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  About this book 


Fixer – A Hidden Wolves prequel 

…

Wade

When my little brother was fifteen, he kissed a boy. Someone from our werewolf pack saw him and told Alpha, and that was the end. The end of his life, because wolf packs have ironclad rules and one of them is, Thou shalt not be gay, ever. Shawn died. And the extra gut-punch on top of losing my brother was that the man who obeyed our Alpha's order to kill Shawn was Dustin, our Fixer, a man I'd thought was my good friend. The man I'd secretly had a crush on.

Once Shawn was dead, once Alpha let me loose, I ran fast and far. I wanted to kill Dustin, to smear his guts out on the ground and dance on them, but he had four inches, thirty pounds, and fifteen years of fighting experience on me. He was pack Sixth to my Fifteenth. In a fight, I'd always lose. Still, as I made a new life a long way from the pack, I vowed that one day, I'd find Dustin and end him. Then, one spring night, I woke to a very familiar wolf peering in at me from the fire escape. I had my shot at revenge at last.

Dustin

Pack Fixer is a title, a job, an avocation. It's also a prison, bound by vows to your Alpha and one sole commandment: protect the pack. My father, who was Fixer before me, taught me all kinds of ways to cover up evidence that might reveal werewolves. I could pick locks, alter photos, confuse, drug, blackmail, and eliminate threats. I was up on all the new technology that was growing by leaps and bounds here in the 1970s. I understood video, knew what a motion detector could do. And I used my skills to kill an innocent boy.

Well, that's what my Alpha thought I'd done, what he'd commanded of me. What Shawn's brother Wade believed, when he escaped our pack and vanished. In fact, Shawn was still alive and I was no longer Fixer. But it took me seven years to find Wade, to give him the good news. Question is, will he kill me before I can tell him he still has a brother?

Fixer is a 53,000 word, hurt-comfort, second chances prequel novella set in the 1970s, thirty-seven years before the events in Unacceptable Risk.






