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He’d rather fight enemy wolves and rogue humans than face his own heart.

When Aaron took down a violent, power-crazed wolf and inherited half a pack, he knew being Alpha wasn’t going to be easy. A week later, he’s finding out what an understatement that was. Other werewolves are calling for the extermination of his pack’s gay wolf, or for Aaron’s own death, and the risk of exposure to humans is growing.

Aaron can’t afford to let his long-suppressed sexuality escape his rigid control. When one of his younger wolves is in trouble, it’s simply Aaron’s job as Alpha to help and protect him. But keeping a cool distance from a young man who appeals to all his senses could be Aaron’s toughest challenge.

This is a lightly-edited rerelease of the 2012 original. Content warnings for substance abuse, violence
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Epilogue

Three months later I found myself watching Zach watch Peter, as Hanson’s boy pulled shorts back on over his bare ass. Still shy and awkward with his new pack, the teenager always dressed and undressed facing the wall. Which gave interested parties a good view of his other assets. And Zach was clearly interested, though hopefully only obvious to someone who knew him as well as I did.

The men of my pack streamed out the door into the cool evening air, calling their goodbyes. Mark gave young Pete a friendly thump on the shoulder as they left together. Thank God for Mark. If he hadn’t opened his home to the boy, on the thin pretext of the teenager being a help to Megan in her delicate state, I might’ve had to take Pete in myself. I could hardly have told anyone why I didn’t want that boy sharing the house with Zach and me.

I heard Damian say to Simon, “If Paul still wants that bookcase, tell him he needs to pick it up by the weekend.”

Simon nodded. “Thanks. I will. Although it’ll just encourage him to buy more books.”

Damian laughed as they closed the door behind them, and I felt a deep pang of envy. Imagine a wolf like Damian, so at ease about a man’s gay mate. Things had changed for the better, in our small corner of the world, but those changes perforce passed me by. Wolf packs still had no room for a gay Alpha.

I wasn’t out to any of the straight members of my pack, let alone where other packs might notice, and I probably never would be. Zach and I still took precautions, covered our scents, stood apart from each other in public. I wasn’t sure who among the wolves in my pack were oblivious, and who were simply closing their eyes and pretending not to see. I had my doubts that we were fooling Mark for a minute. The way he’d said, “We’ll keep the boy safe, gay or not,” as he first took Pete home, suggested he knew what that meant to me.

At least I could provide that haven. Pete was finding his footing after two weeks with us. He’d not yet turned sixteen, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before he began to believe he was safe here, wouldn’t be long to his birthday and a step toward adulthood. Then he might let himself admit that Zach had caught his eye, and maybe vice versa, if Pete dared to come out.

Zach hated the closet, though he knew my reasons for staying there. He liked my control, my restrictions, for now, but he also chafed at them. In some ways, the two were a good match, that bright, curious teen and my brilliant Ninth. If they could be a couple, out in the open, would that eventually bring them together?

Zach was changing day to day, becoming the man who’d been hidden in that defiant boy with the smell of paint on his hands, so short— so long— a time ago. He was working full-time on computers now. Hanson had insisted on paying him for his hours, and then Joshua had asked the same for his pack. That job was almost done, but word of mouth to human friends had brought him new requests outside the packs.

I’d collected college information for good comp sci programs, but the brochures sat on a table gathering dust. Zach said if he could get the work without wasting the years in school, he’d rather earn money than spend it. He might be a man, but he was still an opinionated brat.

We didn’t talk about that night in Illinois much anymore. At least, not directly. But we still sometimes dreamed about it. Just last night, I woke from restless sleep, my hair damp with sweat. Zach was already reaching for me before the remnants of my dream had faded.

I took the hug, pressed my face against the warm skin of his neck.

“Aaron,” he said after a few minutes, leaning away from me.

“Yeah?” I took a deeper breath, blew it out through my nose, and beside me, Zach’s breathing eased too. As I tried to calm my body, deliberately relaxing my muscles, I felt his heart rate slowing. Such an amazing thing, to have him close, almost a part of me, but I eased our bond shut again. My nightmares were more frequent than his own these days. I sometimes wondered if now I took more comfort than I gave.

“Are you and Rick Brown still working on a coming out strategy for the packs?”

“Working on it. Spreading the word.” I’d given Rick Brown an edited version of Ryder’s activities, since his had been the nearest pack. His anger and frustration echoed my own. As a pack, as a people, we would have to find a new path. But without enough consensus, without organization and planning, murder might be replaced by annihilation. Megan’s belly was rounding with the child inside, a baby werewolf, gift and pride of the pack if he lived. Mark’s small son was learning to ice skate, under the watchful eyes of every one of my men. I wasn’t ready to risk them to save human lives. Not yet.

Beside me in bed, Zach had leaned up on his elbow, dark eyes fixed on me.

I wasn’t ready to risk him either. “Give us time.”

Zach slid down in the bed and pressed a kiss against my hip. “Just… let me help,” he said. “Let me tell you where technology can give us an edge, or trip us up.” His next kiss concealed a sharp bite that almost broke the skin. “After all, you old guys aren’t up on the tech front.”

I rolled and pinned him to the bed. “Hah. I’ll show you who’s old and not up in front,” I growled. And demonstrated. It didn’t take long for my regrets and anxiety to be crowded out by pure aching need. And by the delight of satisfying it.

