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      Miles Parker had lived in Kismet all his life, but he didn’t start believing in destiny until he met Gavin Lloyd.

      The man had moved into town not quite a year earlier with his army buddies, and together they’d opened a thriving coffee shop.

      For Miles, it had been love at first sight.

      For Gavin, it seemed to be more of a dance, but not in a good way. In a two steps forward, three steps back kind of way.

      Miles had gone in with the best of professional intentions, to introduce himself to the people who would be opening the new shop. Kismet was small, and Miles liked to know the downtown business owners.

      What he’d found was a stunningly beautiful man with leaf-green eyes and a shy smile that would have made Michaelangelo weep. A man with the towering presence of the Rockies, and that same silent grace.

      As a sheriff’s deputy, Miles often got shoved into the “must be a top” box when he tried to date, but he’d known as he’d asked for Gavin’s number that he’d have no such difficulty with this man.

      Eight months later, he was still assuming it, but he couldn’t prove anything.

      They would go to dinner, have an amazing time, and then Gavin wouldn’t call for three weeks. He was always sweet and apologetic when he did call, and his explanations were reasonable. The man was a business owner, after all. Emergencies happened.

      More often than not, Miles had to be the one to bridge the gap after one of their long silences. Gavin always seemed surprised—but pleased—to see him, so Miles kept coming back, hoping something would change.

      Miles pulled his car into the lot at the Second Chance Cafe and wished for a two steps forward day. He didn’t have anything interesting to invite Gavin to, just a movie he was sure Gavin would like, but it had been two weeks since they’d had dinner last, and he was tired of waiting.

      Gavin was behind the counter, cleaning the espresso machine. It seemed to be a fussy thing, and Miles was glad he didn’t have to deal with it. Or coffee in general, but that was a different matter altogether.

      There was a moment there, when Gavin turned toward him, recognition registered on his face, and . . . yeah, that look. That look was why Miles hadn’t given up yet.

      No matter how much he liked Gavin, if he didn’t think the man was interested, he’d have walked away months ago. But the look on Gavin’s face every time he saw Miles coming was everything he’d always wanted. Those green eyes softened, the corners of his lips turned up, and whatever he’d been doing before was left abandoned, unfinished and unimportant.

      “Hey,” Gavin greeted him, voice soft and low. It reverberated through Miles, and he wanted nothing more than to leap across the counter and climb the man like the mountain he was.

      Sure, fine, Gavin wasn’t as tall as either of his partners, but at the same time, he towered over them. Over everyone. They knew it. He was the only one who didn’t seem to realize how everyone in a room leaned toward him like flowers to the sun.

      Miles’s mouth was dry, and when he licked his lips, it did nothing to help. He had to clear his throat to make it work. “My usual?” he finally asked.

      Gavin leaned on the counter in front of him, full lips still quirked up. “Glass of warm milk and a cookie?”

      “A London fog is not a glass of warm milk,” he corrected with faux affront. Then he smiled. “And peanut butter, if you have it.”

      “For you, Deputy Parker? We always have a peanut-butter cookie.” And quite literally, Gavin reached under the counter and pulled out the cookie in question. Had he been keeping one there for someone? For Miles?

      Without waiting for Gavin to ring him up, Miles snatched the cookie and started munching on it. The shop’s new baker was something special, and those peanut-butter cookies were addictive. Sometimes Miles even came in for one when he wasn’t expecting Gavin to be there.

      Gavin made the best tea, though. He knew just how Miles liked it, understeeped and with extra vanilla. That might have something to do with why he called it warm milk, but it was good-natured ribbing, so he didn’t really mind.

      “So what are you up to this fine afternoon?” Gavin asked, and they both turned to look out the front window at the gray winter sky at the same time. “Okay, this mediocre afternoon.”

      “Just finished my shift.” They had arrived at the moment of truth, and sooner than Miles had hoped in the encounter. Still, he had to step up sooner or later, or he’d just end up walking out with his tea and no date. “Thought maybe you’d like to see that new movie at the theater tonight.”

      When Gavin froze in the middle of pumping the vanilla syrup, Miles knew his answer already. It was a three steps back day.

      Gavin recovered himself quickly, but when he turned back with the finished drink, it was with an apologetic smile. “I wish I could, but we’ve got a . . . a sort of family thing tonight.”

      Family, of course, meant Gavin’s business partners—his fellow former Green Berets, and their boyfriends. And a woman who lived with them.

      But not Miles.

      He didn’t know why he wasn’t good enough to count for “family” get togethers when Dez and Ash’s boyfriends did. There seemed to be a barrier there Miles just couldn’t cross, and he wouldn’t lie about it, even to himself; it hurt.

      Sawyer and Graham and the young woman, Hannah, had just shown up in town, moved into the enormous house they lived in, and suddenly been family. But they didn’t even invite Miles to come into the foyer when he was picking Gavin up for dinner.

      Hell, he’d stopped going to pick Gavin up because he was tired of being met and held at the door like a teenage boy come to take out their child. It was downright depressing, and nothing he did alleviated it.

      He’d been as friendly as he could with all of them. Tried to chat with everyone, make friends of the people Gavin loved. But in the end, it was always the same.

      Miles felt like Gavin was just dating him until his own magical boyfriend appeared to move into the house and become a part of their impenetrable family. Then they would all forget Miles had ever existed, and he’d be alone again.

      He knew Gavin had a complicated family history, and he both needed and deserved the family he’d made for himself. Miles’s wish to be a part of it didn’t come into that.

      “Of course,” he agreed as he took the tea from Gavin. Immediately, he set it down on the counter and reached for his wallet, but Gavin waved him away.

      “On the house. Full moon special.”

      Miles chuckled at that. He knew that, technically, there was no proof the full moon brought out the extra weird stuff, but as a cop, he’d sure seen the wildest stuff on the full moon. A lot of the deputies considered it losing the lottery, being assigned to work the night of the full moon. “Thanks.”

      Gavin leaned on the counter, whole body angled toward Miles, and he couldn’t help thinking it was a lure. Come closer, Miles. Closer. Let me show you everything you’ve ever wanted, and then get called into the kitchen and forget you exist for the next month.

      The only thing Miles absolutely couldn’t figure out was why he kept going back for more rejection. There was just something magnetic about Gavin.

      “Maybe next week?” Gavin asked, and Miles’s heart leapt at the crumb being thrown his way.

      “Next week would be good,” he agreed, even as he kicked himself for it. Did he have no self-respect? “The movie should still be playing. Or if it’s not, we could just have dinner. There’s a new vegetarian place. We should go before it closes.”

      Gavin chuckled and nodded. “That sounds great. We could do both.”

      Miles feigned shock, covering his heart with his hand. “Vegetables and a movie? Slow down there Casanova, I’m not sure I can handle that much Gavin.”

      In a fraction of a second, Gavin’s pupils blew wide, and the expression on his face turned hungry in a way Miles had never seen on him before. He licked his full lower lip, and it didn’t look like a nervous gesture at all. “I’ll bet you could handle it if you really tried.”

      And just like that, Miles couldn’t breathe. He wanted to try. Fuck everything else, he really wanted to try. Right then and there, in fact, despite all public-lewdness laws. He leaned across the counter, mimicking Gavin’s posture, until their lips were inches apart. “I’d be happy to give it a go,” he offered.

      Gavin’s gaze tracked to his lips, and Miles couldn’t look away.

      This. This was the intensity he got from Gavin once in a blue moon that convinced him the man did actually want him. The fact that they hadn’t had sex yet was a bug, not a feature, and Gavin wanted very much to correct it.

      Without warning, Gavin reached out and wrapped a strong hand around the back of Miles’s neck, pulling him in and then pushing their lips together with bruising force.

      When Gavin kissed him, it was always firm, confident, powerful. This, though—this was a wild thing. Gavin didn’t ask entrance and take it when it was granted. He crushed their mouths together, sweeping his tongue into Miles with reckless abandon. For that perfect, blissful moment, Gavin owned him with that kiss.

      Miles once again longed to hop over the counter, press himself against Gavin from lips to toes, and give the man anything and everything he demanded.

      He so wanted Gavin to make a demand.

      Instead, Gavin broke away and scrubbed his face with both hands, hard. “I’m sorry,” he said without uncovering his face. “That was—”

      “Absolutely perfect,” Miles told him. He could deal with a lot from Gavin, but he wasn’t going to let him lessen that kiss by pretending it had been wrong. “I’d be a pretty happy guy if you did it again, in fact. No whining about waiting till next week to see you or anything.”

      Gavin groaned and dropped his head. If the groan hadn’t clearly been sexual frustration, Miles might have taken offense.

      “Miles,” Dez said, coming out of the kitchen. “Fancy seeing you here. How you doing?”

      It was like Gavin’s friends had a sixth sense for when Miles thought he was making headway. Every time he thought he might make a breakthrough—or at least get kissed as thoroughly as he wanted—one of them would appear and interrupt. He didn’t think they hated him. They didn’t act like they hated him. They just didn’t seem to want him to get close to Gavin, either.

      He gave Dez a tight smile and nod. “Fine. You know how it is. Guess I’d better get home. See you guys around.”

      He got back to the car, set his tea in the cupholder, the cookie on the passenger seat, and sat there, alone, for a long while.

      When his phone rang, he answered it automatically. “Parker.”

      “Hey, Parker,” came a wheedling voice on the other end. Brown, one of the newer deputies. He wasn’t going to make it. Before he even asked, Miles knew with sudden prescience what the man wanted.

      “Sure, I’ll work your shift tonight.” He pulled out his keys and started the car. He was still in uniform from his last shift. No need to even go home. “I’ll be there in a few.”
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      The shop was silent for a long time after Miles left.

      Of course Dez wasn’t going to say anything. Eventually, Gavin sighed and said what he had to. “I have to break it off.”

      “Goddammit, Gavin!”

      That was the last response he’d expected from Dez, of all people. If anyone else among the Kismet pack understood the depth of the darkness in humanity, it was Dez.

      It wasn’t lost on him, though, that Dez rarely called him by his actual name. It was strange, since he considered the man his best friend, but Dez still called him “cap,” or occasionally “sir,” but rarely Gavin.

      He slumped against the counter and just looked at Dez. They were a pack of alphas—he, Dez, and Ash—but the two of them always put him in charge. He didn’t understand it entirely, and didn’t necessarily agree, but he always tried to rise to the occasion when leadership was necessary.

      When it came to Miles, though, he was lost.

      He looked at Dez, searching for the answer he couldn’t seem to find himself. “What else can I do? I practically jumped on him because the fucking moon has me so keyed up.”

      “Yeah, he looked like he minded a lot. Scandalized, even.” Dez’s deadpan delivery put the point on his sarcasm, but he was ignoring Gavin’s concerns.

      “And next time, when I grow fangs? When he wants to know why there’s a pack of wolves in the backyard? How about when I”—he glanced around the empty shop, and lowered his voice anyway—“pop a goddamn knot when we’re having sex? You think he’s still not gonna mind then?”

      Dez somehow managed to look concerned and unimpressed at the same time. The unimpressed frown was his specialty, but he couldn’t hide his soft eyes from Gavin. “So tell him.”