  
  Chapter 1

Dustin


Mid-April 1974… 
.
I slunk out from under the front steps of a crumbling tenement, my paws silent on the pavement. The night around me was redolent with the odors of a small city— humans, food, rats, garbage, cigarettes, weed, and car exhaust. I lowered my head and sniffed at the ground, my wolf senses straining for Wade’s familiar scent. Nothing, nothing. Maybe my data was wrong, but every instinct said I was close to my target. Seven years since I’d seen Wade, or smelled him, yet certainty rose inside me. He’s somewhere nearby.
Once, I might’ve found Wade via pack sense, but we’d both broken all ties with our home pack years ago. Our psychic link through our Alpha was long gone. All I had was the same inexplicable sense of connection I’d first felt back in 1960, when Wade’s mother had shown up on Alpha’s doorstep with her two boys, the wolf heritage clear in their scents. I’d met Wade’s eyes back then, a scared fifteen-year-old trying to be the man of his family, and something hit me that I’d never recovered from. 
I flicked my pointed ears back and forth, filtering sounds. Darville was no Chicago, but horns honked, traffic rumbled, and the occasional drunken argument or crying baby filled the late-night air. Nothing that sounded like Wade, even if his voice had changed timbre in the last seven years.
Where, where? Roaming city blocks in wolf fur, even after dark in a neighborhood this rundown where everyone minded their own business, was risky. I’d had more than a few stones thrown at my “stray dog” head in years of searching. Not to mention a car or two aimed my way. I was fast enough not to get hurt by those so far, but a well-aimed bullet could kill me if someone decided to take a pot-shot. Risk wouldn’t stop me tonight, though.
Where? 
Sticking to the shadows between half-dead streetlights, I slunk along to the next building and… Yes! That deeply familiar scent was rich and thick on the ground. It’s him! Wade had been here, not once, but many times. I glanced at the front lobby, but the door was surely locked and I couldn’t pick a keyhole with wolf paws. So I made a slow circuit of the building, creeping up the narrow alleys on either side to scope out the terrain, hunting my quarry. Not through a forested valley with a deer hiding in it, but around a tower of brick, concrete, and steel. Same difference.
I located a side door that saw almost no use, judging by the way stray cats and piss dominated the scents with just a faint hint of Wade, then a back door that Wade clearly frequented often. Small, low windows along the foundation were mostly glass-block, letting through light but not vision. The building seemed quite old, made of thick bricks with stone blocks set in the corners and wide windowsills, more like the 1870s than our 1970s modern glass and concrete. One narrow set of regular glass panes revealed a laundry room, the machines battered and old-fashioned. I contemplated breaking the glass and trying to wriggle through, but the gap was too small for either of my forms. 
A different route, then. I circled again, checking out the fire escapes. One of the three held a hint of Wade’s scent when I stood on my hind legs to quest upward. I could probably climb it.
You’re being stupid. I was a private detective, for God’s sake. I knew better than to charge headlong after a target. Localize, identify, define, plan an ideal approach— I’d found dozens of strangers that way on the job. But the scent of Wade, after all these years, made me reckless. I need to get closer.
The metal grate of the bottom platform was nine feet off the ground. If I was smart, I’d stop now and come back clothed, in human form, with a rope and grapple. I’ve never been smart about Wade.
There was a dumpster nearby. Perhaps not coincidence, as I checked out the angles. No wolf would live somewhere he didn’t have at least two routes in and out. I sprang to the top of the dumpster, my paws landing with a dull thud, and sniffed, filtering relevant scents through the miasma of rotting trash and possums. Yes, Wade had been here too, in both forms— the smell of his human hands on the edge, the smell of his wolf paws on the top. I peered up at the fire escape, judging the distance to the platform. Far, but not too far. Wade’s wolf form was smaller, lighter, and more nimble than mine, but where he could go, I could follow. I crouched, adjusting my weight, timing my leap, and sprang high. My landing rattled the metal structure, and a woman called from inside the nearest window, “Go ‘way!” in a thickly slurred voice. 
I froze, waiting for any other reaction, but the echoes died away and only silence remained.
Climbing the narrow open stairs quietly on wolf paws was hard, but I’d taught myself to navigate a lot of human spaces in fur. A sniff at the two windows on the second-floor level spoke of humans and stale cooking and told me neither was Wade’s, so I eased up the angled ladder one step at a time, letting the wolf-scent on the stairs reassure me. If Wade was listening, he’d hear me, but ordinary human ears were not that sensitive. I reached the third floor.
There, crouching below the left side window, I caught the rich musk of Wade’s wolf along the windowsill. I rose inch by inch until I could see through a narrow gap between his curtains. 
The room behind the windowpane was dark. At two a.m., Wade might’ve been asleep, but wolves tended to catnap and wake through the night, and the rattle of my landing would’ve alerted him. The lack of a lamp meant nothing. We didn’t need much light. 
