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Chapter One – Would You Sleep with Me?
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“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let you in. Mr. Pembroke has retired for the night.” The nasal tone of the young man in a suit guarding the entrance to the tall tower added to the several annoyances Ryder had experienced since entering the city. “You don’t have an appointment.”

Ryder approached the desk, placing his palms on the smooth surface reflecting the artificial lights above, and leaned forward. The clairvoyant had been clear: this tower belonged to his fated mate, and he lived on the top of it, like a king among humans, superior in every way. The old woman had warned him not to do what he was about to do next, but it was important that he got to his mate before his next heat began. Just any partner wouldn’t do this time, Cassandra the clairvoyant had warned him; he needed his mate more than ever.

His eyes bore into the feeble young man’s, his eyebrows furrowed, a growl rumbling in his chest. “You will abide my request, human.”

The human let out a small yelp and grabbed the phone on his desk. He aimed the receiver at Ryder, as if he was wielding a weapon. “Don’t make me call security, sir.”

Cassandra had foreseen this too; in the city, his wolf skills would dull under the pressure of the synthetic lights and many foul smells. It had been a way to verify the truth of her words, and so far, she had been right in every way, including the difficulty he would have reaching Theodore Pembroke, the wolf residing in the big city of Glasstone, and his fated mate. The clairvoyant had warned him not to fight his way through. Else his actions would draw the unnecessary attention of the powers that be governing the city.

He pushed himself back on his heels. “Good night,” he said abruptly. 

He would have to stalk the entrance tomorrow. The moment he’d see his mate, he’d know him in ways that a phone screen couldn’t offer him. Theodore Pembroke was tall, slender, elegant; he was very handsome but distant, and the pictures Ryder had seen of him had convinced him that his mate was attractive. Without seeing him in person, sniffing his personal scent, Ryder couldn’t tell how strong that attraction would be. The urgency he felt in the beating of his heart assured him that it would be spectacular and reciprocal. 

With a short growl thrown over his shoulder that made the desk attendant cower, he walked out of the building into the smelly street. In this place, one couldn’t even see the stars. He stared in vain at the sky above. The billboards and neon lights flickered incessantly, a mockery of the luminous bodies that guided all creatures’ paths on this earth.

***
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“Dan, Danny, D, baby,” Vince slurred while wrapping one arm around his shoulders and pressing him into the bar, “stop selling yourself short.”

Daniel tried to shrug his friend off, but it looked like his efforts were in vain. Even if he was sober, his friend half-drunk, and Vince could easily overpower him, it was no longer funny. “Look,” he said, pushing his glass away, “I have to be realistic here. I’m plain, average, I work retail, there’s nothing about me that screams ‘I’m a good catch so catch me already’. This is the third time this month I’ve been stood up. I won’t even tell you how many times this has happened this year. It’s too embarrassing.”

“That’s because you’re so dead set against doctoring your photos. Everyone does it these days,” Vince said and slumped in the stool next to Daniel. 

“You think I’d have better chances of landing a date if I shopped my pics? In real life,” he gestured at himself, “I’d still be me. Once they see me, they won’t even bother.”

Vince put a finger in his face. “That’s where you’re wrong. The reason you’re getting stood up so often is because the guys you try to hook up with think they found someone better when they get swiped right by someone with shopped pics.”

“I don’t follow your logic,” Daniel insisted. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll explain it to you. Are you going to drink that?”

Daniel pushed his drink toward his friend. “You’re welcome to it. I’d rather be sober and miserable than drunk and miserable. Less need to deal with a hangover the day after.”

“Damn, you’re such a goody two shoes I want to kiss you. In a friendly way,” Vince added quickly and grabbed the glass. “Do something with your profile pics. Thing is, the guy you get on a date will have gone through the trouble to come to see you. And even if you’re not the way you look in the pics, he’ll have already put in the effort, you know? He showered, he put on some new t-shirt and jeans, and he’s ready to fuck. That’s why he won’t give up. The way I see it, you’re getting something out of it. A fuck, in case you didn’t get it when I said it before.”

Daniel groaned and rubbed his eyes. “When you put it like that, I have a sudden urge to become a monk.”

“I need to save you.” Vince downed his drink and grabbed Daniel’s shoulder, squeezing and shaking it. “Tonight, we’ll work on your confidence. So, you’re Average Joe. Big deal. We’ll go outside, and I’m going to pick a guy for you. One that’s way out of your league. You’ll walk over to him—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Daniel groaned again.

“Nah, nah, nah, listen to me. You’ll walk over to him, and you’ll say this: ‘Hi, I’m Average Joe. Would you sleep with me?’”

“For real? You think my profile pics will look better with a black eye or something?”

“Chill, dude,” Vince kept on at it. “It’s the gay district, as far as our eyes can see.” He gestured wildly. “If guys aren’t used to being propositioned like that, they’re in the wrong neighborhood. Also, I’ll be right there. Any wrong move, and I’ll teach the motherfucker a lesson.”