      “You think that’s a good idea?”

      And that was it. Dez couldn’t meet his eye anymore. “I honestly don’t know. We haven’t gotten to know him that well. He seems like a nice guy, but you never invite him over.”

      “Because somebody in the house is always fucking calling me alpha, or shifting, or—How could I, Dez? There’s no way to bring him in slow. It’s all or nothing, and the second it becomes all, it’s too late if it turns out I’m wrong about him.” His chest heaved with the effort of breathing, and he felt like a little kid: small, weak, and about to have a panic attack because he’d failed a math test and had to tell his mother.

      Not that he had any experience with that.

      Failure hadn’t been an option in the Lloyd household.

      “Feel better?” Dez asked.

      Gavin shook his head, then sighed and nodded. It wasn’t a better situation, but he did feel better, having told someone what the problem was. He couldn’t talk about it to the one person he truly wanted to: Miles.

      The man was achingly beautiful, with his high cheekbones, curly raven hair and eyes the color of cherry wood. More importantly, he was smart and kind and funny, and every single thing Gavin had ever wanted in a man.

      There was just no way to know how he would react to the fact that Gavin and his family were werewolves. If he knew Miles could handle it, he’d have told him eight months ago, then dragged him to his bedroom and given him every lascivious thing he so clearly wanted. Every lascivious thing Gavin wanted too, so very badly.

      He tried not to let himself think about it, but he was pretty sure he was in love with Miles. Unfortunately, unless he learned how to see the future and knew how Miles would handle the werewolf reveal, he couldn’t ever tell him.

      So it would be best to break it off, to save them both the pain of a relationship that couldn’t happen.

      Only trouble was, every time he’d convinced himself to do it, Miles would walk into the shop with his crooked smile and his shy words and his ridiculous tea order, and Gavin would once again find himself promising to call.

      Wanting to call.

      Calling.

      He’d tried deleting Miles’s number from his phone once, but it turned out he’d memorized it somewhere along the line.

      “He probably wouldn’t say anything,” Dez said quietly. “Even if he decided to break it off after you told him.”

      That Dez, one of the most cynical people in the world, was suggesting such a thing probably said something about the way Gavin was acting. Like he couldn’t get himself together and do his job if he lost one man.

      Gavin didn’t have that luxury. His people counted on him to be their rock, and he couldn’t afford to be unavailable for them.

      “It’s fine,” Gavin said, smoothing the emotion out of his voice, and hopefully off his face. It was harder than usual on the full moon, but he imagined it was easier for him than it was for the others.

      That was his real problem, after all. Not Miles, whom Dez was right about. Miles was an honorable man, and even if he hated Gavin after learning the truth, he’d never do anything to put the pack in danger.

      The secret Gavin had to hold back from everyone was much worse than werewolves. It was that he wasn’t even a real one.
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        * * *

      

      The moment they got home after closing the store, it was obvious that something was wrong. Ash was on the phone in the kitchen, pacing and ordering what sounded like a lot of pizza, even for them.

      Gavin popped into the den to see if they had guests he’d failed to scent, but there were only the people he expected to find. The problem wasn’t the who; it was the state they were in.

      Graham looked shattered, and Sawyer was sitting with an arm around him, Hannah holding baby Paige and sitting on the coffee table across from him, holding his hand.

      When she saw Gavin, she leapt up, relief clear in her eyes.

      This was why Gavin didn’t have time to worry about his love life. He had a pack to care for, and it took more work than one would think five adults and a baby could require.

      Hell, the baby was the least work. Make sure she got fed, changed, and cuddled, and she was fine.

      Hannah rushed over, pressing Paige into Dez’s arms as she leaned into Gavin. Dez was surprised but accepted without complaint and went to sit next to his boyfriend, who was still comforting Graham.

      “Lyndon is missing,” Hannah whispered. “He’s one of the omega boys from the Martingale pack.”

      Of course. That would worry Graham. The omegas in the Martingale pack had been the closest thing Graham had to family before he’d come to Kismet. Gavin had thought about inviting them all back to Kismet when they’d gone to retrieve Graham, but there were so many legal and ethical issues, not to mention the question of what the kids wanted, that he’d let the matter lie.

      Clearly that had been the wrong decision.

      “Any idea what happened?” he asked, angling his face away from Graham, hoping he wasn’t listening. He probably already knew, but he didn’t need more stress.

      Hannah scowled—not at Gavin but at a spot on his shirt that he suspected represented a lot of injustice she herself had witnessed and been through. “Jean, the head omega there, has been worried about him. Some of the other parents took their omega kids to the regular sleeping quarters after the leadership change you instituted. But his mother is gone, and his father didn’t come for him.”

      “And he didn’t go to his father, I take it?”

      She shook her head and leaned in so close he could feel her body heat. “Jean thinks he might be trying to come here. He worked with Graham in the kitchens, and I guess Ash and you left a lasting impression when you broke in. She said he hasn’t stopped talking about the two of you.”

      Gavin’s heart broke for a kid who needed a role model so badly that he latched onto two men he’d known for a sum total of less than an hour. “Did you tell her we’d keep an eye out?”

      “I did,” she agreed, then glanced back at Graham, who was holding the baby, and seemed calmer. “But if he’s trying to come here, the chances he’ll even get out of California . . .”

      He nodded and didn’t answer, because there was no way to answer. She was right. If Lyndon was trying to get to Colorado, the best thing that could happen to him was getting caught before he even left the Martingale compound.

      For the thousandth time since they had left the Martingales to pick up the pieces of their broken pack, Gavin wondered if he’d done the right thing. Their alpha had been a monster, practically feral, but had it been Gavin’s place to undermine him entirely? And if they failed now because they thought Gavin was some kind of werewolf messiah and therefore infallible, was it his fault?

      Apparently, the leadership he’d suggested had failed this boy so badly they thought he’d decided to run a thousand miles away. It wasn’t an auspicious start to a full-moon evening, and it was going to weigh on Gavin’s mind until they found the boy.

      This was what happened when “the wolf who made himself” tried to lead. Gavin hadn’t made himself anything, and now a pack was crumbling and a little boy was lost. He’d known that the Martingales had work to do, but he’d assumed them capable of doing it themselves once the rotten alpha was removed from power.

      Gavin was no damned messiah, and he wasn’t going to take responsibility for every werewolf alive. He’d speak to them—had been speaking to them weekly in fact, trying to give the best advice he could when problems cropped up—but he had a pack to take care of, and there was only so much he could do for people who weren’t willing to do for themselves.
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      The evening shift was surprisingly dead for a full moon. No streakers in town square, no more drunken holiday partygoers since New Year’s was over, and thankfully, nothing violent.

      Kismet didn’t get a lot of violent crime; it was too small and too upscale to really support that sort of thing. Their usual problems involved entitled rich boys who thought they should be allowed to get away with things like drinking and driving.

      The Christmas vacation crowd had filtered out for the year, and for the time being, things were slow. It helped—the police, not the resort’s financial wellbeing—that it hadn’t snowed in a while.

      He spent most of his evening writing up a report on a missing dog and consoling a family over the probable loss of their pet.

      He finally signed off just after two and headed for home. It had been a productive day, at least, and Brown owed him a shift. Not that he thought he’d get it. Brown was on his way out, and it was a wonder he’d managed to make it through the academy at all.

      But hey, maybe if Gavin followed through on making a date, he could use it to take a night off for that. That was a sweet fantasy, and both things were equally likely to happen. Maybe Gavin would invite him into his home and propose marriage too.

      The light turned green, and he’d just started forward again when his radio crackled to life.

      “Security company reported a perimeter breach at one-eleven Morningside,” said the bored night operator. So bored she couldn’t be bothered to do her job correctly, he mused, before his mind and heart stuttered.

      One-eleven Morningside Drive was Gavin’s address.

      He checked traffic all around him, flipped on his lights, and made a U-turn to head back in the direction of the neighborhood where Gavin lived.

      It wasn’t a big deal, he promised himself. Kismet didn’t get that much violent crime. He’d just been thinking that very thing, hadn’t he? Besides, Gavin and two of the people who lived with him were ex-army. They’d been Green Berets, for fuck’s sake. They could handle anything that might happen.

      Most of those security-company alerts ended up being wild animals anyway. This wouldn’t be any different. Just a deer somehow jumping an eight-foot stone wall and setting off motion sensors on the inside.

      The tepid reassurance didn’t stop him from heading to a possible crime scene while technically not on duty.

      No one who was on duty had arrived by the time he did, and there was no answer when he knocked on the front door—no surprise since it was two in the morning—so he headed around the back of the house. The lights on the back deck were still on, so maybe someone was up.

      Heck, maybe they’d accidentally set off the alarm themselves. People awake past their bedtimes sometimes did wild things. Maybe he’d get that streaker after all, though if it were on private property, there was nothing illegal about it.

      “Hello?” he called out, but didn’t get an answer. There was noise from up the slope, though, so he headed out into the woods.

      The snow was old and deeply tracked by shoe prints, and oddly enough, what looked like dogs. Gavin had never mentioned having dogs, and Miles didn’t think he’d seen any in the house from his permanent position on the stoop. There was definitely growling from somewhere ahead, though, so maybe they did, and the dog, or dogs, had found whoever jumped the wall.

      He trudged upward through the remains of snow on the ground, trying to keep an eye out for any people, but he didn’t see much other than snow, shadows, and pine trees. When he found the wall, and the man dressed like a cat burglar, he wasn’t beset by dogs.

      He was surrounded by wolves.

      Miles’s hand immediately fell to his gun, but what the hell was he going to do with that? There were at least four wolves, not to mention the probable thief.

      The thief looked like he was rethinking his whole life, and was likely to make a run for it at the first opportunity, and that opportunity was too damn likely to be the wolves killing Miles instead of him.

      Thankfully, while they glanced over at him, the wolves didn’t change targets.

      “Help a guy out,” the burglar pled. “You gotta shoot these things.”

      Miles considered his options.

      First of all, there had been few, if any, wolves in their area in many years. Secondly, he was pretty sure conservationists were pro-wolf these days. Something about predators being good for the ecosystem.

      If he could avoid it, he would definitely prefer not to kill the wolves.

      On the other hand, why the hell were they inside the wall around Gavin’s home? They should be on the other side. Had they possibly hurt the people living in the compound? No, that didn’t seem likely. He hadn’t seen blood, or any sign of attack.

      In fact, given the plethora of paw prints, Miles had to guess that the wolves were living inside the wall. Gavin’s family were probably keeping them as exotic pets. No wonder they didn’t want a cop visiting their home if they had wolves living in it.

      He held back his frustrated sigh. He really didn’t want to have to throw the book at Gavin’s people, dammit.

      “Look,” he told the burglar, “They’re not attacking. I don’t think they’re going to. So you turn around, slowly, and put your hands against the wall.”

      The man scoffed and glared at him. “You fucking kidding me, pig?”

      Pig? Really? Miles rolled his eyes. “If you’d prefer, I could leave you here with them. Hell, I’m not even on duty. I don’t need to be here.”