I pressed close to the pane, peering in, and, through the limited opening, glimpsed a small slice of wall painted some pale color my wolf eyes couldn’t make out, the edge of a dresser, a glitter of mirror. Past the distant traffic and the squeak of bats chasing mosquitoes overhead, I could faintly hear the slow, calm breaths of a man who could’ve been sleeping, but I became certain was not. He’d be waiting, wondering, poised to act. 
Afraid? I didn’t know how he’d left his second pack, whether granted legitimate lone-wolf status or on the run. If he’d run, he might be expecting their retribution to come after him someday. Wolf packs had a duty to hunt down our criminals and rebels and dispose of them. For the good of the packs. A phrase I’d come to hate. 
If I scared him into running now, it might be years before I found him again. 
So I crouched there, waiting to see if he would come check me out. Minute after minute passed in silence. Wade had been a patient hunter, even as a teen. It was unlikely I’d outwait him before dawn came. I rose to my full height and tapped my nose on the window three times. 
For a minute, nothing changed. Wade’s controlled breathing continued, no covers rustled. I tapped again. 
Another silent pause, and then I heard him move, easing around, his feet on the floor, bare from the sound of them. A curtain twitched out of the way, and there he was. 
Wade at twenty-nine was still average height and lean, but he’d put on muscle since I’d seen him last, though his naked chest was still smooth. Sweatpants hung off his narrow hips, and his curly, brown hair was disarrayed. He had a hint of stubble on the high planes of his cheeks and the angle of his jaw. Wolves aged more slowly, and back at twenty-two, he’d looked like a teenager. Now, he looked like a man. 
A furious man, as his gaze raked over me and his nostrils flared, drawing in my scent through the crack of the window. He had a right to hate me, of course, though not as much right as he thought. I had no doubt his grudge was still hot, probably would be for a lifetime. His light-blue eyes glittered with rage and his brows drew down in a scowl.
I tapped on the window again. Let me in. We needed to talk, and the fire escape wasn’t the place for it. Although the longer I stood there, the more unlikely any “talk” with Wade seemed. 
He clenched his fists and mouthed something. Might’ve been I’ll kill you. He didn’t give the words enough breath for me to tell. Before he could open the window, though, we both heard the woman in the unit below shout something, and a male voice answering. Someone walked down the street at the end of the alley, a boombox on their shoulder playing Jefferson Airplane. Wade pulled himself up short and glanced around as if realizing we were within earshot of a dozen humans, not all of them sleeping.
I could see his muscles bunch and twitch, the clench and unclench of his fists. We stood there six feet apart, only a fragile pane of glass between us, but the fire escape creaked as I eased my weight back. Any fight between wolf and human here would not be a silent thing, and even a lone wolf would never risk discovery. Secrecy was our prime directive.
Wade’s glare could’ve set me on fire. His snarl of Go away with exaggerated lip motions was clear enough. Then he yanked the curtains shut, blocking out even that sliver of a view. 
I could’ve broken through the glass, of course. But I’d hardly make him like me better by smashing my way into his private space and fighting him. Part of me wanted to do it anyway, to grab him and wrestle him to a standstill, to punish him for putting me through years of not knowing if he was even alive. My rank had been higher than Wade’s, I was in fur to his skin, and I had many more years of fighting experience. I could take him. 
But of course, I’d done far, far worse to him.
Time to regroup. Coming up the fire escape had been as stupidly impulsive as I’d suspected. But I’d seen Wade alive and well. Nothing, not even the awareness that he clearly wanted to kill me, or that I’d apparently lost my common sense, could extinguish the spark of joy inside me. I’ve found him. He’s safe. The rest was logistics. I’d always been good at those.
Going down a steep stair on paws was always harder than going up. Still, my pride wouldn’t let me be clumsy or noisy as I retreated. Wade was certainly listening, calculating each step I took here in his territory. No doubt planning his attack at our next encounter.
What did you expect, you fool, a hug? It was a good thing we wolves never used guns to settle our differences, or he might’ve considered a bullet to my head. But now I had his location confirmed, and all the time in the world to change his mind. Once I was safely back in skin, my patience could surely outlast his.
I sprang down to the dumpster, the hollow clang under my weight a signal for Wade that I was leaving. His sharp ears would pick up the softer thud of paws on concrete as I reached the ground, too. I’d stashed my clothes and belongings a couple of blocks away. Slinking through the back alleys, I headed toward my stuff. A rustling in the trash and a whiff of warm-blooded prey made me take a moment to turn aside. One leap, a snap, and an unwary rat made a light snack. Still, I’d need to eat properly after I shifted. 
I’d left my backpack tucked down in a wooden pen made to hold trash bins. Not the cleanest location, but fairly safe from human prying. The angle between the pen and the building’s brick wall gave me an enclosed space to shift in, not visible from any windows. I slunk into the narrow space and lay down. 