“I have a feeling our night out might end up badly for us. Especially for you,” Daniel warned his friend.

Vince shook him harder. “Stop being so damn cautious all the time. Live a little.”

“You only live once is a motto that outlived its life expectancy,” Daniel warned him. 

“Do it for me. Do it quickly. Say it so fast that the guy doesn’t have time to react. Do it and run back to me. I’ll hug you and pretend to be your boyfriend. You know what sort of impression I make on people.” 

His friend did make strangers look him over carefully before any interaction with his quarterback shoulders and impressive physique, accompanied by a rugged face that belonged on the wrong side of the tracks. Even if Vince had lived his entire childhood and teenage years in the same cookie cutter, middle class suburb as Daniel.

Next to him, Daniel was sure he looked even plainer. Nothing about him made him stand out. At least he wasn’t what people considered downright ugly, his mom used to tell him. That was her way of encouraging him. Somehow, he thought that she might have missed the mark. 

“Okay,” he said with a sigh. “But only because I’m sure you’ll hound me to death with this stupid thing until I’m old and gray.”

There was another reason why he was indulging Vince’s crazy idea. A part of him wanted to do something wild once in a blue moon. A vague awareness that his Average Joe stamp of approval came from how predictable he was in everything he did, day in and day out. Playing into Vince’s scheme looked like a good way to expose himself to the unpredictable.

It didn’t mean that he was ready for it. He stared dejectedly at the empty glass in front of Vince. It was too late to order another drink, he decided, and he had to do this thing quickly, anyway, before he got the chance to change his mind.
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This part of the city seemed strange. It appeared to be dedicated to a row of dens of iniquity by the way the flashy signs in front of each shop tried to lure in the passerby with promises of pleasures of the intoxication kind. Ryder never drank the alcoholic concoctions humans came up with; although he had progressed a great deal in controlling his wolf, at twenty-eight years of age he still needed to work more on that part of himself. If it hadn’t been for the impending necessity of finding his mate, Ryder wouldn’t have left his pack for a trip to this cesspool of smells and noises that was the city.

Another thing that made this place different from the other streets he had traveled so far was the sort of people mingling hereabouts. They were mostly males and, more than once, Ryder had caught one or two of them at the same time giving him what seemed to be assessing looks. When a member of the pack did that, it was for two reasons: they intended to provoke Ryder into a fight or they wanted to offer themselves up for a night.

City dwellers were different. They were humans, to begin with, which made them strangers to Ryder. They were to coexist with, but without getting too close. The assessing looks he kept getting made his wolf restless. He looked down in an effort to avoid them altogether.

“Excuse me?” a feeble voice called out to him from his right.

He looked up, and for a moment the street noises faded. A clean scent tickled his nostrils. A pair of brown eyes was looking at him, but not in the unclean assessing way he had sensed until now. The eyes were honest.

“Hi,” the stranger extended his open hand, “I’m Average Joe. Would you sleep with me?” The words trembled, unlike the eyes.

Ryder stopped and let his gaze move over this human. Brown hair, cut short. Regular features, smooth skin. A young male who appeared to lack strength. Most likely, someone on the bottom rung of this large human pack. He wore a gray t-shirt and a pair of jeans, both plain, without any of the adornments that some of these city dwellers seemed to prefer.

He was offering Ryder exactly what he had been looking for: a roof over his head for the night. Could it be that the human had understood that only by looking at him? It seemed unlikely, unless the human was a clairvoyant like Cassandra.

Whatever the reason he had to ask Ryder such a question, a good opportunity couldn’t be allowed to go to waste. In the city, Ryder couldn’t sleep under the naked sky or the authorities could jail him. He took the offered hand and shook it.

“Hello, Average Joe. Yes, I will sleep with you.”

***
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The sound of Vince’s whistle from behind brought him out of his stupor. The handsome man in front of him had just said—

“Where is your lair?”

Daniel opened his mouth, but it looked like no words were able to come out. The hand holding his was strong, large, and rough. It felt like they were sharing the sort of dependable handshake people talked about in books. The man had wild medium length black hair and eyes to match, although it was hard to make out every little detail in the street lights, no matter how bright they were. Daniel could see, however, the scar of a cut that went from the man’s right eyebrow halfway to his cheek. It made the guy look dangerous, and obviously alluring. He couldn’t be older than thirty, but he looked like no other thirty-year-old Daniel had ever met. His leather jacket smelled of sap and wood, strong and pleasant; he was at least a head taller and had to outweigh Daniel by a good forty pounds if not more. 

“Go get him, tiger,” Vince yelled from behind.

Daniel shook his head, trying to clear it. Good thing he hadn’t drunk a drop tonight, or else he’d be forced to blame it on alcohol. No chance of that, and he had to be happy for it. Exposure to the unpredictable, Mr. Wilson, he told himself, trying to gather up the courage to continue this strange conversation.