      One of the wolves, a giant black one, turned and walked over to Miles. He wasn’t going to lie, if the wolf had acted any way other than bored, he might have pissed himself at the sight. Instead, the thing came right up to him and shoved its nose into his belly, pushing him back a few inches.

      If ever there was wolf-ese for “go away, human,” that was probably it.

      He looked up at the burglar, whose mouth was hanging open in shock. “Are you fucking friends with these monsters?”

      One of the other wolves, a big golden-blond one, growled and took a menacing step toward him, and he shut up.

      Miles was still scared out of his fucking mind, but he steeled himself and pulled his handcuffs off his belt. The giant black wolf huffed and turned away from him. It headed for the burglar, apparently no longer interested in Miles. The way it walked was unusual, like one of its back legs wouldn’t bear weight.

      Miles didn’t know wolves could survive like that, but something about it made him happy. The black wolf was terrifying, of course, so any injury didn’t make it less dangerous, but it was nice to know wolves took care of their own.

      He shook himself out of his distraction and held up the cuffs. “Your call, buddy. A ride downtown, or you stay here with the Second Chance, um, dogs.”

      One of the wolves barked, and Miles could have sworn it was a laugh.

      This time, the burglar turned to face the wall and put his hands in the air.

      Miles eyed the wolves for a second before once again drawing himself up and marching forward, using the efficient motions he’d been taught at the academy to move the man’s arms behind his back and snap the cuffs on. He pretended he wasn’t terrified, but he was sure wolves could smell fear, and it was probably wafting off him like the worst BO ever.

      Not one of the wolves moved toward him. None of them moved at all.

      He turned himself and the burglar around, and marched the man back toward the house, holding his confidence around him as though it were a shield that could protect him from long sharp teeth. And rabies. Did wolves carry rabies?

      The wolves stayed behind. As soon as they were clear of them, the man tried to break away and run for it, and as a result, he ended up tripping and falling right into the cop who was supposed to be there, Deputy Tim Tomlinson, who was being accompanied up the hill by Gavin.

      Deputy Tomlinson raised an eyebrow at Miles, who shrugged. “I was in the neighborhood.” Tomlinson didn’t look like he believed that, but what else could Miles say? “I was worried about the guy who isn’t even my boyfriend”? No, best to look overzealous, not desperately amorous.

      “There’s a pack of fucking wolves out there, and he tried to feed me to them,” the guy yelled, a smidge hysterical, and it was his turn to get Tomlinson’s dubious eyebrow.

      “Is it meth, or something more serious?” the deputy asked the man, who started sputtering about not being on drugs. Tomlinson looked up at Miles. “You see a pack of wolves out there? Sick them on our friend the thief?”

      Miles didn’t look at Gavin. He met Tomlinson’s eye and twisted his lips in a way that conveyed disgust. “My money’s on coke.”

      And that was that. Tomlinson traded out his cuffs for Miles’s, the thief was branded a liar, and suddenly, Miles was one.

      He had lied to his own department for a man who probably didn’t like Miles half as much as Miles liked him. They weren’t kidding about slippery slopes, and already, Miles was trying to imagine how he’d write up the report with as few lies as possible.

      He offered to head downtown, and Tomlinson waved him off. “Do the report in the morning. You’ve worked sixteen hours today, and it’s time for you to get some sleep.”

      Tomlinson and his partner drove off with the burglar in the back of their car, leaving Miles standing alone in the drive with Gavin, for whom he had just lied.

      For the first time in their acquaintance, Miles found that he would literally prefer to be anywhere other than Gavin’s company. Back with the wolves, maybe, since he didn’t need to have a fraught conversation with them. Unsurprisingly, there was no sign of wolves to be had.
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      Fuck his life.

      No, seriously, fuck his entire life and everything about it.

      If there had ever been a chance Miles would accept the werewolf reveal, it had just gone out the window. Probably been backed over a few times for good measure by the ridiculousness that was a goddamn burglar trying to break into the house.

      What could the man have possibly been thinking? People with an eight-foot stone wall wouldn’t have any security?

      Gavin sighed, long and deep, and stared at the paved drive under his feet. “I’m sorry about this,” he mumbled.

      “Please tell me you’re some kind of conservationists or something,” Miles answered.

      “Huh?”

      He groaned and rubbed his eyes. “You know, conservationists. You’re trying to, I dunno, repopulate wolves in the area or protect them from ignorant people with guns, or . . . something.”

      Well, that was the worst. Bad enough Miles had stumbled into the middle of the mess. Gavin didn’t want to have to lie to him on top of it. But—“Wait, what are the other options?”

      “Are you serious? Gavin, please tell me you guys aren’t keeping a pack of wolves as exotic pets. Please.” The look in Miles’s eyes was enough to hurt Gavin’s heart. He so clearly wanted to believe the best of Gavin, even while he was thinking he’d accidentally stumbled onto something unethical.

      Gavin met his eye, held it, and repeated, “We aren’t keeping a pack of wolves as exotic pets. Wolves don’t make good pets. They’re wild animals.”

      Miles blew out a relieved breath, so at least it seemed he believed him. It was true, after all. Gavin would never try to keep a wolf as a pet. It sounded suicidal at best, but mostly, it was abuse of a creature that should be free.

      Still, being Miles, he couldn’t leave well enough alone. His curiosity and intelligence were two of his best features, so Gavin wasn’t even surprised when he followed up with, “So the pack of wolves on your property?”

      “Is a pack of wolves,” Gavin told him. He didn’t want to lie to Miles, but even dancing around the truth was lying in its own way. He didn’t know why he bothered. “They’re free to leave anytime. I don’t control them.”

      “You have a wall around your property,” Miles pointed out, ever the voice of reason.

      Gavin nodded, thinking quickly. “True, but the wolves got in on their own. I’m sure they can use the same exit they took to get in.” Again, no lie. Just avoidance of the fact that the wolves had been human shaped when they’d entered the property.

      That slowed the questions, at least for a minute, as Miles processed. “You’re not worried about how they got in?”

      “No one else seems to have snuck in that way,” Gavin pointed out. “Deputy Tomlinson said the security company called in the attempted burglary, so they’re still on alert.”

      And dammit, he was going to have words with them. They were supposed to call the household on any alarms before notifying the police. He’d had his phone on him all night, ringer on, and gotten no calls. His pack didn’t need the police to protect them.

      Miles nodded and looked around. “I don’t know much about wolves, but it’s weird if they’re using your property as some kind of base, isn’t it?”

      “Base?”

      Miles waved a hand toward the side of the house. “They’ve left so many prints out back, they must have been here for ages, Gavin. Surely you noticed.”

      Gavin nodded. Of course he’d noticed. And of course, clever, observant Miles, he’d noticed the wolf tracks in the snow.

      “I have no idea what’s normal anymore, Miles. There are wolves on the property. It just is.” He sounded exhausted, even to himself, and little wonder. He wasn’t tired physically. No, the full moon would keep him awake and alert till near dawn, like it usually did. But in every other way, he couldn’t be more drained.

      He was lying to Miles. Interfering in the man’s career, putting him in the position where he felt like he needed to lie for Gavin.

      Miles had, in fact, lied to protect Gavin. Lied because he thought Gavin might be breaking the law, and he was willing to protect him from it. Miles had protected the pack from unwanted scrutiny, and Gavin wanted to kiss him.

      “So where’s everyone else? I thought it was”—Miles waved airily, trying to pretend that the earlier dismissal at the shop hadn’t bothered him—“family night, or whatever.”

      “It’s pretty late,” Gavin pointed out, hoping he wouldn’t have to actually lie on that count.

      “Right,” Miles agreed, dropping his head. “I guess I should get going.”

      “No, that’s not what—” Gavin hadn’t meant to force the man to leave. In fact, now that it seemed like he was going to, Gavin wanted nothing more than for Miles to stay. For a drink. For the night. Forever.

      Something in him howled in joy at the thought.

      Impulsively, he leaned down into Miles’s space and pushed their lips together. His intentions were good. He just wanted to show affection to the man he had feelings for.

      Intentions didn’t count for much on the full moon.

      He was never out of control, exactly, just keyed up. Edgy. Ready to jump into anything with both feet, which wasn’t something Gavin did most of the time. But he always wanted to jump into Miles. The full moon just seemed to give him the permission he wanted so badly.

      He pulled Miles in, so close he could feel every breath the man took, and plundered his mouth. When he pulled back to gasp for air, Miles let out a breathy little whimper but made no move to pull away.

      “Come inside,” Gavin whispered to him. It was more an order than a request, but that didn’t seem to make a difference to Miles, who nodded without opening his eyes. A tiny smile played over his lips and he nodded again. Gavin didn’t wait for words, or for the man to change his mind. He picked him up and marched into the house.

      He locked the front door behind him; they’d had enough trouble with strangers on the property that night.

      Without another word, he carried Miles up the stairs to his space in the house.

      The upstairs was open and airy, arranged like a huge faux log cabin, with exposed wood everywhere and no walls other than the ones partitioning off bathroom.

      Miles, despite the fact that this was his first time inside the house, didn’t even look around. He kept watching Gavin, threading fingers through his hair and smiling, as though Gavin, with his boring dishwater-blond buzz cut and generic military-man square jaw, was the beautiful one.

      He had no idea how Miles didn’t spend hours a day staring into the mirror, with those perfect curls and warm, loving eyes. It was always painful to look away.

      So Gavin didn’t look away as he set Miles down, right on his bed. Without a word, he stripped off the man’s belt, with its gun and other accessories from his job, and set it on the bedside table. He wasn’t as careful with the rest of the deputy uniform, just tugged it off and tossed it behind him.

      He needed to see Miles. All of Miles.

      He was as beautiful as Gavin had imagined; slim and wiry, but by no means soft, covered with firm, smooth expanses of muscle. His jaw was stubbled after a very long day of work, and it scraped against Gavin’s fingertips.

      He wanted to feel it on his thighs.

      Twining his fingers through Miles’s dark curls, he pulled him up until he was sitting on the edge of the bed. His cock stood straight up, pressing into his belly, and his pupils were blown so wide his eyes looked black. They hadn’t done anything more than kiss, and already, he looked debauched.

      He was staring at the bulge in Gavin’s jeans like he wanted to lick the denim.

      “Miles.” When Gavin said his name, he looked up, staring into Gavin’s eyes for a moment before glancing away. Like a wolf would have.

      So Gavin cupped his cheeks and turned his face up so he’d look at him again.

      “I want you to unzip me. Then you’re going to take out my cock and suck it. Yes?”

      Miles nodded, his breath hitching at the command. Gavin quirked a brow, so he practically breathed, “Yes.”

      “Is that what you want, Miles?”

      “Fuck, yes.” He seemed to grow bolder, since sex was clearly on the table. Like Gavin would have stripped him naked without intending to fuck him. “You know damn well I’ve wanted to suck your cock since our first date.”

      It was a fair point. Miles had never been coy about what he wanted. Gavin had been the one holding back.

      He tugged Miles’s hair again, pulling his head back, and bent down to claim his lips. As he leaned away, he bit that gorgeous, full lower lip. “Then get to work. Now.”