That mind-bending pleasure we surely still had. The downstairs of my house remained work space, where we walked wide around each other and left no trace. The upstairs was our playground. I’d never had another lover, even in my most hedonistic days, who pleased me, challenged me, fulfilled me like this boy.

This man. And there was the rub. He was becoming confident, strong. The pull of his need for alcohol was easing, although I sometimes caught the edge of it and I thought he would always fight that battle. But now I thought he had a good chance to win. Surely, someday, he’d grow beyond being my boy, obedient and subordinate in my space. Beyond seeing me with all my faults and yet letting me have the final word, the last control, every damned time.

There was so much hidden strength in Zach; I couldn’t imagine he’d choose to let me rule every minute of his day, body and breath, as he grew confident. But I’d never be ready to back down on my control, after a taste of his submission. I’d come to that realization bitterly and slowly. I still fought it.

Sometimes I left him asleep in our bed and went out to run, pushing myself to my limits to burn out my stupidity. I wanted to command him to stay with me. I wanted to mate bond him, and to hell with worrying the double bond might do damage I couldn’t undo. I was scared that when the time came for him to move on, I might beg him to stay. All of those would be wrong for who we were.

Outside our pack’s newly-acquired farmhouse, I could hear my wolves leaving, cheerful and relaxed after our pack run. Cars started, pulled away. Eventually Zach and I were alone in the main room of the old farmhouse, safe from view behind blackout blinds. I’d set the place up to be as private as possible, and we swept it for bugs regularly. No one with a video camera was going to spy on my wolves shifting. As I locked the door, I tucked my feelings away tightly, out of reach of any bond. Then I leaned over and thwapped Zach on the back of the head.

“The kid’s jailbait,” I growled. “You’ll have to wait a bit longer.”

“I wasn’t…” Zach began, but then he grinned at me. “Okay, so the kid has a really fine ass. You can’t fault a guy for looking.” He paused, and the grin slowly faded from his face. “Or maybe you can. What do you think is going on here, Aaron?”

I shrugged, with a lifetime’s nonchalance. “Nothing yet, I’m sure. The kid barely knows he’s gay, and you’re not one to rush things.”

“And then?” There was inexplicable anger in Zach’s voice.

“Who knows?” I said. “He’s cute, he’s almost old enough, and I can imagine him out and proud eventually…”

“He’s a child!”

“He’s a lot closer to your age than I am,” I pointed out. “Children grow up fast. He’ll be legal in a couple of months, adult in a couple of years.” Pete would be growing up, getting stronger, better, more self-assured. I would just be getting older in my closet.

I grunted as Zach slammed his fist into my stomach. “Damn you, Aaron!” he ground out.

“What?” I backpedaled awkwardly, ducking out of reach. “What’s wrong?”

“You!” Zach’s fist caught my chest and his other hand glanced off my ribs. “You stupid son-of-a-bitch!”

“Stop!” I grabbed his wrists to hold him still and barely managed to resist using my Alpha command to subdue him. You don’t hit your Alpha! But I was other things to Zach that maybe you did hit. That tightrope of authority and submission, man and wolf, was one we never got away from. It would be easier for him with someone else. “Zach,” I said, trying for a reasonable voice. “I’m not jealous, I just…”

“Why not?” He twisted his arms hard, and I had to let him go or hurt him. “Why aren’t you jealous?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t I matter enough for you to get jealous when I look at another guy?”

I blinked. That wasn’t the point. “You matter. Of course you do. So okay, I was a little jealous. Or maybe sad.” I wasn’t good with honesty and feelings, but for Zach I would try. “I’m possessive, you know that. I’m trying to overcome it.”

“Why?”

I stared at him. After a moment he sighed and took my hand, lifting it to his face, so my palm cupped his cheek. “I like you possessive,” Zach said. “I like belonging to you. I like thinking that if I start chasing another man, you’ll shove him in the lake and drag me home by my hair.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Not literally, stupid.” He turned a kiss into my palm.

“It’s hard,” I said softly. “If I let myself think that way, if I let myself own you the way I want to, I may actually do something just about that stupid when you decide to go.”

“Why would I go?”

Because you’re more than I deserve. Because you’re young and just tasting life out from under your grandfather’s shadow. You’ll want to walk in the sunlight one day. I’d found him first, but eventually he’d realize there were better choices out there, and he would move on. My wolf fought against those thoughts in violently possessive demand, but I subdued that need with the force of long practice. I’d always let my brain rule my heart. Always. Except once, in a sunlit barn, and look how that ended.

In another twenty-five years, I’d be in my seventies, and he would’ve barely reached forty-five. Even for werewolves, that was a big gap— I’d be at the top of a downhill slide, he’d just be coming into his prime. And I would still insist on dominance, in our home, in our bed, in every moment of his life, and not just about wolf matters.

“Things change,” I said with a shrug. “I’m your first real lover, and that will always be special, but eventually…”

“You’ll find someone you want more than me and kick me out?”

“No! Of course not.” I pulled my hand back. “I’ve had my share of men, and I know what I want, who I want, but you—”

“I’m too young and stupid to know what I have with you?”

“You’re not stupid.” You are young. “I’ve been hiding my whole life and will probably never come out. I’ll want to own you at home and ignore you in public. With someone like Pete, you could have a real lover someday, out in the open. Hell, you might even mate bond with someone, without worrying about all the complications of mixing mate bond and Alpha bond together.”