“Um,” he began and blinked. “What’s your name?”

“Ryder Asherman,” the tall man replied. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you,” Daniel mumbled his reply. “Are you coming with me? To my home?”

“Yes.” The thick eyebrows furrowed, signaling that the stranger – no, Ryder – was losing his patience.

Daniel stole a look at Vince, who was busy taking a picture of him with this man who might just become his hookup for the night. At least, if he ended up on the six o’clock news, his friend had something to give to the police.

He shook his head again. If he kept seeing dangers in every corner, he’d never do anything in life. And Vince was right; this was where gay people came to mingle and get to know new people. There was nothing weird about getting to know a stranger and taking him home for a quickie.

Daniel felt hot as he continued to look at Ryder. That was a handsome face. And a strong, muscular body, barely concealed by that leather jacket and dark jeans. He hoped for more than a quickie, but he’d settle for one, anyway, if that was all that was in the cards for the night.

“Let... I mean, let’s go,” he whispered.

“I will follow you,” Ryder said politely. “Please, lead the way.”

Daniel let out a short nervous laugh. “We’re going to take an Uber. You don’t have to, um, walk behind me like that.”

“Very well,” Ryder replied. 

***
[image: ]


He had tried to get himself acquainted with all the novelties of city life by reading intensively about them on the phone provided by one of the younger members of his pack. Uber was a means of transportation. Ryder disliked entering the contraptions humans used, because they were cramped and stifling. Their artificial smell was nothing like the pines of his home, even though it came from a pine-shaped thing dangling in the front, and made his head hurt.

But, in order to blend in with the city dwellers, he needed to behave like them. His fated mate appeared to be well guarded, which meant that Ryder had to bide his time to be able to meet him. This generous human, who offered his abode, was a godsend. 

Of course, all humans required payment for their services, so he would have to discuss the terms of his lodging, seeing how he didn’t carry a lot of what city dwellers used as currency. He didn’t need it often, although there were people in his pack who regularly visited the world beyond their forest. That was how they got their access to new technologies and clothes like the ones he was wearing now. Limiting their interaction with the outside world was essential if they wanted to maintain their pack’s way of life. 

Some things couldn’t be avoided, such as accepting the help of this human offering up his lair so Ryder had a roof over his head for the night.

As they sat in the backseat, Ryder leaned closer to the human called Average Joe. It was a strange name, but Ryder wasn’t one to question the choices city dwellers made. Since Average Joe smelled clean and pleasant, it made it easier for him to survive the trip by Uber. 

Joe – Ryder had to call him that – chuckled and turned his head. “Are you, like, sniffing me?”

Right, humans didn’t share the same method of getting to know each other, and it was most likely awkward for his host to observe Ryder acting this way.

“I don’t mind,” came the whispered follow-up.

“Are you sure you’re all right with this?” Ryder asked, as he had learned to do when he wasn’t sure what humans thought or intended.

“Yes, I believe I quite like it.”

Ryder looked at the pine-shaped triangle dangling by the driver’s side, exuding its offensive smell. Since the human wasn’t bothered by his wolfshifter’s ways, he could very well take advantage of his generosity until he had the chance to repay him for it.

He moved closer and stuck his nose into the side of Joe’s neck. The human made a squeak-like noise but relaxed as Ryder went on to nuzzle his skin. For a city dweller, Joe definitely smelled nice. There was none of that unpleasant, fake scent that seemed to pollute everything as soon as so-called signs of civilization were in sight. 

“Do you mind if I do this?” Joe asked and moved his arm to wrap it around Ryder’s shoulders.

“No.” There was more for him to gain if he allowed them to sit like this. 

He had no idea he was hungry until he got more of the human’s smell. He stuck out his tongue to have a sample. Not that wolves ate humans; that was a misunderstanding that had been souring the relationships with the packs living in the forests north of Glasstone since times no one remembered. Of those days only the distrust remained, but it ran deep.

Ryder didn’t want this human to believe that he was about to be devoured. Average Joe didn’t know he was sitting next to a wolf, anyway, like all of the other humans that surrounded them. Their existence was concealed in a shroud of secrecy, and Ryder wasn’t about to give himself away.

Joe moaned softly and exposed his neck more. Ryder blinked, as the fire of his blood ignited. Would the human accept him as a partner for the night? That went beyond simple generosity. How would he ever be able to repay him?

His hunger won and he let his fangs move slowly over the offered skin. How would his mate taste? He wasn’t supposed to taint himself with the flavor of a human, no matter how appealing, when he was bound to meet his fated love.

“Can you wait until we get back to my place?” Joe asked in the same unsure voice that marked him as a feeble human. “I don’t want to scandalize the driver.”