      Miles’s hands shot up, trying to work the button of Gavin’s fly so quickly that his fingers almost tangled together. He paused, took a deep breath, and much more efficiently, slid the zipper down and the boxers out of the way.

      When Gavin’s cock sprang free, Miles licked his lips, breathing shakily and reaching out to steady it. The look in his eyes turned determined as he leaned forward to lave the head with his tongue.

      It didn’t take him long to wrap his lips around it and start pressing in, trying to fit the whole thing in his mouth. It wasn’t going to happen, but it was a damn fine effort.

      “Mmm,” Miles hummed around it, looking up at Gavin, a question in his eyes.

      Gavin’s heart melted a little. His sweet deputy wanted reassurance. That was easy enough to provide. “You’re so good, sweetheart.” He tightened his hand in Miles’s hair and pushed him forward a fraction, making him moan around his mouthful of cock. He liked a little manhandling too, it seemed. “Fuck, you’re just perfect, aren’t you?”

      At that, Miles wrapped his arms around Gavin’s ass and pulled him in tight, forcing his dick as far back as it would go, throat spasming around the tip as he tried to keep from gagging.

      Gavin moaned and threw his head back. He tried to find more words of praise, but sensation took over.

      Miles slid up and then down again, choking himself on Gavin’s cock over and over, and all Gavin could do was mutter, “so perfect,” again and again.

      When the friction and wet heat made his balls start to pull up, he used his grip in Miles’s hair to pull him off.

      Miles gasped for breath, eyes watering, and looked up at Gavin hopefully.

      “That was so fucking good, sweetheart.” He let go of his grip on the man’s hair and used both hands on his shoulders to push him backward. “So good for me. But I don’t want to come in your mouth. I’ve been wanting that gorgeous ass since our first date.”

      Another lie. He’d wanted it the second he’d seen it in those fucking hot uniform pants, well before their first date.

      “You gonna open up for me?”

      Miles nodded, then without prompting, spoke up. “Yes. Please, fuck yes, Gavin.”

      “What do you want, baby? Tell me.” He reached up and petted Miles’s cheek.

      “Want you to wreck my ass. Fuck me into the mattress. Make me feel it tomorrow.” He lifted one long leg and wrapped it around Gavin’s ass, trying to pull him in. “Please?”

      That was when Gavin remembered—“I don’t have a condom.”

      “Don’t care, Gavin, just please fucking fuck me.”

      And what could he say to that? “Whatever you want, sweetheart.”
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      He realized, in that moment, that he hadn’t thought they would ever get to the bedroom.

      But there was Gavin, pupils wide and eyes narrowed, looking like a wild thing as he leaned over Miles.

      Miles was reminded of the wolf pack in the woods, and he shivered. Maybe they’d chosen Gavin’s backyard as a home because they recognized the sheer fucking alpha-ness of the man. Wolves were about that, right?

      Gavin speared him with two lube-slick fingers at once, and Miles gasped but couldn’t stop staring at him. He hadn’t noticed when or where Gavin had gotten the lube, and if asked, he’d have told him to forget about it and just fuck him.

      That was a terrible idea, one with painful potential, but his patience was worn so thin he didn’t care anymore. He needed Gavin inside him.

      “Please,” he repeated, like if he said it enough, Gavin would stop screwing around and just fuck him already.

      Gavin gave him a wicked smile that made his heart beat faster. “You need it, sweetheart?”

      “Yes,” he breathed. “So bad.”

      Gavin snatched a pillow from the head of the bed and, lifting Miles with ease, arranged it under his hips. He didn’t even bother peeling the rest of the way out of his jeans, just climbed up onto the bed, positioned himself, and thrust forward with one brutal stroke that had Miles crying out and bucking up.

      Not to get away, oh no. It was hard and fast and exactly what he’d needed.

      Gavin grabbed his wrists and held them to the bed over his head, looking him in the eye. His gaze held all the intensity Miles had known was in him, but that he usually held back.

      “Like that, Em?” He pulled back and slammed in again without moving his head or losing eye contact. “That what you wanted?”

      Miles wrapped his legs around Gavin’s ass, pushing into the next hard thrust. “Yes. Fucking give it to me. All of it.”

      With that, Gavin took his mouth again, kiss hard and bruising, their teeth clacking together as he took what he wanted. He nipped his way down Miles’s jaw, then his neck, and bit hard at the bend. Just that was almost enough to send Miles over the edge: the pressure of teeth on his neck, that strong body atop his, holding him down, giving everything Gavin had.

      It was all Miles wanted.

      Gavin’s thighs were like steel under his own, and his face showed no strain when he pulled back to look down at Miles again. At least, no physical strain. He wasn’t the least bit out of breath from fucking Miles like a machine, but that wild intensity in his eyes was just barely leashed. He looked like he wanted to bite down, and Miles didn’t have any doubt he’d let him.

      He wasn’t even sure why it was important.

      Gavin freed one hand, somehow still easily holding Miles down with just one, and reached the other between them to palm Miles’s cock. He’d barely gotten his hand wrapped around it, squeezing once, when Miles’s world shattered around him. It was the most mind-blowing orgasm he’d had in his life. Gavin held his eye throughout, his thrusts steady and hand tugging at Miles’s cock.

      Only after Miles came down a fraction, panting for breath, did Gavin increase his own speed, leaning down once more to press his teeth into Miles’s neck. Not biting down, just holding him like that as he stiffened and curled around Miles’s body, coming silently.

      Inside Miles.

      Now there was a thing he never thought he’d find quite so satisfying.

      He half expected Gavin to leap up and go grab a damp rag to wash them down with, but instead, he stayed there like that for a long time, and when he pulled out of Miles, he still didn’t move away. All he did was manhandle Miles until his head was on a pillow near the headboard, and then aggressively spooned him, face still pressed into Miles’s neck.
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        * * *

      

      Miles woke with a smile on his face. Sure, every muscle in his body ached, but it was the kind of ache he loved. The kind of ache he rarely had. There weren’t too many men out there who could drag him around like Gavin had, and he’d loved every second of it.

      For a moment, he let himself bask in the feeling. Gavin had finally done something about the constant smoldering looks they were shooting at each other, and it had been absolute fucking perfection.

      He turned to find Gavin, face down on the bed, breathing deep and even. The man had been up way too late the night before, and Miles didn’t think he’d gotten to sleep when he himself had drifted off. Since he didn’t want to wake him, he slid off the bed as slowly and quietly as possible.

      Gavin shifted a little, muttered in his sleep, and hugged the pillow tighter. Had he said Miles’s name? Nah. Couldn’t have been. Gavin might have feelings for him, but that was just wishful thinking.

      He half wanted to stay there, snuggle up with Gavin and while away the morning, but he had a feeling that wasn’t in the cards. Gavin liked to think things through, and something told Miles he hadn’t done his thinking the night before. That meant he’d need some time alone to process what had happened between them. Miles could handle that.

      He took a moment to gather his clothes, strewn across the floor in every direction. It had been a hell of a thing to see, staid Gavin really letting loose.

      He finished dressing and stopped to look at the man for a moment, sleeping like the dead. He could get used to the sight. Gavin’s muscled back, rising and falling in the steady breathing of deep sleep, right next to where Miles himself had spent the night.

      Oh yes, he could get used to this all too easily.

      He took a moment to pick up his belt, trying hard not to make noise, though the nature of the thing was to make noise. Gun, radio, cuffs—it was like all the items on it were designed to keep people nearby from sleeping. It didn’t help that it had gotten trapped beneath the cord of a lamp. He managed to free it without toppling the lamp and making both noise and a mess, though, and when he looked up, Gavin was still asleep.

      Carrying the belt in one hand and his shoes in the other, Miles sneaked over toward the central staircase.

      He stopped at the top to put the shoes and belt on. The smell of food cooking was wafting up the stairs, and since Miles was stuck doing a walk of shame, he figured at least he could do it fully dressed.

      Not that he was ashamed.

      What was there to be ashamed of? He’d gotten fucked, well and quite thoroughly, by the man he’d been dating for eight months. It was hardly a great scandal. The other people in the house were well aware of the concept, since most of them were getting laid on the regular.

      He dusted himself off, took a deep breath, and went downstairs, head held high.

      Dez looked up from where he was scrambling eggs and frying bacon, and froze in place, staring at Miles.

      “Sweet pea, is the bacon ready? I need some extra meat.” Dez’s boyfriend, Sawyer, called from another room. When Dez didn’t immediately answer, he sauntered in. When he saw Miles, he also froze. “Holy shit.”

      “Hi,” was the most intelligent thing Miles could muster to say. He’d known what he was walking into, and yet, somehow, it was more uncomfortable than he’d imagined.

      “Ancestors, Ash, at least let me get my pants on,” a voice said from the same direction as Sawyer had come. There was the noise of a door closing—the back-deck door?—and the click of claws on tile, like a dog.

      “Ash, don’t—” Sawyer got out before a wolf sauntered into the kitchen. The giant golden wolf from the night before, Miles was sure of it. He’d never heard of a wolf that color before.

      A big black wolf with a limp. Dez’s limp.

      An enormous gold wolf called Ash. Ash, the beautiful blond man who was one of Gavin’s brothers-in-arms.

      For a moment, Miles’s brain refused to process the information being offered. It was too ridiculous.

      Full moon special, Gavin had said the day before. Did most people track the full moons? Gavin had a family get-together on the full moon. An inclusive little family that Miles had never quite been able to penetrate, no matter how hard he’d tried, how nice he’d been.

      He blinked, staring at the wolf, and at Ash’s boyfriend, Graham, who came in after him, eyes wide and nervous.

      There was a thump above them, and everyone turned their eyes to the ceiling. It was swiftly followed by rushing footsteps, and then a very naked Gavin racing down the stairs.

      He hesitated when he saw them all standing in the kitchen, but not because of running into the room naked. No, it was seeing Miles, seeing Miles’s shock, that gave him pause.

      Miles barely heard Dez shuffling everyone out of the kitchen behind him. All he could focus on was Gavin.

      Gavin, who’d been out of control the night before in a way he never was.

      On the full moon.

      Gavin, who had bitten him.

      His hand flew to his neck, still tender where Gavin had bitten down.

      Gavin watched him, and the shock and horror on his face was enough to answer any questions Miles might have had. “I would never—”

      “Of course not,” Miles agreed, numb. “You’ve got your family. Your . . . your pack. What the hell would you need me for? None of them ever wanted me here either.”

      He turned and headed for the door.

      “Miles,” Gavin said, reaching for him.

      “Don’t touch me.” He didn’t know how, but his voice was deadly calm. On the inside, he was pretty sure he was having a nervous breakdown. “I’m—I’m gonna go. I need—” What the hell did he need? A stiff drink? A convenient concussion to make him forget the last ten minutes? The last eight months? “I need to go,” he finished, and Gavin didn’t try to stop him as he left.
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      His instinct had been to reassure, as it almost always was. As usual, his instincts didn’t do him any favors with Miles. He’d assumed the man wanted to know he was safe, that Gavin hadn’t bitten him and turned him into “a monster.”

      That was what people always wanted in the movies. They wanted to not be werewolves.