He didn’t need to know how often I’d thought about trying to bond him, or the reluctance with which I’d decided never to try. The two bonds might interfere with each other. Or worse, given how strong one bond could be, might open us to each other too deeply and uncontrollably, unable to be apart. I wouldn’t risk that happening to him. “You two could have a life you’ll never have with me.”

“I don’t care about age or even about being out, Aaron.” Zach sighed and took a couple of steps to lean against the wall. He looked up at me, dark eyes gleaming behind that heavy fall of hair that I razzed him about and secretly hoped he’d never cut. He looked so good to me, slim legs and that incredible package showcased in tight jeans, his chest rising and falling softly under the stretch of a cotton tee.

“Aaron,” Zach said softly. “Peter’s a child. And in ten years, he’ll probably still be a child to me. He’s never been through what we have. He’s never hidden his desires in absolute terror of being found out and killed. He’s never been beaten until his ribs cracked by someone he trusted to protect him.”

A surge of rage at Joseph flashed through me. No one touches my boy.

Zach nodded as if he felt my pain and fury. “Yeah. Pete’s never come close to dying. He has never killed a man.” Zach’s lips curved in a sad smile. “He doesn’t know how it feels to see the person you love most in all the world one moment from death. Or how it feels to celebrate afterward, when that death hasn’t claimed him. He isn’t you.”

A building falling in dust and noise, crashing debris threatening my love with crippling injury and death. A flash of light off the long barrel of a gun, as it rises to point at a heart dearer than my own. Zach’s thoughts or mine, I wasn’t even sure. I realized our bond had opened in my need to reassure him about Jason. I left the contact open. If there were words I couldn’t say, at least he’d feel what I meant.

“I love you, Aaron. Not like, not lust after, or desire, or trust, or admire. I love you. Forever. Mate bonded or not, in the open or in the closet. I’m yours.”

In a storybook, I would’ve said the same. Birds would have been singing and little hearts rising up from my eyes. That’s what Zach had every right to expect. Instead, I stood frozen, looking at him. I opened my mouth and what came out was, “I’d like to believe that.”

I bit my tongue. Stupid, unfair. But Zach gave me his sweetest smile. “I know,” he said. “You’re not one for leaps of faith. I can feel the way you still wonder if I really want to be dominated when you take charge, when you give me safety and strength by topping me.”

“You might—”

He laughed. “You think I’ll outgrow your control and quit wanting to submit. You can’t believe that’ll never happen. So we’ll take our relationship like I take my sobriety, one hour at a time, one day at a time, until the days become months and years. Can you believe in us for one hour?”

I pinned him against the wall and closed his mouth with mine. Let him take whatever answer he chose from that. His mouth was hot and eager. His tongue stroked mine, tangled, and dove deep. His feet were still bare. I needed only seconds to strip off his shirt and jeans and pull him down on the hard tiles.

I liked him like this, on his back with his eyes shining up at me. Desire flushed his cheeks, sped his breath. He was mine, to do with as I chose. I chose to push his legs up and open, to bury my face in between his thighs and taste. I breathed in his heat and his musky scent. A taste like nuts and salt on my tongue as he softened and opened for me. He made small, needy sounds.

“Lie still,” I growled when he squirmed, reaching for me. “Lie still and take me.” I tugged my zipper down.

I had what I needed in my pocket. Being around Zach was making the Boy Scout motto a way of life. I ripped open a packet, and the clear gel slipped between my fingers. A stroke over my aching length, a little more pressed into his soft pucker, the brief stretch he preferred, and then I leaned into him.

He whimpered as I entered him. Eagerness, not pain. His hands opened and closed, obediently flat on the floor as he took my control, my pace. I pressed home, and deeper, and again. Each time he arched to meet me, his eyes dark and hungry, mouth open.

This was good, so good, face to face. I leaned in, forcing his back to curve, his hips to come up as I bent to kiss him. We were linked, Alpha bond wide open to each other. I never had any doubt that he enjoyed this. He nipped at my lips, pushed in with his tongue, growing bolder as my pleasure became his. I pinned him with my weight. The hot, wet tip of his cock slid against my belly as I found my stroke. I held his wrists imprisoned to the floor.

He twisted his lips away from my kiss, his mouth open to gasp, “Please, Aaron, oh, God, please.” No question what he wanted, what he needed. His desire rose to the knife edge of climax in my mind. I shifted my grip from his wrists to free one of my hands and reached between us as I deepened my thrusts, faster, harder. His gorgeous erection was hot and hard in my palm as I wrapped my fingers around him.

His words became a babble of meaningless sound. No rhythm, no connection to my pace, as he balanced on the edge. I slid my hips back, barely inside him as I stroked his cock hard, base to end, his foreskin soft and sensitive under my touch. I slipped my fingers around that flared head, slick and wet with his pre-cum. Then I closed my hand and pulled as I slammed deep into him.

He arched as if hit by an electric shock. His cry came short and shrill as his hot seed pulsed out over my fingers. Then he shuddered and gasped as the shockwaves rippled through him. Before he was done, I let go. Balancing forward on my arms, I drove myself home. Fast and hard, again, again, again, the slap of skin on skin echoing as my hips found his ass. Then I came in a rush that darkened my vision and took my breath.

Zach laughed softly underneath me. “Oh, yeah. At least we always get this right.”