So, that was the offer. Ryder would accept it. For now, however, he needed to control his hunger.
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Chapter Two – What Misunderstanding?
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Could he be so bold as to hope for sex in an elevator? Danny snorted at his own assumption. Once inside the contraption meant to take them to his modest studio apartment on the twelfth floor of the mid-rise building, Ryder had moved away from him, looking around with curious eyes. It was an odd thing to think that this wild man had never taken an elevator before, but it looked like that to Danny.

Or maybe Mr. Tough Guy was afraid of traveling in a box moved up and down by cables. Modern times came with modern phobias, as he well knew. For instance, he suffered a lot from nomophobia, and he wasn’t working on getting over it, either. Just to be sure, he tapped his back pocket. Phew, his phone was still there.

“It’s a bit high, but it was a steal for being on the top floor and all that,” he babbled to fill the awkward silence between them.

The reason for being a steal was quite simple; Danny was luckily a heavy sleeper or the constant noise of the big AC units on the roof just above his studio apartment would drive him nuts. Well, Vince was big on him doctoring his photos. How about doctoring his life a little? He had one of those last floor studio apartments that qualified as bachelor pads for the young and affluential. 

Just saying that in his own head made him snort again. 

“Can you see the Pembroke building from your window?” Ryder asked.

Danny’s only reply was a short shake of the head. He’d just been caught staring a bit too closely. Even if they were about to do that sort of thing together, it didn’t mean that Danny could ogle his would-be partner so shamelessly.

Ryder seemed like the serious type. Danny could only hope that didn’t mean that his night guest was also the serial killer type. Damn it, he needed to stop watching true crime television. Vince had tried to wean him off it for a long time but curiosity still got the better of him whenever his evenings were free.

Which, of course, they usually were, because he was lousy at the dating game. Tonight however, Danny thought, while taking in his guest’s profile as surreptitiously as he could manage, things would be different. He had a date. Or a hookup. Or a hookup opportunity.

Damn, he really needed to stop overthinking everything to death. Or just stop thinking altogether.

***
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The open space in front of his eyes removed some of the discomfort experienced while traveling upward in that strange contraption humans called an elevator. In his preparations for visiting the city, he had been warned that he would have to get used to such things. After all, Theodore Pembroke, his mate, lived on top of the world, and to get there, it would be impractical for Ryder to take the stairs every time. 

He moved over to the large window in the middle of one wall to sweep the surroundings with his eyes. 

“It’s all lights from ads now,” his host’s voice drifted to him from behind. “In daylight, it looks pretty plain, but I like it. It’s all concrete buildings, with the occasional glass and steel monster.” A short nervous laugh followed those words.

Ryder turned, bent on examining the lodging meant for him. There was a single bed, and the smell of clean linens tickled his nostrils. His wolf had brought him the large distance to the city, so now his human felt tiredness seeping into his bones.

He liked Average Joe’s abode. For how small the space was, its owner hadn’t crowded it with useless things. Ryder could truly breathe here, and that said something, seeing he was still trapped in the heart of this ruthless city.

“I’m sorry,” Joe started again. He moved his arms about, eventually settling for wrapping one awkwardly behind his back and catching the other elbow with his hand. “I just don’t do this often.”

Ryder nodded in understanding. Someone who would offer lodging to a stranger on a regular basis should have more than one bed. Also, it was clear that the efficiently-used space wasn’t fit for accommodating another person without difficulty.

“I am grateful for your offer nonetheless,” he said.

Joe snickered and looked away. Ryder sniffed the air. There was no craftiness in the human’s actions, or his senses were too dull indeed. 

“Do you always speak like this? So formally?”

No, he could make himself understood well with a woof, a growl, or a grunt. But those weren’t things for Average Joe to know or learn.

“I am not from the city,” Ryder felt obliged to explain at least that much.

“I suppose that’s easy to tell. Would you like something to drink first? I only have,” Joe began to count on his fingers, “seltzer water, tonic water, alkaline water... and coffee.”

“Do you have just water?” Ryder asked. Humans needed so many types of beverages, it was difficult to keep track of everything.

“Simple water? From the tap? I’d advise against it,” Joe said, throwing an embarrassed look at his kitchenette, tucked to one side, but not separated from the open space.

“Then tonic water?” Ryder wasn’t sure what he was about to drink, but that name seemed less strange than the rest.

“Gotcha.” Joe smiled widely and pointed his index fingers at him, seemingly pleased with Ryder’s choice.

He took the proffered bottle from Joe’s hand and uncapped it. The smell of something bitter and sweet at the same time invaded his nostrils. Although he doubted he’d like it, he forced himself to take a sip and quickly handed the bottle back to his host. The disappointed look in Joe’s eyes made him feel guilty about not forcing himself to drink more.

“The tap water is safe to drink, I think, it’s just... it has way too much chlorine,” Joe explained. “Are you sure you don’t want to try any of the others? What do you usually drink?”

“Spring water,” Ryder replied. 

