go, then hesitated. “You’re going to lone wolf it, the two of you, right? Not joining our pack?”

“No. We’re good on our own here.”

“Okay. Works for us.”

Alex said, “We haven’t heard any news for days. Is there anything important happening?”

The guy made a face. “Train derailed in Alberta with a load of chemicals yesterday. Made a real mess. Some kind of bombing in a market in Iraq. You Yanks made a real mess there too.”

“I’m Canadian,” Dylan protested.

“According to your papers—” He gestured at the backpack hanging off Dylan’s shoulder. “—you’re both Canadian now. Lucky you. Anyway, not much new wolf stuff. Oh yeah, some packs did come out in Europe, several different countries. No one’s rounding them up to be shot yet, so that’s good.”

“That’s great,” Dylan said. “I mean, the haters’ll figure out they can’t possibly kill us all.”

“Heh. I wouldn’t bet on it.”

“Nothing new about Dylan, though?” Alex asked.

“Nah. I think he’s getting to be old news, you know?”

“That’s great.”

“Safer for all of us, now that they’ve quit flashing his face with that million US dollars price tag on it. If we didn’t know Rick Brown would hunt down any wolf who even thought about it—” The man cocked his head and looked back and forth between them. “Might grow out those beards, though.”

Dylan scratched absently at the stubble on his chin. “We will.”

Alex loved the scruffy look on him, but Dylan with a neat, short beard would also be worth looking at. Dylan was always very worth looking at.

Dylan flashed him a grin, no doubt catching the feel of his thoughts.

The Canadian wolf glanced away. “Well. There’s some stuff in the cabin we all donated. Not much, but some blankets and pots and such. There’s a Canadian Tire in town, out by the highway, and a lumber yard. No fuckin’ Walmart. There’s still a local drugstore. Farmer’s market’s on Saturday mornings.”

“Thanks,” Alex said. The tension was finally easing out of his shoulders and back, leaving him both restless and tired. They’d spent days running in fur, crossing the border one night while expecting at any moment to be spotted and shot or caught and shipped home, heading ever northward— well, it’d been a long trip. But they’d made the rendezvous, caught another ride in the back of another damned truck, and here they were.

Home. He said the word in his head, tasting it for truth, staring at the little cabin. Dylan turned to him and said, “Yes. I think it’ll be good.” As if he’d heard the word behind the feeling.

The strange wolf shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I should be going. Welcome to Ontario, eh? Send word if you run into trouble. The Alpha’s emergency number is programmed into those phones, if you need it.”

Dylan grinned at him. “We’ll try not to bother the Alpha. Tell me, is there a Timmy’s in town. I’m craving donuts.”

The guy glared at him. “What do you think we are? Some kind of Canuck stereotype?” But a second later he chortled. “Of course there’s a Timmy’s. My younger boy works there on the weekends. Best coffee in the province, other than my wife’s.” He gave them a wave. “See you around. But not too much.”

Alex watched the battered truck rattle off down the drive and rolled his shoulders out. “So, inventory the food supply? Go for a run? Check out the Internet connection?” Dylan had fretted about that on the drive up, even though they’d been assured several times they’d have a good enough connection for him to upload his art and keep on working, and a secure route created by Zach to do it over. It mattered to Alex too. The ivory-tower types he worked with cared far more about his skills than what kind of secure relay he used. But he did need to be able to keep in touch.

He felt too restless to want to muck about with computer stuff right now, though. “Check out the bedroom?”

Dylan hefted the backpack. “We need to put this stuff away safely. Then maybe a run.” His eyes met Alex’s and brightened. He slid a hand up under his T-shirt, as if to scratch his ribs, but Alex could smell the rise of desire. “Or maybe not. What kind of bed do you think they gave us?”

“Knowing a wolf pack, probably two singles,” Alex muttered. They’d clearly bought these jeans for him a size too small. He licked his lips.

“I can work with a single,” Dylan said. “Come on.”

They jogged across the yard and up the wooden steps. The lock took a couple of tries to open, but the door swung easily enough. Alex stood aside for Dylan to lead the way, then followed him, shutting the door and flipping the latch. Dylan set the backpack on the nearby counter and turned to face him.

In the dim light filtering through the front window, Dylan’s face looked shadowed, unknowable. But the bond flared ever wider open between them. I don’t need to see him. Alex closed his eyes and waited, savoring the feel of Dylan in his mind, the scent of him and the sound of his fast, shallow breaths.

Dylan said, “God, Alex.” The bond was full of love and want and hope and wonder.

Alex waited. There was a soft rustle of movement, then strength and heat as Dylan pressed against him. He didn’t need his eyes to know exactly where Dylan was or to wrap his arms tightly around him. They held on, rocking together, side to side. If there was a hint of fear and worry for the future under the love, that just made it sharper and more perfect. Dylan put a hand on his jaw and kissed him. Alex parted his lips for the touch of tongues, the taste and smell that was truly home. His whole self opened to the sweet invasion, of Dylan in his mouth, breath, mind, heart.

“All of you in all of me.”

He couldn’t possibly have said that aloud, with his mouth taken by the kiss, and his jaw in Dylan’s firm grip. But Dylan pulled back and laughed joyfully. “You think this is all of me? Get into the bedroom, and get naked. You ain’t felt nothing yet.”

#######


The packs are out to the world, but that doesn’t make the future clear sailing. As human politicians debate their fate, and opinions line up for and against equality, a long-denied bond, and an Alpha who wants the very best for his mate, come together to determine the fate of werewolves.


Here’s a brief excerpt of the new novel in this series – Book 6 – Undeniable Bonds.


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…


Undeniable Bonds

Hidden Wolves Book 6

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 generally gave other Alphas every show of courtesy to keep them on board. Treating Aaron more casually reflected Brown’s trust in him. 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.” Zach, his mate, 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 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’ anger and frustration, he felt a wash of pleasure go through him, seeing Zach’s lean muscles flex. Brown’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. Zach 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 Brown 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’s mouth 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.”

Aaron figured he’d need a bit of time to round up Lucas, call Brandt at the motel with a warning, and get Paul on board too. This operation wasn’t happening in the next few hours. Which meant he could make time for one more essential thing. “I’m going to take you upstairs,” he said, gripping Zach’s slender 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. Jerries? 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 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! Bosch 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 didn’t sign up to be an assassin.

Of course, he didn’t sign 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…
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