I eased out, slid sideways to keep my weight off him, and collapsed to the floor, breathing hard. He brushed a kiss against my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” I asked without opening my eyes. “This floor’s kind of hard.”

“I’m fine.” He rapped a knuckle on the new tile Simon and Richard had laid on the old farmhouse’s living room floor. “I get why you wanted something easy to clean.”

I nipped his neck lightly. “I was thinking of mud and blood, not… this.”

“If you say so.” Zach wriggled out from under my thigh and stretched. “It is too hard to lie around on for long. I’ll get the cleanser.”

I rolled on my side and watched with pleasure as he rose, still naked, and went to the kitchen to clean himself up and fetch a bucket and water. I was still lounging there when he came back. He tossed a wet rag at me, landing the cloth on my chest. “Come on, help out here. I’ll clean the mud that pack of yours tracked in on their paws. You get the other stuff.”

The water in the bucket gave off a chemical pine scent that wasn’t quite strong enough to be unpleasant, at least to my human nose. I wiped myself off, got up slowly, and bent to soak my rag in the bucket. As I straightened, a glob of foam from Zach’s sponge just happened to flick across the space between us and land on my arm. His eyes glinted. “Oops, sorry.”

“Yeah, right.” I bent to wipe our scents from the tile. Zach’s eyes on me were a warm shadow in my mind. With the Alpha bond still wide open, I knew he was staring at me with the lingering echo of satisfaction, and a hint of new desire. New desire? “Jesus, boy,” I growled. “Don’t you ever get enough? Get your cute ass to work there.”

He bent to scrub at a clump of mud drying on the tile. His hands were industrious, but his posture was designed to point that cute ass directly at me. I snorted and snapped him with the end of the rag.

Zach sighed as he straightened. “You know, Aaron, I think I’ve found my purpose in life.”

“Cleaning floors?”

The wet sponge hit my hip and left a trail of muddy water down my thigh. Zach grinned at me. “No, you moron. Teaching you to play. You’re way too serious. You need me.”

“I need this floor pristine.” I held out the sponge. Zach reached for it carefully, wary of payback. I said, “Behave, brat. In fact, how about you do this on your knees?” He knelt obediently. There was nothing fake about the shiver of pleasure he got, obeying me. I let him feel my pleasure in return and watched him bow his head to hide his smile.

“Hey, Aaron,” he said, as we finished the job. “Let’s go back out and run together, just the two of us. We haven’t had alone time in fur for ages.” He dropped his sponge in the bucket and turned to me, his expression eager. “Race you to the lookout rock.” Eager became wicked. “First one there gets a blow job from the loser.”

He stepped away from the bucket and dropped to the floor to shift. I stood and watched him. No one looked beautiful in mid-shift, but on Zach the distortions weren’t so bad. In both his forms, he had balance and grace. And he made a cute wolf.

When his shift was over, he looked up at me. I was still human, still dressed except for my jeans gaping unzipped. Zach panted a laugh, snorted, and shook his head violently like a bug had flown up his nose. Pine-scented cleaner. He trotted over to the door. After a moment’s hesitation, I flipped the lock and cracked the door open. We stared out the gap together.

The moon was rising, frosting the clearing at our doorstep with pale light. Beyond the swath of grass, brown from winter’s hibernation, the woods rose up in dark ranks. Simon had found this place, near another old house he owned, and the pack had bought the property with every dime we could scrape together. Here there was enough space to run and no neighbors to see us and ask questions. This farmhouse wasn’t the grand place that the lodge had been, polished by the work of generations of wolves. But this location was even more private and stood on more land. And this was ours.

We’d only taken possession two weeks ago. We were still learning the lay of the land. But already we had favorite trails and lookouts. There was a pond for swimming, once the weather warmed up, and most of the property was screened by dense woods. The tree branches silhouetted against the night sky showed swelling tips, where leaves would soon explode out into Minnesota’s brief spring. The trails below were shadowed, but not too dim for a wolf’s eyes. I drank in the sight of our domain.

Zach looked up at me and whined in invitation. When I hesitated, he turned and stuck his chilled wet nose inside my open jeans, where chilled did not belong. My return swat missed his wolf ears by millimeters as he danced back. Zach’s jaw dropped in a lupine grin. Then he was up and out the door on swift feet.

Winner gets a blow job. Taking that boy’s equipment in my mouth was no kind of punishment. On the other hand, Zach had learned to do some amazing things with his tongue. And then there was the principle involved.

I yanked off my clothes and dropped to the floor. Zach had a head start, but I was the fastest shifter I knew, and I could outrun the boy even before his leg got injured. There was more than one path to the lookout rock. Maybe the boy would get a surprise. I shifted.

I’m running through the forest, full out on four legs, over ground strewn with last year’s moldering leaves and soft with melting snow. The air is dark and cool and clean, with the first hint of spring breathing over the hill. I’m not running for my life or anyone else’s, not this time. There are heavy footfalls coming fast through the wet leaves behind me, but I know that gait now, almost better than my own.

I know the slight hitch when that shortened leg hits the ground, and the sudden swerve that matches his path to mine. I dodge at the last moment, so his shoulder brushes me instead of bowling me over. Then I turn the tables on him. A twisting dive spills the slender black wolf onto his back in the melting snow. My mouth is on his throat and I feel the pulse of his life there, underneath my teeth.