“Ah, that’s a bit expensive for my budget,” Joe said, seemingly lost in thought.

Ryder was about to argue that it cost nothing to drink from a fresh spring, when he realized his mistake. “Give me the one you consider to be the least artificial.”

Joe beamed at him. “I think you’ll like the seltzer better.” He went back to his refrigerator and selected another bottle.

His host was right. Ryder drank greedily from the bottle, emptying it in one gulp. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and handed the receptacle back to a surprised Joe. “Thank you,” he said politely.

Joe nodded eagerly. Once he disposed of the empty bottle, he returned to Ryder. He moved closer, with hesitant moves, like a hunter on his first day out hunting. Ryder observed the human with a tinge of amusement. If they were in the wild, he’d have so many things to teach this young man.

When Joe touched him, the scent of arousal hit him all at once. He had caught a whiff of it during the car ride, but now it was so strong that Ryder wobbled on his feet for a moment. This human had so many nice smells.

“Did I come at you too strong?” Joe asked, pulling back some.

Ryder wrapped him in his arms. He didn’t mind the small bed, and the water with strange taste as long as he could take a break from the city’s poisons by breathing in the human’s scent. “I believe it is usual to discuss the payment terms first.”

Joe turned rigid in his arms and then pulled away. “Oh, gawd,” he groaned, “I should have known, right? Please, tell me I should have known.” The plea was clearly directed at Ryder, but the question made no sense.

“Known what?” Even his wolf was tired, and now that this human’s smell tickled him good he needed more of it.

“Oh, please, don’t play the innocent now. It doesn’t suit you,” Joe accused him openly.

Ryder was convinced a sort of misunderstanding was underway, and that it stemmed from his lack of familiarity with humans’ ways in general. However, without additional information that only the human in front of him could offer, there was little he could do to dispel it.

“I am not playing,” he said. 

Joe put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “I should have known,” he repeated the same words he had just said. He was no longer looking at Ryder at all. “A guy like you wouldn’t come home with a guy like me. In a million years.” Another self-deprecating snort – Average Joe seemed to do that a lot – followed.

“That is not true. You offered me lodging. And something else. We must discuss the payment, as the custom demands it.”

“The custom.” Joe groaned and stared at the ceiling with a suffering expression on his face. “I have to admit that you’re insanely good. I mean, you definitely go against all expectations. You look like a bad boy, but you’re polite. You’re bold, and yet you’re the sort who takes off his shoes when entering a home.”

It had more to do with how Ryder had been longing to get rid of those shoes for a while now. Even if they were the comfortable type, for someone who was unused to being restrained in that manner for so many hours, they had ended up feeling like torture.

“And by the way,” Joe continued, his voice pitching higher, “your feet don’t even smell, although I was worried there for a second when I saw your shoes coming off! I mean, how come you’re so perfect?”

It was another question without an answer. Ryder had received a smartphone from one of his pack members to rely on for guidance, but he couldn’t take it out of his pocket and ask the female with the grating voice for assistance.

Joe’s shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry you misunderstood me. Would you mind leaving?”

Ryder didn’t want to leave this place with clean sheets and clean smells. Nor did he want to leave this human who smelled better than the whole city. “I see that there is a misunderstanding at play. I’d like to clarify.”

“Am I really playing this game?” Joe murmured to himself. He shook his head, and then pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine,” he said, looking straight at Ryder, “I’ll go along with you since... well, I don’t know why. Do you promise to leave after we clear up our misunderstanding?”

Ryder nodded slowly. If the human insisted, he had no choice. He couldn’t howl at him to scare him and then take his bed for the night. Average Joe would call the local authorities and get him in trouble. A wolf in the city needed to keep a low profile; Cassandra, the elders of his pack, and even some of the youngsters had all warned him of that. The city could prove a very dangerous place for a wolf if he wasn’t careful.

Joe took a deep breath. “You’re a, um... you’re a... why is this so difficult? You know what you are, right?” He waved at Ryder with one arm. 

“I know what I am,” Ryder said slowly, a frown starting to knit his eyebrows together. Could it be that this human could smell the wolf on him? Cassandra was half-human. She was capable of such things. 

“Okay, glad we agree on something. And since you are what you are,” Joe said, the words leaving his mouth as if they had to force themselves out, “you said to me what you said to me.”

“I’m afraid you will have to explain to me the reason you are so upset.”

Joe threw his arms out and moaned loudly, looking at the ceiling again. Ryder looked up too. Was something there that offered this human the insight he appeared to possess? If Average Joe knew he was a wolfshifter, then things would get a lot more complicated than they already were. Ryder had no intention of hurting the human, but he didn’t need the city up in arms, ready to hunt him down, either. He only needed to meet his mate, establish the bond, and take Theodore Pembroke to Pinemoor with him. 

“Just for the record, how much? I think this would make a good story to tell my bestie. I’m definitely sure I can’t afford you.”