      They didn’t want their boyfriends to bite them without permission.

      Was that what Miles had wanted?

      Dimly, he heard Dez taking charge in the other room, sending everyone out for breakfast while the food he’d made in the kitchen sat on the stove next to Gavin.

      He wasn’t sure how much time passed before something soft hit him in the chest. He caught it on instinct and looked down at it, eyes removed from the door for the first time since Miles had walked out.

      Since Miles had left him.

      Sweatpants. Dez’s, most likely, since they smelled mostly of him and Sawyer. That was fine; they would fit Gavin. He pulled them on mechanically, without looking up again.

      A huge plate of eggs and what had to be half a pound of bacon appeared on the counter next to him with a thunk. A moment later, Dez was setting another beside it, then settling onto one of the chairs there.

      “Ash is never gonna forgive himself,” Dez observed casually.

      Gavin could have collapsed with relief.

      Yes.

      This was what he needed. He needed problems to fix that weren’t his. Problems he hadn’t created. Problems he could actually help with.

      “Ash didn’t do anything wrong,” Gavin told him, like Dez didn’t already know that. “It’s the pack house, and Ash should never feel like he can’t be himself inside it.”

      Which was why he’d never invited Miles in before. It wasn’t about what Gavin wanted, could never be about that. It had to be about the good of the pack, or Gavin was being a selfish ass.

      He’d seen bad alphas before. The alpha who had made Dez and himself had been a feral monster who hadn’t even had a pack. The alpha of Ash’s childhood pack had put his own selfish wants over the pack’s needs, and the pack had crumbled under his poor excuse for leadership.

      His brothers called him their alpha. They put him in charge. They had added to their little pack, three omegas and a baby. He would not fail them all the way alphas had failed them in the past.

      Hell, Ash’s childhood pack seemed to think he was some kind of creature from prophesy, like that wasn’t both ridiculous and more pressure than any person should ever deal with.

      “I know,” Dez agreed after a while, and after at least two strips of bacon. “And so does he. But we all did, too, didn’t we?”

      “Did what?”

      Dez rolled his eyes and kicked out the chair in front of the extra plate. “Sit. Eat. I can’t lecture you while you’re standing there looking like you’re about to shatter.”

      Was he? he wondered.

      He sat in the chair and stared at the food. When Dez didn’t say anything, he picked up a piece of bacon and ate it. It crumbled in his mouth. Normally, that was how he liked his bacon. This morning, he wasn’t sure.

      “You’ve spent so much time worrying about Miles finding out the truth, we all have, that none of us ever thought about how to deal with it when he found out.”

      “He left,” Gavin pointed out, like there were some chance Dez hadn’t noticed.

      Dez rolled his eyes and nudged the plate closer to Gavin. “Of course he did. He just found out werewolves are real. And that we’ve been lying to him about it for eight months.”

      Gavin finally picked up the fork and started to eat. They had been lying. He had been lying. He had made that choice, and the pack hadn’t questioned it. Well, except for Dez. Dez was the only one who challenged him on anything.

      “He’s still Miles,” Dez continued after a few more bites. “For reasons I’ll never understand, he loves you. He’s gonna go home and think. That the world as he knows it is a lie. That you were keeping secrets. And eventually, because he’s a pretty smart guy, he’s gonna put it all together. That’s when he’s gonna come talk to you.”

      “Talk to me?” Gavin asked, dropping his fork and staring at Dez. “You didn’t see the look he gave me. You don’t—he’s never going to forgive me, Dez. Never.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “He thinks I don’t need him. That’s what he said.” Why the hell hadn’t Gavin said something? Anything! He slumped forward and pushed his eggs around his plate. “He hates me.”

      All the ways Gavin could have done things better came to him. He could have broached the subject months ago. Invited Miles to a full moon run and been honest. Invited him to the pack.

      Bitten him.

      Could Gavin even bite people? He had serious doubts. He couldn’t become a wolf like the others.

      “Wolf who made himself,” indeed. Prophecies were ridiculous.

      Still, the fantasy of biting Miles had formed in his mind less than a month after he’d been made a wolf himself. The moment he’d met the man, he’d wanted to bite him.

      He wondered if it was a normal part of being an alpha, that every time he spoke to a person for more than a few moments, he started weighing what they would add to his pack. This person was calming, and that one was creative, and the other was wise. Now and then, his mind found one and thought, “Them. They would be a good addition to the pack.”

      Of course, he’d never acted on it. Wouldn’t do that unless the circumstances were very, very different than they were.

      He’d never had an urge to bite them like he did with Miles, though. Fuck, he’d actually bitten the man. Not to break the skin or anything, but he’d spent so much time with his teeth on Miles’s neck the previous night, it was astounding Miles could believe Gavin didn’t want to turn him.

      It seemed to him that he’d been pathetically obvious.

      He wanted Miles to be a wolf. He wanted Miles in the pack. He wanted to keep Miles forever.

      “What if he never forgives me?”

      Dez nudged the plate again. “Eat your damn eggs, and don’t be ridiculous. The guy’s completely in love with you. You give him some time. He’ll be back.”

      It was a nice thought, and an oddly optimistic one from Dez. He was usually their little ray of darkness, trying to shed a cloud onto all the pack’s silver linings. Gavin would have expected him to be the first to suggest the possibility that Miles was gone for good.

      Maybe this time, that was Gavin’s job.

      Why would Miles come back? Gavin had spent eight months lying to him. Everything had been a lie, and Gavin was a goddamned werewolf. He’d almost bitten Miles last night, and he didn’t even know what that would do to the man.

      His own turning had been horrific, but painless.

      Okay, well, he’d been in pain at the time. The feral alpha had blown through him and his men like they were plastic soldiers. Gavin wasn’t sure what the alpha had been trying to do, yanking him up by one arm, dislocating the shoulder and letting Gavin dangle a few inches above the floor.

      Moments before, he’d watched the monster toss Dez across the room with the immense power in its jaws, like the enormous man was a rag doll. He’d thought at the time that Dez was dead.

      His best friend.

      Gavin was nothing if not a survivor. Or at least a bastard who was going to get revenge before he died. So he’d ripped the monster’s throat out with his blunt, human teeth.

      Thinking about it still made him want to gag. He shoved his food away and put his head down on the counter.

      Dez seemed to sense the change in his mood, and didn’t ask. He just put a hand on Gavin’s shoulder and left it there. They stayed like that until the pack arrived home from wherever they’d gone for breakfast.

      Gavin pushed himself up, inclined his head, said a quick “thank you” to Dez, and hurried upstairs. The pack could live without him for a day. They were clever and strong and self-sufficient. They hardly needed him at all.

      He’d never imagined being so grateful for that.
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      Werewolves.

      Werewolves were a thing.

      Gavin was one of them.

      Miles stopped at a liquor store on the way home, and after staring at the shelves for a while, he bought a bottle of vodka.

      And a bottle of tequila.

      Werewolves.

      He got home and sat at his tiny dining table, little more than a card table, and stared at the bottles in front of him. He’d imagined it, surely. Jumped to conclusions.

      The truth was what he’d assumed at first, and they were keeping a pack of wolves as pets. A pack of wolves they allowed in the house and named after members of their group.

      That didn’t seem ridiculous at all.

      On the other hand: werewolves.

      He almost called Gavin to clarify. Is it werewolves, or were you just lying about the whole wolves-as-pets thing? And then Gavin would say, “Werewolves? Miles, have you been drinking?” and they would laugh and laugh.

      Well, and Miles would be annoyed Gavin had lied to him.

      Except Gavin hadn’t.

      Miles was as sure of that as he’d ever been of anything. Gavin might not have been giving him all the information, and yes, omission was a lie in its own way, but he hadn’t been actively lying. They weren’t keeping wolves as pets.

      Bits and pieces of the conversation drifted back to him as he sat there staring at the booze.

      The wolves got in on their own.

      They’re free to leave anytime.

      I have no idea what’s normal anymore, Miles.

      Of course they had gotten in on their own and were free to leave. They weren’t just wolves; they were human and wolves. How could Gavin have any idea what was normal when he was a goddamned werewolf?

      Miles opened the bottle of tequila.

      By the time noon rolled around, the tequila was half gone, and he was inspecting his neck in the mirror.

      Gavin had left quite the hickey there, like an overzealous teenager trying to mark Miles up so everyone knew they were together. Or a werewolf who wanted everyone to know Miles was his territory.

      Miles giggled and leaned his head against the mirror.

      His territory.

      Maybe he’d wanted to piss on Miles too. If so, Miles had bad news for him—he was all for juvenile marking, but he was never going to be into watersports.

      There wasn’t a break in the skin.

      He’d gone over it a dozen times, checking to be sure. At first, he’d been convinced he was afraid of the possibility. What if he turned into a monster on the next full moon and started mauling people?

      Slowly, as he’d checked again and again, his mood growing darker and darker, he’d realized it was nothing like that. He wasn’t afraid of what he might do as a werewolf. He knew a bunch of werewolves, and knew they didn’t go around attacking innocent people every full moon.

      No, it was so much more pathetic than that.

      If Gavin had accidentally made him into a werewolf with all his mauling, he’d have had to accept Miles, wouldn’t he? No more three steps back days. No more “busy with family, maybe another time” days. No, if Gavin had accidentally turned Miles into a werewolf, then he was stuck with him, had to take care of him.

      If Gavin had bitten him, he had to keep him.

      But even on a full moon, a little wild and uncontrolled, Gavin had been in control enough to not trap himself with Miles permanently.

      In a few days, the bruise would fade.

      The feeling of Gavin’s hands on his skin was already gone, stripped away by the stress of the morning and the numbing effect of the alcohol.

      And that was the end of it, right?

      This was the new normal. This was Miles’s life without Gavin.

      By five, the tequila bottle was empty, and Miles was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The unopened bottle of vodka taunted him the next few days, reminding him of why he’d bought it every time he walked past it into the kitchen.

      He didn’t have a lot of time to think about werewolves and full moons and the feeling of being so unwanted that Gavin didn’t even bite him when he was out of control.

      He didn’t think about it first thing when he woke and last before he went to sleep at night.

      Nope.

      No time at all.

      How he made it through his work week, he had no idea. He accepted a few extra shifts, but the sheriff noticed at some point, and told him he needed to “scale back” on the extra hours, because he looked like hell.

      Okay, so the sheriff was sixty and had actually said Miles was “looking a little peaked, son,” but it was the same thing.

      Before he knew it, it was six days later, and Miles was looking at two days off in a row, neither of which he wanted.

      The vodka bottle stared at him from its spot on the table.
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        * * *

      

      What was he doing?

      Oh, nothing much.

      He hadn’t opened the vodka. He wasn’t drunk.

      He was, however, sitting in his car in the parking lot of the Second Chance Cafe, staring at the front window.

      Gavin was there, working. It was no surprise, since he was usually there in the evening. Gavin worked constantly, tirelessly, more than anyone else Miles knew.

      His eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at an old lady and handed her a cup. Miles could picture just how those bright green eyes twinkled, knew he was saying something sweet that made the woman blush and laugh.

      It wasn’t a smile directed at Miles. It was probably never going to be directed at Miles again.