Unafraid, he lies sprawled on his back beneath me, waving one paw limply in surrender. His dark eyes laugh up at me. Clown. I nip him in reproof, hard enough to draw a little sound from him. When I nip him again, it’s not a punishment and his eyes grow warm.

I can’t offer him a mate bond. I never will, unless I can be sure we won’t risk replacing one intimacy with the other, or cracking him so wide open with a double hold that he can never again keep his thoughts private.

But in this moment, I open the Alpha bond wider than ever and show him. Even like this, with no human desire, no press of skin, no driving need, he’s in my heart.

I know that in the night when I wake, as I still do, shaking and cold, I will not be alone. When my mind is full of death and blood, when all I can see is the image of a huge gray wolf with eyes frigid as glacier ice and breath like carrion, when my past overruns my present, this man will be there. His arms will hold me, his skin will be warm against me, and his voice will call me home. I am his as he is mine. This is far more than I ever believed I could have. He is more.

And perhaps these stolen days can stretch to a lifetime. The glory of what that lifetime might be buoys me up, as I nuzzle his throat, breathe in his scent, and feel his quicksilver joy fill us both.

#######


Aaron got his own way, in telling the story you just read, but Zach’s coming into his own, and his point of view is part of Book 3 – the novella Unwanted Appeal.

Here’s a brief excerpt:

Unwanted Appeal

Hidden Wolves Book 3

Chapter 1

Aaron, Alpha of the Minneapolis West pack, stood at the upper window of the farmhouse and surveyed his domain. He laughed silently at himself for thinking of the landscape that way, but that didn’t change the feeling. Out there was a stretch of wooded land in his name and a group of men who bowed their heads at his command. Maybe a touch ironically on Lucas’s and Simon’s parts, but still. His pack, his place.

He’d never imagined this, in his childhood under the skies of Wyoming. Or in his tiny room in San Francisco. Or even when he was running silent and controlled, keeping his head down as Sixth in Gordon’s pack. Yet here he was and, he felt in his bones, here he belonged. After so many fresh starts, this was the life they’d have to pry out of his cold, dead hands.

The slightly uneven footsteps behind him were part of that. He didn’t turn as Zach came up at his back and stood close against his shoulder. If they’d been really alone, instead of silhouetted in a window, Zach might have stretched enough to put his chin on Aaron’s shoulder, but downstairs the rest of the pack was gathering. Voices carried from the room below, and another SUV pulled up into the space in front of the farmhouse.

Aaron narrowed his eyes. The ground was really getting churned to mud out there. He’d have to order another load of gravel and decide who needed to be put to work spreading rocks.

Zach said by his ear, on a faint breath that wouldn’t carry, “Pumping up your boss man ego?”

With his left hand, which would be completely hidden from the window, Aaron reached back and grabbed Zach through his jeans, in a grip just hard enough to make him yip. “You think I need to?”

“No, Alpha. Never. You’re the ultimate boss man at all times.” Zach’s voice, still a whisper, shook just a little. Probably with amusement, but over their Alpha bond, Aaron could feel a spark of desire in Zach too.

“And don’t forget it.” He let go, with a little pat of promise for later.

“Seriously, doesn’t it chuff you a bit to have eleven grown men show up at your beck and call?”

“Chuff? Are you reading that British Doctor Who fiction online again?”

“And who showed me where to find it?” Zach sobered. “The Alphas finally finished voting, huh?” He hesitated. “They didn’t choose you for the Council after all, did they?”

Aaron laughed. “When pigs fly. Can you imagine? Alphas actually voting for the leader of the heretical gay pack as one of their policy makers? Hah.” For once, that was almost a good thing. He had no desire whatsoever to be on the Council. “I’m amazed they got enough of a consensus to elect anyone.”

“Did some of them refuse to vote?”

“A few. Not many. The only thing worse than voting for someone who might command them, would be letting the other Alphas make the decision without them.”

Zach muttered, “I can imagine.”

The packs had traditionally all been equals, each with its own territory. Choosing representation for the entire North American wolf community had been a very contentious decision. And the practical side had been almost worse. They’d ended up with an open ballot, just so every Alpha could see for himself that his vote was recorded and counted correctly. “Now the question will be how much weight the Council’s recommendations will carry.”

“Recommendations? Not orders?”

“Well, with us, there’s definitely an overlap. But no Alpha will admit he’s back to taking orders. So the Council will call them recommendations, and we’ll find out how that works as we go along.”

“Rick Brown from Chicago’s on it, right?”

“Yes. Top slot.” So typical of werewolves that even the Council of Five would have a rank order. And typical of the powerful Chicago Alpha to have come out on top.

“That’s good, I guess.”

Another car pulled into the drive. Aaron hadn’t actively been counting arrivals, but he knew when the last of his pack passed under his window and into the farmhouse. He didn’t move, though. The view was beautiful, with green leaves coming out on the trees, and the soft light of a spring evening on the land. They hadn’t owned this place long, and yet already he loved it. He let his eyes track up the nearest little hill. There was a spot on top there that he was particularly fond of.

Zach shifted restlessly. “I’ll go down and join the rest.”

Aaron nodded, and heard him leave the room and start down the stairs. An Alpha would be smart to drag this out a little, to play the dance of indifference and dominance. It wouldn’t hurt the men to wait a minute, and he was careful not to act as if Zach was glued to his hip. He let his eyes linger on the hillside.