The human’s words were as strange as he was. “You must name the price,” Ryder said. “And afford me? No, I must pay you.” He searched his inner pocket and took out the three bills he had. The young members of his pack had told him to use as little money as he could and, if his mission took too long, to secure employment in the city. Currency had no value for Ryder, but it had for humans.

He unfolded them carefully and offered them to Joe. The dumbfounded expression in the brown eyes observing him took him by surprise. It took him a moment to understand. “Is it too little? Unfortunately, it is all I have. May I rely on your kindness to allow me to spend the night here?”

***
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This was the wrong movie. His guest held his hand outstretched, three one-hundred-dollar bills, barely used, offered to him. How could he be so stupid? The man looked nothing like the guys who were usually part of those communities living in remote locations and only coming to the city as a rite of passage, but he sure behaved like one of them. 

Danny felt like a bucket of water had just been splashed over his head. A bucket of dirty water. 

“You want to spend the night here? You don’t have a place to stay?” he asked robotically.

“That is correct,” his guest confirmed. He seemed unnaturally patient and understanding, seeing how Danny had just accused him of being a rent boy. “Will you please take this money?”

“No,” Danny replied and pushed Ryder’s hand away. He used all the force in his arms to fold Ryder’s until it was tucked against his guest’s strong body. “I must apologize. Please, keep the money. And yes, you can spend the night here.”

The stranger appeared disappointed by his refusal. “Are you sure? If sex is included, I can’t possibly accept and then not pay anything.”

Danny felt his face in pain. Between the clueless city visitor and himself, he was the bigger fool. The poor man probably thought it was some weird custom to sleep with whoever offered him a roof to put over his head. 

“Sex? No, no, no,” he insisted, although his cheeks grew even hotter. “There will be no sex. And no payment.”

“But you have such a nice abode,” Ryder said. “I already feel indebted to you since you offered me water and accepted me here.”

Tomorrow, he would kill Vince for getting him into this trouble. For now, he needed to offer his visitor the best he could to make amends for his mistake.

“No, it’s all right. You don’t have to do that.”

“What about our misunderstanding? Are we clear now?”

“What misunderstanding? There was no misunderstanding,” Danny said brightly. “Please, make yourself at home. Feel free to take a shower. I’ll look for some clothes that will fit you. Barely,” he added while taking in his guest’s muscular frame. “You can’t wear your street clothes to bed.”

“Can’t I sleep naked?”

Danny stuffed his tongue into one of his cheeks and began munching on it vigorously. “That will be, um, a little... strange?”

“Are you asking me?” Ryder stared at him, blinking in what looked like utter confusion. “I am only partially aware of your customs.”

“Right, right, you’re new to the city. I will search for those clothes. I must have something.” He was sure that nothing he had could fit the burly man, but it didn’t mean that he wasn’t going to try. The idea of having the handsome Ryder Asherman prancing around his small apartment in the buff made him too hot to be healthy. “The shower is over here.”

Making himself busy helped some. He energetically strode over to the bathroom door; he opened it wide to show his guest what awesome amenities he had. 

“I don’t know how much you know about things like this. That is warm water, and that is cold water, and—”

“I know how to operate a shower,” Ryder assured him. He didn’t sound rude at all. Danny had a vague idea that if he stared too long at his guest, he might melt on the spot. The safest way to deal with the situation was to get out the door and pronto. 

“I’ll leave you to it,” he said. 

Ryder was already removing his jacket and t-shirt, revealing a nice hairy chest that Danny could see himself using as a pillow. 

“Let me take those,” he offered, opening his arms wide, while angling his head away so that he wasn’t staring openly at the gorgeous man in front of him.

“I am not embarrassed by my nakedness,” Ryder assured him.

“Speak for yourself,” Danny mumbled, as he felt the weight of the jeans being added to the pile of clothes in his arms.

“That is everything. Thank you, Joe,” Ryder said as he stepped into the shower.

Danny made the mistake of looking right then and caught a glimpse of a perfectly curved ass on one side and the equally perfect curve of a huge cock on the other side.

He hurried out, mumbling a ‘you’re welcome’. He was in deep, deep trouble. And why in hell was Ryder calling him Joe?
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Chapter Three – To Have Lost vs. Not At All
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He needed to busy himself with something, so he began preparing the small sofa where he and Vince dropped like potato sacks to binge-watch the latest sci-fi series. There was no way this thing would be enough to accommodate his guest’s impressive frame, but it wasn’t like he could invite Ryder to sleep with him in his bed. With so many misunderstandings running rampart around his small studio apartment tonight, he might end up doing something he’d regret in the morning. Or not. He might regret not regretting it, which could make the whole thing rather complicated. What was better? To have fucked and lost or not to have fucked at all? Vince would sure know the answer to this one.

As if one of the naughty demons in hell was watching over Danny turning the sofa into an inadequate bed, his phone buzzed with an incoming message.