      Part of him wondered why the wolves hadn’t killed him.

      Miles was a threat to them now, wasn’t he? He knew their secret and could cause trouble for them. Not that many people would listen if he started screaming werewolf. Or, well, any people.

      It was nonsense, why would anyone believe it?

      Still, the fact that he knew their secret had to make him a problem. Maybe his knowledge broke some kind of werewolf law. Werewolves might have laws. He didn’t know.

      No one had said a word to him, though. He hadn’t gotten a visit from any member of Gavin’s family—or was it pack? He hadn’t gotten a visit from any member of Gavin’s pack.

      No threats, no questions, no glares, no growling . . . not even a basket of “welcome to being in the know” cookies laced with arsenic. If they’d been peanut butter he’d have eaten them anyway.

      Gavin turned and glanced up, and his eyes met Miles’s.

      His whole face fell, and that was what Miles had done to him. Miles had killed his smile. Miles had made him miserable.

      He should go in, right, since he’d been spotted? His hands tightened on the steering wheel. The distance between the car and the shop was downright insurmountable.

      Gavin was a whole universe away from him, among his pack of wolves, who lived, ate, and ran a coffee shop together. It was such a strangely mundane job for werewolves, but it worked so well for them. They’d become a local sensation overnight, and all the people Miles knew and worked with went there—for the attractive owners as much as the coffee, which he was told was also excellent.

      Coffee made him sick, though, and that felt like even more of a failing when the man he loved sold the stuff for a living.

      The man he loved.

      The werewolf he loved?

      He banged his head on the steering wheel. Why was he even here? He should just let it go once and for all. Gavin didn’t want him. Gavin had what he wanted, and he didn’t need Miles harassing him into twice-monthly dates.

      He should leave Gavin alone.

      There was a knock on his window, and his head snapped up to look at the shop. Gavin was still inside, still at the register. Still looking at Miles.

      Hesitantly, Miles looked out the window, where dark, enormous, scowling Dez Sullivan stood.

      With a cup in his hand.

      Miles turned on the car and opened the window, and Dez shoved the cup at him. The scent of his usual London fog wafted up like damned ambrosia.

      “I know, it sucks, we all lied. Most of us are even sorry. You know why we did it, and you’re smart enough to know we had to. Get over it faster,” Dez said. “We’re all sick of him moping.”

      As soon as Miles took the cup, Dez turned and walked away without another word.

      Moping?

      He glanced back at the window, where Gavin was still looking at him, biting his lip.

      Naturally, that was when Miles’s radio crackled to life and demanded his attention. Drunk and disorderly in town square, and he was the closest officer, of course. He sighed, set his tea in the cupholder, and rolled the window back up.

      As he put the car into gear, he lifted the fingers of his left hand from the wheel in the most pitiful wave of all time. In return, Gavin gave him a tiny smile and wave of his own.

      So werewolves were a thing and Gavin was one. Was it really a complete deal breaker?
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      Dez scowled out the window. “Seriously? You made him tea, and he just . . . left.”

      “His radio went off,” Sawyer pointed out. “He must have been called to work.”

      “Coulda come in and thanked him before driving off, at least,” Dez muttered, but he didn’t fixate, just grabbed a rag and started wiping the counters down with extreme prejudice.

      That little wave—even the fact that he’d shown up at all—had been so much more than Gavin expected.

      The whole pack had spent the week saying that Miles would be back, that he loved Gavin and he wouldn’t stay gone. Gavin had spent the week thinking they had no idea what they were talking about. They couldn’t.

      He’d lied to Miles, and that could never be acceptable. How could Miles forgive him? He hadn’t even told him the truth in the end; he’d been discovered in his lies.

      A gentle hand pressed into his shoulder, and he wasn’t surprised to find that it was Graham, their resident baker and soft touch. “You didn’t just lie to him for no reason. You were protecting people.”

      Gavin sighed and nodded, trying not to stare at the spot where Miles’s car had disappeared down the street. “I know. I know I had to do it, and given the same choice, I’d do it again. But isn’t that half the problem?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t feel bad about lying, only that it hurt him. I’m not sorry.” Gavin had grown up in a world of “sorry your feelings were hurt,” and similar fake apologies given in the name of civility over honesty, and he didn’t ever want to be the person to offer such a disingenuous faux-pology.

      Graham leaned his head on Gavin’s shoulder and sighed. “You’re too hard on yourself. You are sorry. You’re not sorry you did it, but you’re genuinely sorry you had to. You’re sorry your actions hurt him.”

      How could that be enough, though?

      “You should go to him,” Graham added after they had been silent a while.

      Gavin had been torn on the subject all week. Did he give Miles space and let him be the one to approach—if Miles ever wanted to—or go to him in supplication, asking if there were some way he could make it right? Every time he’d decided on one or the other, his uncertainty got in the way, and he’d start talking himself into the other.

      And everyone thought he was some kind of great leader. He snorted in disgust. He couldn’t even make his own simple life decisions.

      Graham frowned up at him. “No, I mean it. You should.”

      Obviously, Graham had thought the snort was meant for him. No reason to tell him the truth, since it only complicated things, not to mention giving the pack anxiety over the fact that their supposed alpha was a wishy-washy teenager in love.

      Apparently, Gavin didn’t tell anyone the truth anymore.

      “I was giving him space,” he answered instead.

      “That made sense before,” Graham agreed. “It was a good idea. But now he’s made the first move, hasn’t he? He obviously wanted to come in, but it’s not easy for him either. So it’s your turn to give a little.”

      As much as Gavin wanted to disagree, Graham was the most sensitive among them. The most empathetic and understanding. If he thought Gavin should go to Miles, then he probably should.

      Still, he hesitated for a long while before nodding. “Okay.”

      “Thank fuck,” Dez muttered under his breath. “The pining was going to kill us all.”
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        * * *

      

      The next afternoon, Gavin spent a ridiculous amount of time preparing to go see Miles. He wasn’t going to tell anyone he spent half an hour in his closet looking at every piece of clothing he owned. It hadn’t been about the clothes anyway. It had been another way to put off facing things.

      If he went to see Miles, that might be the end of their relationship. If Miles turned him away, that was it. Gavin wasn’t some kind of stalker who would follow the man around trying to convince him they belonged together.

      Miles had the right to not choose him, and the possibility that he would exercise it was nerve-wracking.

      Also, if he’d admitted to the pack that it took him half an hour to pick out black jeans and a green sweater, they’d have laughed at him. Miles had always liked the sweater, not that Gavin thought a piece of clothing was going to tip the scale in his favor.

      Either the lying had been too much, or it hadn’t.

      Once he was in the car, he was set on his course. There was no more turning back, no more doubt. He’d made the choice, and it was done. So he didn’t dither over the route or spend a lot of time sitting in his car when he arrived.

      If nothing else, it was too damn cold to sit around in a car he’d turned off. He didn’t know how Miles had done it, though he supposed that people from the area were more acclimated to the weather than his little pack.

      Gods, it was thirty degrees out lately, and locals were still wandering around in short sleeves and sandals.

      He dragged himself up the stairs to Miles’s apartment and rang the bell, head down, then focused on his own breathing. There was no reason to jump to conclusions about how things would go. Miles had always surprised him. It was one of his favorite things about the man.

      The door opened to reveal a half-dressed Miles, buttoning up his uniform and looking harried.

      Gavin frowned. This was not part of his plan. He was supposed to invite Miles out to dinner, sweet-talk him over some ridiculously weak tea and tiramisu, and then beg him to understand. He couldn’t say all that in the face of Miles getting ready for work, though. All that came out was, “You don’t work Thursday nights.”

      That earned him a distracted smile as Miles waved him in, wandering away from the door.

      It seemed like a good sign, overall. If Miles weren’t willing to hear him out, he’d have told him to shove off. Miles was straightforward like that; it was one of the things Gavin liked (loved) about him. Surprising and straightforward. It seemed impossible, but there it was.

      “Brown flaked on another shift,” Miles called from the kitchen. “You’d think if a guy gets all the way through the training, he’s prepared to do the job, but apparently not.”

      Gavin scowled at that. Deputy Brown had been into the shop, and he didn’t like the guy. He didn’t have a rational reason for the dislike—or at least, he hadn’t. Now, the man was ruining his plans. “They don’t have enough backup?”

      Miles came back out of the kitchen, a granola bar in his hand. “Nope. With Martinez out on maternity leave, that means we’re dangerously understaffed. It’s a small town, ba—” Miles paused in the middle of calling him “babe,” a nickname he’d been using off and on for months, and his face twisted with something like regret.

      “Miles—” Gavin started, but Miles cut him off with a shake of his head and one raised hand. Gavin swallowed hard. This was it. This was where Miles told him to lose his number.

      But then Miles stepped into his personal space, looking deep into his eyes. It wasn’t adoring or sexy, but serious. Subdued. “You came to talk. About—about the things we need to talk about. Right?”

      Gavin nodded. He wasn’t sure how to follow that up. It was what he’d come about. Should he blurt it out? Wait to be prodded?

      “I want to have this conversation.” Miles said, stuffing the granola bar in his pocket and grabbing his utility belt. “I think . . . if nothing else, I think we owe it to each other to have this conversation.”

      Well, that didn’t bode well. It sounded a lot like, “We need to talk,” and Gavin had known they needed to talk, but in this case, it felt like a precursor to goodbye. In that moment, Gavin finally realized how much he didn’t want it to be that—how much he wanted Miles to stay.

      “But?”

      Miles’s lips twisted in a concerned frown. “But nothing. I want to stay, but even if we weren’t understaffed, I couldn’t beg off the extra shift. There’s a kid out there on the mountain.”

      “There’s . . . there’s what? Someone’s missing?”

      “Not exactly.” Miles finished with his belt and grabbed his uniform coat. “Some resort employees saw a little kid climbing this morning on the north side of the highway. They said he was alone and couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. They tried to stop him, but he ran off.”

      A kid.

      Lyndon.

      It was ridiculous, wasn’t it? A nine-year-old couldn’t get from California to Colorado on his own.

      But Graham had proven that someone with the odds stacked against them could do incredible things, even if he’d been quite a bit older than Lyndon.

      “Do you need help?” Gavin asked, and he wasn’t sure if he was hoping for a yes or a no.

      Miles shook his head. “I mean, yes, obviously, but it doesn’t work that way.” He paused and bit his lip, uncertainty in his eyes, before he turned to pick up his badge. “I guess it’d probably be nice to have someone with your, uh, skills, working with us. But that’s against regulations.”

      Gavin nodded, trying to look understanding when in reality, his mind was going a mile a minute, already having left the apartment. Then he shook his head and turned back to Miles, focusing back on the matter at hand. “We’re going to talk. You—you still want to do that?”

      “I’m not making any promises about what happens afterward,” Miles said, not meeting Gavin’s eye. “But I think at least I deserve to be told the truth.”

      “I agree.”

      “Good.” With that, Miles turned to the door, so Gavin started out ahead of him. “I’m still supposed to have tomorrow off. Does that work for you?”

      It was so perfunctorily put, the outcome of the meeting seemed inevitable. Still, there was no way out but through. “Of course.”