Shifting was second nature to me now, no matter how impossible it had felt at thirteen, the first time my Alpha pushed me out of skin and into fur. I stretched out on my side on the pavement, closed my eyes, and reached up to the universe for the golden energy that made shifting possible. Like the Northern Lights but invisible to the naked eye, that power suffused the air around and above me, translucent and shimmering, insubstantial and yet, when I snagged it with my mind and pulled, a vast power that flowed into me with a heady rush. 
My wolf body gloried for a moment in being filled with that light. The place in my head that should’ve held pack bonds and my link to my Alpha yearned toward that power. I’d been dark and empty for so long. But what I needed now was to shift. Human hands, human voice. I pushed my dark-gray fur and long snout down inside, fought to turn wide paws into hairless fingers and opposable thumbs. 
Come on, Dustin, get it together. 
My human form shoved the wolf aside, assembling skin and bones, muscle and voice. The warp and rebuild of my body sent an ache through every part of me, grinding soreness and sharper pangs that were as necessary to my life as breathing. The nasty scent of the garbage in the dumpster faded in my human nose, the hardness of the cracked pavement under my hip sharpened as fur gave way to skin. 
A couple of minutes later, I stood, shook out my hands, and peered around the corner of the dumpster. The alley was as deserted as you’d expect for that hour of night. I dragged the wooden gate of the enclosure open enough to pull my canvas pack into my private nook and dressed, happy to put sweatpants over my bare ass and stuff my feet into sneakers. The April chill wasn’t a problem for me as a wolf— we liked cooler temperatures— but being spotted with no clothes on was always a risk. The seventies might be making their mark as the era of streaking, but that meant on a college football field, not some dark alley in the middle of the night. Most humans would call the cops if they saw me without pants. 
Once I was dressed, I dug in the pocket of the pack to finger the thick envelope there. A dozen snapshots that should make Wade stop and think. The question was how to avoid having him just rip them up or throw them in my face and then try to kill me. Wade had always been slow to anger, but once he tipped over that edge, he burned white-hot for a long time. 
Maybe a gradual approach. I’d been our pack Fixer— the go-to guy who solved problems— for eight years. I could figure out the right way to get to Wade. As long as he didn’t run again… 
Six a.m. found me loitering outside Wade’s building. I’d fed myself a double breakfast at an all-night diner a mile away, caught a catnap on a bench in a rundown park, and made my way back in the dawn light. I had a plan, and the only variable was how to put the first part in motion. 
My chance came close to seven, when a woman carrying a bulky box came through the lobby to the front door and tried to wrestle it open. I jogged up the steps to hold the door for her, and as she passed me with a thank-you, a young teen boy came trudging toward us from the sidewalk. I kept the door open for him too. He nodded to me, heading inside, and I asked, “Hey, do you know Wade? Wade McKinley?” 
“Uh, yeah.”
“Can you stick this in his mailbox for me?” I held out a much-slimmer envelope with one photo in it.
The kid stared at me, no doubt wondering why I didn’t take the ten steps inside and do the job myself. Thing was, I had zero doubts that this beat-up tenement was Wade’s territory. His scent was all around the exterior. Every other building on the block had a patina of old and new graffiti, layers upon layers, but what little spray paint marred this building was old and fading. There were no broken windows patched with brown paper. The litter of cigarette butts and cracked bottles in the alleys became sparse within ten feet of this one. A werewolf cared for his territory.
I wanted Wade to listen to me, and invading his space while he hated my guts wasn’t the way to do it. “I’m in a hurry,” I said. “Here, two bucks for your trouble.”
That was plenty of incentive to forget his doubts. The kid snatched the bills and envelope and let the lobby door close between us. I watched through the glass as he slipped my little surprise into one of the mailbox slots, then unlocked the inner door and let himself through. 
There. Step two. Where step one had been all the years spent finding Wade. 
I’d give Wade a day to see my message. In the evening, I’d be back around to find out how he responded. 
Whistling to myself, pretending more optimism than I felt, I headed down the street toward my car, parked three blocks away. My 1957 Chevy, was getting on in years, almost old enough to drink now, so I’d felt safe leaving the clunker at the curb in this neighborhood. Still, I was relieved to see the car was still there with all its tires intact and its trunk not forced open. 
My wolf down inside resisted leaving the building, wanting to go back and make Wade listen. But that man had been a stubborn shit at fifteen, and there was no reason to think that’d changed. Patience, I reminded myself. Don’t fuck up years of work in one day. 
I was tempted to drive down to Chicago and spend the day at home with my battered wooden desk and my filing cabinets and my darkroom, the phone I answered myself— no secretaries wanted, thank you— and all the trappings of my PI life. Except I’d never be able to pull my focus from Wade. I’d just spend two hours driving back and forth to stare at my desk for hours, imagining Wade taking out that envelope, sniffing it, opening it…. Maybe I’d get out my Illinois map, find the nearest forested park, and go hunt rabbits for a few hours. That at least would make my wolf happy.