Change was coming. Not just outside the window, where the short Minnesota spring was already gathering speed, but within the packs. This new Council was the packs’ first concession to the truth that their days of hiding from humans were numbered. There would have to be new plans, adjustments, new ideas, and a loosening of old rigid rules to adapt to a new world.

Coming out would be a tricky process. And could be short-circuited at any moment, if some wolf, somewhere— anywhere in the developed world— made a bad enough mistake. He was glad to let the Council carry the main burden, even if there was a text on his cellphone from Rick Brown saying, “You owe me, and I’m collecting by making you an advisor, not just to the Council but to me personally. Expect a lot of work.”

Cool air blew over Aaron’s back, where Zach had been warm, moments before. Aaron realized he’d have to watch himself and make sure that his own personal needs didn’t influence the advice he gave Rick. Gay tolerance would have to take a back seat to species preservation. Avoiding visible violence, planning for a good public image, security— those would be the watchwords.

He’d control his envy of his gay wolf Simon, out and proud with his lover Paul, and bide his time. And keep an eye on young Peter, almost unaware of what he was, but with the tolerance of this pack not hiding his attractions well. Keeping those men safe was everything, and coming out himself would not further that goal. There were higher priorities than letting the world know how he felt about Zach.

The voices below got louder, as his wolves hid their impatience with chatter and roughhousing. Time to go down and let them know about the latest changes. Already the Council had sent out a recommendation for vastly increased computer security. Luckily he’d already had Zach take care of all of theirs, but there would be other orders, er, recommendations, coming from on high, no doubt. Well, his wolves were good at taking orders. Mostly.

He walked down the stairs as silently as he could, gradually opening his Alpha bonds to all his men. He felt their curiosity and apprehension over being so abruptly summoned. He countered it with his own serene confidence. After what they’d already been through, he understood the worry, but this was nothing. A good step. They just needed to know the chain of command had gained another level.

They were quiet by the time he entered the front room, totally fixed on his approach, with all eyes turned to him. The human in him might’ve wanted to put in a little plug for democracy, but the Alpha wolf was buoyed up on the wave of obedient greeting and confidence they gave him. He walked to the front of the room and they found their places, dropping to sit on the floor in a semicircle, from Mark on his right down to Peter on his left. Their eyes glittered in the bright overhead track lights, and the world outside, behind the blackout drapes, receded from his mind. His pack waited for his word.

He gave them a grave nod, feeling the bonds between them tighten, like elastic bands contracting, thicker and stronger, pulling them toward him. He said, “West pack. We are met.”

§ § § §

In the dimness of their curtained bedroom, Zach came so hard he saw stars. Maybe comets. Hell, just call it the Fourth of July happening behind his closed eyelids.

He braced his hands and knees on the bed, trying to stay upright as his vision sparkled and the electric rush of pleasure surged through him. His cock jerked in helpless, spurting response. He heard Aaron chuckle behind him, almost managing to sound coolly amused. Maybe an onlooker would’ve been fooled, but in that corner of Zach’s mind where their pack bond lay open for him, Zach could feel how close Aaron was to climax. All that glowing strength that was Aaron, piled up and up, like a wall of water behind a fragile dam, waiting to explode. Zach groaned hoarsely.

Aaron thrust deep in him again and then drew out slowly. It was just like the bastard to hold on, not to let Zach’s orgasm trigger his own. Holding out those few extra seconds, or minutes, that proved he was in full control. Zach tried to push back, but upright was the best he could do. He let his pleasure spill over the bond and felt that blue-hot wall of Aaron get higher, heavier. Aaron drove forward once more, striking Zach’s overstimulated nerves. He hit Zach’s prostate and Zach lost awareness in a blind whiteout of so good, too much, oh my fucking god!

Zach’s arms went limp, and he collapsed on the bed in a twitching, shuddering heap. For once, Aaron hadn’t anticipated his fall soon enough to go down with him. Zach’s abrupt movement pulled them apart. Zach yelped, but tried to spread his thighs and cant his ass back up. His muscles did no more than shiver. Instead of dropping over Zach and pushing back inside, Aaron reared up. Zach heard the snap of latex as Aaron yanked off the condom, then two rough strokes of palm on skin, and Aaron came, hot and silent, all over Zach’s back and hair and down his cheek.

Zach breathed in the moment— the feel of his ass still clenching from taking Aaron deep, the molten heat of climax that suffused his cock and balls, the pressure of Aaron’s hand on his hip, the smell of Aaron’s jizz on his face. For just a moment he let sensations be his world, and over their private pack bond let Aaron feel just how right that was. How perfect. Then he grunted and rolled his head sideways to open one eye and peer back at his Alpha.

“The whole point of the fucking condom was for me not to have to scrub my skin raw getting the fucking smell of your cum off me.”

Aaron cuffed the back of his head lightly and pinned him to the bed with a strong hand between his shoulder blades. “Language, pup.”

Zach hid a grin against the pillow. God, he loved this. Loved being the person Aaron could relax with, play with, fuck with. And yet, he also loved the way Aaron would jerk him up short sometimes, if he pushed the pack Alpha too far.