All good, buddy?

Danny huffed and decided to call Vince for a short talk.

“Fuck, you’re calling me, which means that you’re not with your ass up, getting rammed properly by that buff guy,” Vince said without any preamble.

“No, I’m not, and I’m in quite the pickle because of you and your crazy ideas. He misunderstood everything. He thinks I’m offering him lodging for the night.”

“Oh, fuck,” Vince snickered at the other end, “what a story to tell your grandkids. So, where is he?”

“He’s taking a shower.”

“That’s a good sign. He wants to bang you.”

“No.” Danny scowled for his own sake. “He obviously doesn’t. He must be from one of those communities that aren’t interested in going to the city unless they want to show their young the depraved ways of the world.”

Vince’s laughter grated on him to no end. “Awesome. Although he doesn’t look that young, and he’s nothing like one of those innocent boys. He’s definitely been around the block. You’re so getting banged tonight. You just don’t know it yet.”

“No, no, you’re projecting your porn fantasies onto me here,” Danny protested some more. “Sex is not on the menu. He even wanted to pay me for a bed and a roof above his head. Yes, that’s pretty much the way he talks.”

“He sounds like a riot. Bag him or you’re not my friend anymore.”

“Bye, Vince. Don’t call me again.”

“So, lunch tomorrow?” his friend asked smoothly. “There’s this new place that just opened.”

Which Danny surely wouldn’t be able to afford.

“My treat,” Vince continued. As someone who worked in the financial district, Danny’s bestie had no problem with checking out every new place that opened in the city. 

“Vince,” Danny tried to protest.

“Come on, you know how lonely I can get if you’re not with me.”

“For half an hour during lunch?”

“It’s a very important meal of the day. The second most important, right? But you’ll always come first for me,” Vince joked.

Danny knew he couldn’t resist. Vince always treated him, and he knew Danny felt bad about his almost constantly empty pockets. But such was the nature of their relationship. And there was a bit of truth in what Vince liked to joke about, such as feeling awkward if he had to have lunch by himself. As successful as his bestie was in his career, and as many acquaintances he had, there were hardly a handful of people Vince could call friends. Danny knew he was at the top of that list and he always would be. And he felt damn proud about it.

“See you then. I have to get the sofa ready for my guest,” Danny said quickly, stealing a look at the bathroom door. The water was no longer running, which meant that Ryder would soon be out, wearing the horribly small clothes Danny had found for him.

“That giant won’t fit there,” Vince said like the expert he believed himself to be in what man size went in what bed. Danny was low-key envious of his friend, but he couldn’t hold it against him; his bestie was too much of a looker, and that signature smug grin that defined him made it look like he deserved it all.

“It’s the best I can do.”

“He’ll end up sleeping with you. With his cock in your ass.”

“Bye, Vince. Go to sleep already.”

“Fine, ugh. Tell me everything tomorrow.”

“Yeah, yeah, I don’t kiss and tell.”

“You don’t kiss, to begin with.”

“Keep it up and you’ll enjoy your little luncheon all by yourself.”

“Okay, I’ll shut up now. Have fun with that giant. Take pics of his cock.”

Danny groaned and ended his convo quickly. Just in time, too, because he heard the bathroom door opening.
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Although his host appeared to have had the best intentions in mind, the clothes he had left for him were impossible to wear. After fighting to get into the pair of shorts and the t-shirt and ripping the latter, Ryder had found it impossible to do anything but walk back into the main room as naked as he’d been the day he was born.

Joe turned on his heel, and his eyes grew wide upon seeing him like that. Ryder was acutely aware that he was breaking the human city’s customs, but there was no help for it. 

“I’m afraid I ruined your garment while I was trying to attire myself with it.” He held up the ripped white t-shirt. “I will pay you for it.”

“I should have known they wouldn’t fit you,” Joe said, nodding sagely. His eyes were darting sideways. “And you don’t have to pay for it. It was an old thing anyway that I should have thrown away ages ago.”

“I must insist, Joe. I’ve been nothing but a nuisance to you ever since we met.”

“Joe. Why are you calling me that?” The bemused look on his host’s face was genuine, like every attitude the young man had displayed to him so far.

Ryder furrowed his eyebrows. “Should I call you Mr. Average, then?”

Joe looked down, rocking himself back on his heels, and then started laughing. Ryder felt tempted to smile. Even the way this human laughed tickled his hearing the right way. The more time he spent with him, the more Ryder liked him. In his pack, he was the one least likely to take a liking to a human, and even Cassandra, who was half-wolf, had had a hard time getting him to listen to her visions.

“Damn, I haven’t introduced myself properly, right? I’m such an airhead. Let me do that properly.” His host offered his hand. “Hello, my name is Daniel Wilson. You can call me Danny.” 

For the first time tonight, Ryder felt a twinge of displeasure at the human before him. “You lied to me? Why?”