  
  Chapter 2 

Wade


I hadn’t slept all night. I also hadn’t left my apartment, even though my wolf battered at the inside of my head, urging me to chase Dustin down and attack him, kill him, rip him to shreds. Or to follow him and find his lair, plot and plan his utter destruction. I’d paced for hours, growling, grinding my teeth, reminding myself over and over to unclench my fists and breathe like a normal person.
Dustin Palmer. Here. Why? How?
Seeing his wolf at my window, huge paws planted on my fire escape, had sent a wave of fury through me so strong, I’d almost leaped through the glass pane to get at him. Almost ignored all the dangers of discovery to see how red his blood was. Seven years ago, I’d have done it. No risk of disaster afterward would’ve stopped me. Time had taken my red-hot anger down to something colder, something that could see the consequences, and bide my time. 
How did he find me? 
I’d left my first pack— our pack— when Shawn died, seven years ago. When Shawn was murdered by Dustin. Alpha had accepted that I needed to go, even if he had no clue how much I was hiding in the maelstrom of my emotions. He’d driven me to the boundaries of a neighboring pack and cut my bonds in front of their Alpha so I could join them, making sure someone else would control his problem wolf.
It’d taken me just a few months to convince my new Alpha I wanted to head to Alaska, make a whole new start as a lone wolf. My grief and anger had been poisoning the pack bonds, so he agreed. As soon as I was free, I’d run, fast and far. Bus and train, changing my name, picking up odd jobs and moving on. 
I’d thought I was safe to settle here at last, five years back. 
Turns out one of the rules of pack was that you were never safe. 
As dawn approached, I’d tried to plan, wondering when Dustin would return, surveying my belongings, considering what I could carry if I ran again. Thinking about how much I hated the idea of leaving this small home I’d made for myself, and all the people in the building I’d taken under my protection. Deciding… Fuck Dustin and fuck the pack, I’m not running. I’d die here in my own space, if it came down to that. 
A deep, lonely void in my head wished Dustin was still a wolf I could trust. I ached at the long absence inside me of bonds, of packmates and the brotherhood of wolves. A fake brotherhood that discards you as soon as you step out of line. I knew the darkness underlying “pack”, and yet, from the moment my second Alpha cut my bonds to him and my packmates, the empty places in my head had ached with loneliness. That loss had stayed with me through all the intervening years.
Though never as badly as the loss of my brother. 
Fuck Dustin! Goddamn fuck Dustin, and not in a good way. I laughed bitterly at the ridiculous thought that there was a good way. Kill or be killed, now. Somehow, from the moment the man I’d admired had turned into my worst enemy, I’d known this time would come. Odds were I’d be the one bleeding out on the floor, but perhaps I could make him sorry before I died.
When the early light filtered through my tightly closed curtains, I made myself breakfast, despite my stomach being tied in knots. A hungry wolf is a careless wolf. A hungry wolf is a distracted wolf. I repeated that mantra as I forced down bagels and cheese, eggs and fruit. I was only average size— five-nine and a hundred seventy pounds— but my shifter body burned a lot of energy. Mom used to complain about the food bills— I squashed that thought away with the rest. 
People began stirring around me in the building as the sun rose. My human hearing was nowhere nearly as acute as my wolf’s, but I detected the wheeze of the ancient elevator that meant Mr. Kawashima was heading down to go to work. I heard the clatter on the stairs that was Susan Cole trying to take a little of the energy out of her twin boys before putting them on the school bus. The faint scent of burned toast reached my nose, marking old Mrs. French across the hallway getting distracted again. 
My new pack, in all but bonds. Four stories, sixteen apartments, fifteen of them holding fragile humans. At least I knew Dustin wasn’t a risk to anyone but me. The prime directive of wolfdom was “The humans must not know about us.” Dustin’s whole job with the pack for most of my years there had been to make sure no human found out.
No matter who died for that safety. Shawn. Damn it…
Anger rose again, choking me, and I pushed the last of my food aside. Enough. Time to go see what Dustin wanted. He’d be waiting for me to come outside, I was certain. Waiting patiently, because Dustin was a hunter to the bottom of his soul. Hunter. Killer. 
I put on lightweight sneakers I could fight in and a loose T-shirt over my sweatpants. I picked up a sharp knife, turning it in my hand. As a woodworker, I had a wide range of lethally edged options. But I wasn’t fool enough to think a blade would make much difference. Dustin was fifteen years older, four inches taller, much heavier even now, and a far more experienced fighter. If our fight became a direct hand-to-hand battle in skin, I’d have already lost. I set the knife back in its place and headed out the apartment door. 
Judging by the sounds, the elevator was still on the ground floor, but it didn’t matter. I’d never gotten into that little box voluntarily. I jogged down the stairs, stepping back against the wall as Laura came into the stairwell from doing her shopping. She climbed toward me doggedly, carrying a pair of stuffed paper bags which gave off the scents of bread and carrot greens. 
“Is the elevator broken again?” I asked. 
She huffed a laugh. “I don’t know. I decided not to test it out, but now I regret it.”
“Let me.” I reached for her bags. 
“I shouldn’t.” 
“Yes, you should.” The slender, young brunette was pregnant, just starting to show, with no man in sight. No friends I’d seen, either, to ease her burdens so I did what I could.
After another second of hesitation, she passed the handles to me. “Thanks. You’re a good man, Wade.”
“I try. After you.” Lugging her bags to the fourth floor took a little of the edge off my tension. Whatever came next, there were babies to be born, and people living their lives. Dustin loomed ominously over everything in my head, and yet Laura would never even know he existed. 
I set the shopping bags on the worn carpet outside her apartment door, declined her offer to come in for coffee with a wave, and headed back down, jogging the flights of stairs, striding along the hall to the
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