Aaron got off the bed and came to stand beside Zach, staring down at him. He reached out a long, elegant finger and swiped a drip of cum off Zach’s ear. Zach watched through his one open eye. There was nothing more gorgeous in all the world than Aaron Tremaine, lean-muscled and dark-haired and supremely, confidently naked, looking down at him with the heat of possession in his eyes. Aaron raised his hand and slowly licked the droplet off his finger. The salt-slick taste spread between them over the wide-open bond. Then he reached back down… and gave Zach’s ear a sharp flick. “Rise and shine. No time to waste.”

Zach jerked his head away and rolled over. A moment ago, he’d have said he wouldn’t be able to move for at least an hour, but Aaron’s command and his own curiosity were working wonders. He waved a hand at Aaron. Aaron gave his flapping digits a pro-forma glare, but then gripped his wrist and pulled him up to a sitting position. And instead of letting go, he raised Zach’s wrist to his mouth and pressed lips and tongue to the pulse-point. Zach shuddered in a wholly involuntary response.

Ignoring the ache in his well-fucked ass, he slid to the edge of the bed and swung his legs out. “What do you think Michael wants?”

Aaron frowned, and Zach felt the bond between them thin slightly. “You know what I know.”

“Which is sweet F-all.”

“Pretty much.” Aaron sighed. “We’ll meet him in an hour and find out. At least, I’ll meet him. You only will if you get your cute ass into the shower and scrub well. Use the herbal soap.”

“Yes, oh my lord and master,” Zach quipped as he stood.

Aaron used the loose grip he still had on Zach’s wrist to haul him in for a long, hard kiss. “And don’t you forget it. Get clean.”

Zach wanted to linger under the water, enjoying the heat on abused muscles and the way the shower brought the scents of Aaron’s body to his nose. But he was a werewolf, which meant those muscles would be fine very soon on their own, and he’d been with Aaron long enough to know that the threat of being left behind was a real one. He scrubbed up quickly, wrinkling his nose at the eucalyptus and rosemary of the soap. By the time he was done, he smelled like a health food store, and not like the guy the supposedly-straight pack Alpha was fucking. At least the condom had helped some— his skin and hair were easier to clean than the inside of his ass. Mission accomplished.

He toweled off fast, ran to his room for a T-shirt and jeans, and hurried down the stairs. Aaron was just tying his second shoe, keys to his Hummer in hand. Zach shoved his feet into his sneakers without bothering with laces and gave Aaron a bright grin. “Ready.”

The April sunshine made him squint as they pulled out of the garage, so he turned his eyes toward Aaron instead. His Alpha drove the same way he did everything else, with a smooth easy confidence that looked almost ordinary, until it needed to become something else. The same way he fucked too. Zach squirmed in his seat, pressing down to enjoy the fading ache in his butt.

“Still sore?” Aaron asked without glancing his way.

“Not sore enough.”

“Some other time.” Aaron’s mouth quirked in a tiny smile of anticipation. “Now quit fidgeting. You’re being annoying.”

“Sorry, Alpha.”

They turned westward, heading out of the Twin Cities toward North Dakota. Not that they planned to hit the state line, but still the scenery became pretty much flat and boring, suburban tract housing springing up between weedy fields and clumps of oak and poplar. As they got farther out, the houses became smaller and more weathered, spread apart and surrounded by outbuildings. The fields expanded and looked better tended, ridged brown and bare with plowing, or fuzzed green by early spring plantings.

Aaron’s cell phone beeped, and he frowned. At the next dirt road, he pulled over, checked a text message and pressed speed dial to make a call.

“Yes, Alpha?” The deference in Mark’s voice was clear to Zach’s acute hearing.

“Just a heads-up, Second. Here are the coordinates for this meeting.” Aaron recited a GPS location.

“Do you want me to send backup?”

“No. I still trust Michael. But you should know where we are, if anything blows up.”

“I don’t like it.”

“I know. I’ll call when we’re done.”

Mark spoke a bit louder, knowing Zach would hear him, “Zach, you watch the Alpha’s back, you hear me?”

Aaron snapped, “The day I need that, you can just go ahead and bury me.”

“With all due respect, Alpha,” Mark ground out. “No one has eyes in the back of their head, not even you.”

“I’m on it,” Zach said, clearly enough to carry over Aaron’s phone.

Aaron gave him a cool look, but said, “Later, Mark,” and hung up.

He pulled back onto the road. Zach let the silence between them defrost a bit and then muttered with only partly assumed hurt, “Of course, if you don’t trust me to back you up…”

Sure enough, that sucked some of the anger out of Aaron. “Of course I do. It’s Mark questioning my judgment that I don’t like.”

“He’s your Second,” Zach said, as mildly as he could, and let the statement stand alone. As pack Second, it was Mark’s job to be concerned about security, and even to question his Alpha’s choices. Some Alphas didn’t tolerate much questioning, but Aaron was no dictator.

After two more silent miles, Aaron blew out a long breath. “Right.”

Zach felt the tension in his own muscles ease off too. That was a downside to keeping open the pack bond that let his mind and his Alpha’s touch. Aaron’s moods could overwhelm Zach, and sometimes he wasn’t even aware the emotions weren’t his own until later. Aaron glanced at him, and then Zach felt his awareness of Aaron fade and disappear, as his Alpha closed their bond.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Zach protested.

“Backing off is safer anyway. Simon tells me that when our bond’s open, he can almost see the connection between us.”