The smile faded from Daniel’s – Danny’s – face. He withdrew his hand too. “It was, um, how do I say this so I don’t sound like a complete freak? I didn’t think you’d say ‘yes’. Or that anyone else I asked that question would say ‘yes’.”

Supposedly, other people in the street didn’t need lodging for the night the way Ryder needed it, so that was probably an accurate guess on Danny’s part. Still, it didn’t explain the ruse.

Danny was shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Average Joe is an expression,” he babbled. “It describes someone who’s average in everything and never stands out. It describes me.”

“And why were you asking people in the street if they would sleep under your roof? You don’t appear to need the money.”

Danny bit his bottom lip, and Ryder’s frown deepened as he observed his host carefully. The whiff of desire was still there, but tucked under other layers. The wolf in him could smell many things, fear being one of them. Only that it wasn’t the usual sort of fear – no, Danny didn’t fear that the wolf in front of him would devour him for his wiles. He feared other things, but without expressing them verbally, Ryder couldn’t understand them.

“I suppose I have to come clean,” Danny murmured. “Yes, there was a misunderstanding, and it stemmed from the fact that you took my words in the most literal sense. I didn’t ask you if you wanted to sleep under my roof,” he said and looked straight into Ryder’s eyes. “I asked you if you would sleep with me. Which is the euphemism we use around here for, well, for sex.”

Ryder knew why he disliked the city and its dwellers. They were prone to trickery, and now he understood Danny less and less. Just earlier, he had told Ryder that sex wasn’t included. And now, he was saying that his initial intention had been to offer exactly that.

“You’re mad at me. I can tell you’re mad at me,” Danny said quickly. “It’s so weird, because we’ve basically known each other for like an hour, and we’re already burning through so many stages.”

“Stages of what?” Ryder asked carefully.

“Don’t mind me. Look,” Danny said and took one deep breath, “I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable. I came at you in the street with one intention, but it was only because I was certain you’d say ‘no’.”

“Why?” Ryder wanted to understand the human’s reasoning, and the only way to clarify it was to ask the correct questions.

“Because,” Danny said with renewed energy. “I mean, look at you. You’re handsome. And now look at me. Do you see the problem?”

“No.” The more they communicated, the less Ryder understood. Wolves were nothing like that; they said what they thought, and they meant what they said. Danny the human was like a tangled up ball of yarn, and Ryder was no cat to want to play with it.

“Okay, I suppose I deserve the humiliation, and I single-handedly managed to get myself into this situation.” Danny took another deep breath. “My friend challenged me to walk up to you and say those words to see if I could get anyone to say ‘yes’ to having sex with me. No one ever wants to have sex with me, so I thought I was safe asking you, such a great-looking guy, the same thing.”

“Why would no one want to have sex with you?” Ryder asked patiently. Now he was beginning to understand the meaning of the fear he had smelled all over Danny only earlier.

“Because I’m average! I’m Average Joe!” Danny exclaimed.

“You’re not Average Joe,” Ryder riposted. “You’re Daniel Wilson. You told me so just now. Unless that was a lie too.”

Danny stared at him for a moment and then chuckled. “You’re correct. Of course you are. Of course I’m Daniel Wilson. I can show you my ID.”

Ryder didn’t care about such things. “Is that where I will sleep?” He pointed at the small sofa. He would hardly fit in there. If that didn’t work, he’d take to the floor. He had no qualms with doing that.

“Yes. I’m sorry for the misunderstanding.” Danny made a short bow to show his regret.

“There was hardly one. I would have said ‘yes’, should I have understood the meaning of your words.”

Danny stared at him, dumbstruck and wide-eyed. “Why?”

“You smell good,” Ryder said promptly. He needed the rest now. Making the effort to understand humans took a lot out of him. Hunting and fighting weren’t nearly this exhausting. 
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Danny wrapped himself up in his blanket, his back to the small sofa where Ryder was struggling to fit his large muscular body. Even with his eyes closed, he couldn’t get the sight of that out of his head. As much as he had struggled not to stare earlier while they were having their strange conversation, he had stared plenty. They definitely didn’t make men like that in the city; you definitely had to go out to the countryside to find them. Ryder’s body was trim and strong, seemingly unaware that people usually had fat in all the places he had muscles. His entire body was carved out of granite, and his muscles could rival those of any gym rat in the whole of Glasstone. Even Vince would have done a double take if he saw Ryder naked. Not that he’d get the chance. Danny was glad he was the only one who was getting to ogle the guy. Sure, he felt a little like a perv about it, but he could live with it. 

Also, the revelation that he smelled good and that qualified him for having a man as handsome as Ryder want him for a little romp in the hay did wonders for his self-esteem. He wouldn’t doctor his photos like Vince suggested, but he would add that he smelled good enough to fuck to his profile. Yep, that sounded like a great asset to have. Could he get Ryder to take a selfie with him and post
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