      As though determined to confuse the hell out of Gavin, Miles gave him that bright smile as he stepped out and turned to lock his apartment. “Good. I’ll see you then.”

      Of all possible results, Gavin hadn’t expected to go home with no idea what their future held. More importantly just then, though, was the missing kid. If it was Lyndon—and despite common sense saying it wasn’t, Gavin believed it was him—the pack needed to start searching immediately.
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      Miles was on the fifth of thirty-seven cabins to the west of the Kismet resort on the north side of the highway. About half of them belonged to the resort itself, little vacation getaway rentals, and the rest were vacation homes for the rich. Any and all had the potential to be a hiding place for a runaway—or more importantly, a kid in need of help.

      Miles had been assigned to check the cabins, one by one, and it was going to take forever. He suspected he was going to end up working more than just Brown’s shift, as far from the road as some of the places were. Well, if the impending snow didn’t stop him, anyway.

      He knocked on the front door, listening for movement on the other side. When he heard nothing, he knocked again, called out, checked the perimeter of the cabin—just generally did a sweep looking for people who might be hiding on the property. None so far had seemed likely to have anyone in them, all cold and dark and empty.

      Still, at least he had something potentially nice to consider while he did his search. For the first time ever, Gavin had come to him.

      Oh, Gavin had come to pick him up for dates before. They’d even eaten at Miles’s apartment once or twice, though neither was much of a chef.

      But never, after a few days of distance, had Gavin been the one to contact him first. Miles had spent eight months chasing the man, and Gavin had finally stopped running.

      Maybe.

      His sweet green eyes had been so earnest, and if Miles hadn’t been mistaken, worried. Maybe he was just worried about what Miles was going to do with his people’s secret, but that didn’t make sense. If Miles had been planning to tell people about werewolves, he would have already done that.

      Absently, he wondered if there were really people who hunted and killed werewolves, like on TV. If so, they were probably much bigger assholes, and a lot less pretty. In real life werewolves were the pretty ones.

      He climbed back into his cruiser and called in his fifth miss.

      “You should hurry,” Deputy James answered, his nasal voice sounding even more stressed than usual. “The forecast is turning uglier by the minute.”

      “We need that snow,” Miles argued. If there was one thing the town desperately needed, it was a decent snow. No one wanted to go to a ski resort without snow, and the town relied on income from those tourists.

      James paused, something the man rarely did. Not that Miles didn’t like him, but he was sort of a know-it-all. “I know,” he finally agreed. “But it’s going to get bad fast. You shouldn’t be up on the side of the mountain at a remote cabin when the worst hits. At best, you’ll get stuck out there.”

      “Fair enough,” Miles agreed. He watched the dry dusty flakes from a snow flurry hit the windshield of his cruiser. It could turn ugly fast, but according to the forecast, he had hours yet. He just needed to hurry it up was all. “Okay, I’m gonna get moving on to the next one, but I may not be able to make them all before the worst hits.”

      “We’ll just have to hope those people were wrong about the kid being hurt.” James’s tone was somber, and with good reason. A hurt kid on the mountainside when a snowstorm hit was as good as dead.

      It wasn’t like locals to sound the alarm for something like a kid out climbing rocks, so Miles didn’t think this was that. They had said the kid looked dirty, had been wearing ripped clothes, and one of them thought he’d seen blood on his shirt. It didn’t sound like a kid playing a little far from home.

      No nearby kids had gone missing, and they’d searched national listings as well as possible and turned up nothing useful. It didn’t seem likely an eight-year-old had gotten from Florida to Colorado in two days.

      Miles fired up his engine and headed for the next cabin.

      Just after three, the snowflakes started to grow—not in frequency, but in size. Over the next few hours, they turned from tiny, dry things to big wet globs of snowflake mashed together. He hadn’t thought the air had warmed that much, but Miles definitely wasn’t a meteorologist, so he didn’t know how it worked.

      What he did know, from living and driving in snow his whole life, was that the dry stuff was a lot safer than this.

      He tried to hurry, but he couldn’t rush driving unless he wanted to kill someone—namely himself—and it was hard to hurry the cabin checks without missing any lingering signs of habitation. If the kid was out there on his own, he could be really good at hiding himself. And no matter how self-sufficient, no kid should be out on his own.

      By the time he hit cabin fifteen, one much farther back from the road than he liked, the snow was starting to pile up. It wasn’t ideal snow for skiing, but it was more than they’d managed most of the year, so he tried to be grateful for it.

      But then he thought of a possible missing kid alone on the mountainside, and he couldn’t be.

      He knocked on the door of this one a couple of times. It was big enough that maybe someone in the back couldn’t hear a knock. There were no prints in the new snow, so if the boy was there, he was well settled in. Miles didn’t see any hint of a person moving around inside, or anything out of place.

      He shook his head and went back to the car. “Hey, James,” he said into the radio. “I’m at fifteen, but I don’t think I’m gonna make it too much farther in this storm.”

      “You should get back into town,” James agreed readily. He’d gotten more and more concerned as the afternoon had gone on, despite their worries over the child. “You’re not going to do anyone any good if you get stuck out there.”

      “All right,” he agreed. “Heading back.”

      He did a five-point-turn in the drive, not wanting to accidentally cut too close to the edge of the flat surface and slide off, and headed back down the miles-long drive toward the highway.

      He was more than a mile from either the house or the highway when a small, four-legged form darted out in front of the car, and he hit the brakes too hard.

      For a decade, Miles had been driving in the snow. He damn well knew not to brake so hard on slippery, snowy roads. He tried not to panic, let up on the brakes, tried to even the wheel out, but it was way too late for that.

      There was no time to berate himself with “should have”s,  since the cruiser spun out, sliding all the way around to face the opposite direction. Then, with sickening inevitability, the driver’s side tires slipped off the edge of the road, and the entire car fell down the ravine next to it.

      There was a surreal feeling as the car spun out, like he was having one of those bizarre dreams where his car could fly.

      His car could not fly.

      When it went over the edge, flipping onto its side and slamming Miles hard against the driver’s side door, his brain kept replaying a scratching record track of “I’m about to die,” followed by “wait, that can’t be right. It’s just a Thursday.”

      He hadn’t even gotten to talk to Gavin, and dammit, he was in love with that asshole.
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      Less than an hour after Gavin got home from talking to Miles, the entire pack—less Hannah and Paige—were out on the mountain searching for Lyndon. Gavin had given strict orders to check in every half hour, and that when things got too much, they would stop for the night.

      There was no certainty the child spotted was even missing, let alone their runaway. Gavin was not going to lose someone to a half-cocked theory about a boy who might not even be in Colorado, let alone on their mountain.

      In the interest of keeping Graham from doing something unwise, he sent the others in pairs. It made the most sense anyway, sending Ash with Graham, and Dez with Sawyer. They worked best together.

      No, Gavin wasn’t jealous of them all having found that.

      The area Miles had indicated was huge. They were in the middle of the Rocky Mountains, and there was a lot of territory to cover.

      Gavin could only hope that the others, with their werewolf instincts and senses, had a better shot at finding the boy than he did.

      As such, he sent them closer to town, since the kid had been seen by resort employees, and so was likely to be closer to town than not.

      That was how he ended up in the part of Kismet that had his family’s old cabin. He wasn’t sure if they even still owned it, but it didn’t make much difference to Gavin anymore. He hadn’t spoken to any of them in a decade.

      His sister had tried to reach out once, when he was in Afghanistan, but by the time he’d gotten her letter, it had felt too late to answer it. And what was he supposed to say? Sorry, the man you called your brother doesn’t exist anymore—he’s been reshaped by the real world.

      It didn’t matter. He didn’t have time to get distracted by the ancient past. He needed to look to the present. To the snow, and the possible missing child. Cub? He wasn’t gonna call the kid “omega.” That was a term that had already been weaponized against the boy in all likelihood, and Gavin wasn’t going to add to that trauma.

      He was freezing, even in his wool coat.

      It was good that the others could change into wolves to go looking. Their fur would keep them from freezing on the side of the mountain.

      He hoped Lyndon could shift.

      Gavin . . . Gavin had some of the abilities Ash had told him to expect—his hearing was better, and his sense of smell off the charts. He was probably stronger than he’d been before, but he didn’t lift weights, so it was hard to judge. His cock had once knotted while masturbating, and that had been fucking awful. He sometimes healed faster.

      Sometimes, though, he didn’t.

      He didn’t have claws or fangs or reliable quick healing. And there was no wolf.

      Sawyer said there was no separate wolf; that it was just a part of who he was.

      Dez said it felt different, but the same, which was ever so helpful. Thanks, Dez.

      Graham and Ash didn’t understand the very idea of separation from wolfhood, having been born that way and never considering the opposite.

      Hannah had been the most helpful, pointing out Gavin’s wildness on the full moon. She’d called that his “wolfy instincts.”

      The problem was that it didn’t feel like instinct. It felt like failure. It felt like losing control, and Gavin couldn’t have that—could never lose control.

      He crested a hill, and for a second, thought he caught a whiff of eau de wet dog. It faded immediately, though, covered by the much stronger, much more distressing scents of gasoline and smoke and blood.

      There were heat trails in the air, wisps of smoke coming up from the other side of the hill, which it turned out was a back road, and not just a hill. The road to the Carpenter cabin, he realized. They had been his family’s closest neighbors on many a winter holiday during his childhood.

      He rushed over the gravel road to the edge of the embankment, and when he caught a glimpse of the other side, his stomach threatened to heave.

      A police cruiser.

      Miles’s police cruiser.

      Oh no. No no no no no . . . That couldn’t happen. Miles couldn’t—

      He rushed down the side too fast, losing traction and stumbling to hit the bottom on his knees.

      The car was lying on its roof, Miles still buckled into the driver’s seat. He was hanging upside down, unconscious, blood trickling up the side of his face.

      Without more than a thought, Gavin rushed to the side of the car. The door didn’t want to open, mangled in the flip that had landed it upside down, so he yanked it out of its frame and tossed it to the side.

      As gently as possible, he tried to hold Miles as he released him from the seatbelt.

      He still fell, too damn hard, and made a little choking noise in the back of his throat. When Gavin got him onto his back, blood started to trickle out of his nose.

      He checked his pulse—there, but not strong enough. Not right for Miles. He was breathing steadily at least, a small favor in the middle of a terrible situation.

      “Miles?” Gavin’s voice was whiny, maybe a tinge hysterical, as he pulled out his phone and hit the button to call Dez. “Miles, baby, you gotta be okay. You haven’t had a chance to yell at me for lying to you yet.”

      He got a “connecting . . .” message that didn’t, in fact, lead to anything connecting. For no logical reason, he went back and tried Sawyer. Then nine-one-one.

      Nothing worked, because he didn’t have a damned signal. Calling a thousand people wasn’t going to make it better.

      He looked into the car, but most of the front end was crushed beyond recognition, and the radio was most definitely out of commission. It was a miracle Miles’s legs weren’t shattered, but they both seemed fine.