Zach nodded. That comment gave him a stomach-rolling combination of the warm fuzzies and cold fear. Imagining that his bond to Aaron was so strong it was practically visible was sweet, a counterbalance to his midnight fears when he woke up reaching for Aaron, certain that he’d moved on to someone more worthy while Zach slept. But being visibly together, visibly gay, could still get one or both of them killed if the wrong wolf made the connection. Sometimes Zach got very tired of the tightrope they walked. Although never tired enough to leave Aaron. Still…

“Have you ever thought of maybe taking a trip to Tahiti and just not coming back? The two of us?”

Aaron chuckled. “Never.”

No, of course not. Aaron was Zach’s lover, but he was Alpha— father and leader and protector and supreme ruler— to a whole pack. Leaving would never even have crossed his mind.

Aaron glanced at the GPS on his dashboard and took the next road left. For another ten minutes they drove, meandering on smaller and smaller roads, until they turned down a dirt lane bordered by open fields. At the end of the lane, a small dilapidated barn stood alone in the flat landscape. Aaron stopped the Hummer fifty feet from it.

In the sudden silence, Zach could hear the ping of the cooling metal. A flock of geese flew over, heading northward in a ragged V, their haunting cries floating down from the sky. He sharpened his attention, noting the rustle of some small creature in the foot-high weeds alongside the drive. And footsteps coming around the barn.

The man who appeared was tall, lanky, and moved with economical, easy strides. He was muscular, but the power of his body was downplayed by his calm demeanor. His tousled brown-blond hair fell over his forehead, and he wore faded jeans and a denim shirt. His boots hit the ground with just a hint of emphasis, showing that the audible footfalls were deliberate. When he glanced up at them, the sun caught green highlights in his eyes.

Aaron slid out of the car and took a dozen steps. Zach scrambled to do the same, rounding the hood to stand within fighting range of Aaron. As Michael walked toward them, Zach knew he should’ve been watching the man who was a possible threat, but he couldn’t help watching Aaron instead.

Aaron’s face might seem impassive, but Zach could make out the tiny smile that pulled little arcs at the corners of his mouth. His eyes were calm and wide as he waited for his cousin to reach them.

Michael stopped two feet from Aaron and dropped his gaze, bowing his head. “Alpha.”

“Idiot.” Aaron closed the gap, but hesitated. “Are we okay?”

Michael laughed. “Unless you’ve developed delusions of grandeur while I was gone, we’re fine.”

Aaron’s rare grin lit his whole face, as he grabbed Michael in a hard hug. Zach swallowed down his unjustifiable jealousy. Really, he had no excuse. Michael was straight, mate bonded to a woman, with a teenage son. He was no threat to Zach’s position.

But there was no one else in the world that softened Aaron in quite that way, not even Zach. He gritted his teeth and looked away, surveying the surroundings like a good backup should.

Michael and Aaron stepped apart after a moment. Michael said, “You look good. A hell of a lot better than the last time I saw you. I take it things are settling down?”

“Yeah. No one’s tried to kill us in, what, almost three months now.”

“You’ll die of boredom, coz.”

“Not a chance.”

“Seriously, you’re… different. Growing into the role, I guess. That head bow wasn’t just a joke. Alpha.”

Aaron’s voice softened for a moment. “Thank you.” Then his tones got cooler. “So, why are we here? If you just wanted a reunion, you could’ve come to my place.”

“Yeah. It’s a bit more than that.”

There was a pause, and Zach couldn’t avoid another glance at Michael. He found those green eyes fixed analytically on him. Michael said, “Why don’t you introduce me first? I remember the face.”

Zach jerked his chin up and straightened his shoulders involuntarily. The last time Michael had seen him, he was still recovering from detox and convinced that Aaron would never look at a scrawny twenty-year-old submissive wolf. A lot had changed since then. Sometimes those days felt like a lifetime ago.

Aaron said, “This is Zach, my pack Ninth. And computer expert.”

“This guy?” Michael raised an eyebrow and then circled them, forcing Zach to turn to keep him in view. Zach did so, pivoting slowly on his heel as the Wyoming wolf prowled in slow strides behind Aaron. It was a measure of just how much Aaron trusted his cousin that he didn’t turn, but watched Zach in amusement as Michael crossed behind him.

Michael stopped in front of them again and grinned. “I’ve heard of this guy. He’s supposed to be the best. Makes the packs with secrets quake in their boots.”

“He what?” Aaron lost his amused air. “What have you heard?”

“That you have a top-notch hacker, a real computer ninja. That the directive about computer security that came down from the new Council of Five was your doing, or, more correctly, his. That he can get into locked files and make them dance.”

Zach felt a warm rush of pride at the words, but Aaron swore harshly. “Damn! That’s all we need.”

“What?” Zach asked.

“For us to look like a real threat. And for that threat to be all about you. I want us to be as invisible as possible and that’s not the way to do it.”

Michael said, “If it’s any help, no one’s said online which of your wolves is the hacker. So everyone’s just wary of your whole pack, which may not be a bad thing. And the Council is hammering the message home about security right now. Their focus might gain you some respect, if the packs think the top Alphas take your advice.”

“Hm.” Aaron didn’t sound convinced, and he took one step closer to Zach.

“And you haven’t introduced me properly to Zach.”

Aaron’s eyes narrowed. “In what sense?”

“Are you mate bonded? Or just fucking?”

In one fast movement, Aaron put himself between Michael and Zach…
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