      The Carpenter cabin couldn’t be too far away, and Gavin didn’t have other options. He shouldn’t move Miles—had already moved him too much—but he couldn’t leave him alone in the snow, bleeding, not even to summon help.

      He couldn’t take the chance that when he got back—

      Gavin shook his head and rolled his shoulders back. He was a trained soldier, for fuck’s sake. He was not going to lose himself to panic just because the injured party was the most important person in his world.

      Scooping Miles up in his arms, he set off at a jog toward the Carpenter cabin. Even if the Carpenters weren’t there, he remembered them having a land line. He could call for help there.

      It was farther than he remembered, but it went quickly enough. All the while, he found himself mumbling to Miles, telling him the things he wished he’d said when he had the chance. There was a lot of, “so I’m a werewolf,” and “please don’t die” involved.

      He couldn’t have repeated any of it later, but it didn’t matter. It was more distraction for himself than anything important.

      The Carpenters weren’t home. He hated to break the door, especially if the ambulance took a while to arrive. He wanted to be able to turn on the heat and not have it all go straight out a broken door. Miles needed to warm up.

      So he headed around back, where he remembered the door that led into the kitchen having a window. It still did. Carefully, he set Miles on the ground at his feet, as much as he hated to. Then he broke the window, reached in, and fished around until he found the lock.

      His arm came away bloody, but it was fine. He’d heal. Quick or no, it didn’t matter.

      He carried Miles in and closed the door behind him, pulling the curtain over the broken pane and mentally promising the Carpenters that he’d buy them a new window. A whole new door, even. As long as Miles was okay, he’d find a way to fix everything.

      The phone was on a table in the hall, and he picked it up and pressed it to his ear.

      Nothing.

      No dial tone, no busy signal, just dead air.

      He almost screamed and threw the thing, but for the fact that he was still holding Miles.

      His cell phone still had no connection. He pulled the cell from Miles’s pocket, but it didn’t have a connection either.

      There was no time to spend on searching out more phones, more connection. That had failed. It was time for Gavin to do what he could. He had basic first-aid training—more than basic, even—but he wasn’t prepared to deal with this.

      He put Miles, carefully, onto the rug in front of the hearth in the main room of the cabin, and checked his vitals again. Pulse even weaker, and his breath was starting to sound wheezy.

      Gavin didn’t even know what was wrong. Internal bleeding? Damaged organs?

      Fuck, why hadn’t he gone to medical school like his mother wanted?

      Miles full-body shivered, and that gave Gavin a purpose, at least. Heat. He found the thermostat, still functional, and turned the heat on. Then he turned to the old brick fireplace. It was set up, complete with crumpled newspaper, for a fire. So he made quick work of that too, and a few seconds later, the newspaper was ablaze and set to the logs.

      He rushed back to Miles.

      Sweet, beautiful, perfect Miles. Miles, whom Gavin had lied to. Miles, whom Gavin wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

      Miles, who was dying.

      And Gavin, who wasn’t even werewolf enough to fucking bite him.

      He screamed his anger and pain to the ceiling, and somewhere in the middle, it turned into a roar. He cut off, panting, and when he closed his mouth, his teeth didn’t fit together quite right anymore. A wolf. He was—he had—

      He didn’t even stop to think about the consequences or the possibility of failure. He leaned down, popped the first two buttons of Miles’s uniform open to bare his neck, and bit down in the same spot he’d mauled on the full moon.

      The skin under his teeth broke easily and the taste of blood filled his mouth. He didn’t draw on it—he wasn’t a damn vampire—but he left his teeth there for a long time, as though extended exposure would make it more likely to work.

      That was it, right? Werewolves bit people, and they turned into more werewolves. Dez’s bite had been half his shoulder, and if it hadn’t turned him, it might have killed him. Instead, it was healed long before they got him airlifted out, and the medic had asked whose blood was all over his shoulder.

      When Gavin pulled back, he snatched his handkerchief out of his pocket and pressed it against the wound. It was a perfect half-moon of tooth marks on either side; nothing like Dez’s ripped flesh.

      If that was what he had to do, Gavin would just have to find it in himself to do that. He’d killed the alpha, even if the feeling of the man’s neck under his blunt, human teeth still gave him nightmares.

      This was different from that, he reminded himself as he tried not to gag at the lingering taste of blood in his mouth. Biting Miles was to help Miles.

      He refused to be horrified by what he’d done, but oh gods, what if it didn’t work? He sat there, holding the handkerchief to his neck for a long time, too frightened to look beneath for fear that he’d find nothing but torn flesh.
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      Every part of Miles was on fire. It was like when he’d been ten and had an allergic reaction to morphine, but instead of those painful prickles of a limb fallen asleep through his whole body, it was a dozen times that, like he was also trying to stand on the sleeping limb, and the limb was every inch of him.

      He thought maybe he was trying to scream, but all that came out was a pitiful, tiny burble of sound. He hadn’t even managed to open his mouth.

      “Miles?” That was Gavin’s voice. What was Gavin doing in hell? Dammit, why was Miles in hell? He’d always tried to be a good person. “Oh god, Miles, I’m so sorry. Please, no, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to . . .”

      Was he crying? He couldn’t tell. He didn’t feel wet. He felt like he was being eaten alive from the inside. Maybe they were in a sci-fi movie and a monster would explode out of his chest in a moment.

      But why?

      He tried to remember—

      The road. His car. He’d crashed his car.

      Was this what dying felt like?

      There was a firm pressure on his neck, and that spot stopped hurting first. The muscles of his neck unclenched, and the back of his head hit something soft. Then the lack of pain flowed like a wave through his body, slow, languorous, and he could have had an orgasm just from the sensation of fading pain.

      Maybe Miles was a little kinkier than he’d ever thought, if a simple lack of pain was going to do it for him.

      He became aware, very suddenly, that the pressure on his neck was a hand.

      Gavin’s hand, something in the back of his head told him. But that was silly, how could he know that? He had heard Gavin’s voice. It was an extension of that—a presumption of knowledge based on common sense.

      Alpha, the same voice told him. Gavin. Alpha is distressed. Fix it.

      He forced his eyes open, half expecting the pain to return, but nothing like that happened. If anything, the lingering traces of its memory washed away at the sight of Gavin’s perfect green eyes, wet and worried, for him.

      Miles had always been happy to see Gavin. Sometimes irrationally so, like he could float away at the tiniest crumb of attention from him. This was the same, but in stereo.

      He was happy to see Gavin, and he was happy to see Gavin. There weren’t two of him, or a voice in his ear, but everything was bigger, stronger, and just . . . more.

      He sucked in a deep breath, and his lungs expanded with ease. He stretched his shoulders, his arms, his legs, searching for any hint of pain, or in fact, any hint of why he’d even been in pain, and found nothing.

      In fact, he felt like he’d just woken up five years younger and full of energy. Energy to fix the alpha’s worry, his brain supplied.

      And what the fuck was the alpha?

      Gavin pulled his hand away from Miles’s neck, and he wanted to snatch it back, keep it for himself.

      In that hand, Gavin had a handkerchief—a bloody one—and that was odd. It had always been odd enough that Gavin carried a handkerchief like a 1940s movie hero, but blood?

      Miles felt for his own neck, and all he found—well, it was odd. He thought all indication of Gavin chewing on his neck had gone away over the course of the intervening week, but there were the tiny indentations of Gavin’s teeth under his fingers.

      They were slightly tender, like Gavin had bitten him again while he was . . .

      Oh.

      Gavin had bitten him on the neck while he was unconscious.

      He must have been dying.

      And now he wasn’t. And because Gavin could do self-loathing and self-sacrifice like no one else, he was beating himself up for making a snap decision when Miles wasn’t capable of consenting.

      Miles would have to show him some consent, he decided. It had nothing to do with the extra energy crawling through his limbs or the nearly desperate need to please Gavin—not that that feeling was entirely new—but about what Miles wanted.

      And since the euphoric feeling of pain fading away had left him, all Miles wanted—

      What Miles wanted was what he always wanted: Gavin.

      Wordlessly, he pushed up and almost fell across Gavin’s lap, his limbs as awkward and useless as when he’d been a teenager just growing into them. He took a quick look around and realized he had no idea where he was, but almost immediately, his attention strayed back to Gavin.

      Beautiful, strong, powerful Gavin.

      He smiled down at Gavin, who still looked worried sick. That couldn’t happen. He gave him a peck on the lips.

      The expression didn’t go away.

      It seemed he was going to have to bring out the big guns. He pressed forward into Gavin’s body, and found, unsurprisingly, that he was hard. Of course he was.

      He was alive, sitting in Gavin’s lap, and he didn’t hurt anymore.

      The expression on Gavin’s face boded ill for whether he was going to see reason, so Miles decided to preemptively override him. He crashed their mouths together, at first with a clack of teeth and the hint of blood—his or Gavin’s, he didn’t know—and then more smoothly, sweeping his tongue into Gavin’s mouth, slow but demanding.

      Gavin, as Gavin was wont to do, gave in to him. Of course, usually he gave in to kisses and then extricated himself before things went further, so Miles decided to get around that right away. “Want you,” he mumbled, parting their lips for only as long as it took to declare his needs. “Want you in me. Now.”

      “Mmph—” Gavin said against his lips. It was probably supposed to be his name, or the beginning of an argument about why they couldn’t have sex right after Miles almost died, but as far as Miles was concerned, that was an even bigger reason to have sex. Right now. Right here. He needed to know he was alive. He needed Gavin to know he was alive.

      He needed to be alive.

      He put both hands against Gavin’s chest and pushed, surprised and a little concerned when that firm, strong chest gave. Was Gavin so terrified that he was simply going to give Miles whatever he wanted?

      Under most circumstances, on most days, that wouldn’t have been what Miles wanted at all, and he suspected Gavin knew that. On this day, everything was different.

      Without hesitation, he started stripping Gavin open like the best birthday present ever. And it kind of was his birthday, wasn’t it? His rebirthday. He laughed to himself as he tackled the double row of buttons on Gavin’s gorgeous but annoying double-breasted wool coat, then forced it off his shoulders and tossed it away. The T-shirt was even easier, thrown to join the coat. The jeans were a little tougher, and he had to focus to undo the buttons and unzip the fly.

      The silk boxers were a nice touch, and so very Gavin. Only he would wear worn old jeans with black silk boxers under them. He hissed as Miles drew them down and made quick work of shoes, socks, and then the accursed jeans.

      “Really hope the Carpenters aren’t on their way up the drive,” Gavin muttered.

      Miles glanced up at him. “Who?”

      “The owners of this place.”

      Miles stopped and looked around again, but got bored almost instantly. Instead of worrying about their surroundings, he turned and swallowed Gavin’s cock whole.

      It was only at half mast, which Miles took as both insult and challenge, so he pushed all the way down on it, swirling his tongue around the head and looking up at Gavin as he did so. Surely his best smoldering eyes would distract Gavin from the house, or anything else standing between Miles and riding that magnificent cock.

      It seemed to do the trick, since Gavin’s face transformed from bitten lips and furrowed brows to lips parted and eyes rolling back in just a few seconds. “Miles.”

      “Mmm,” Miles agreed around his mouth of cock. He bobbed up and down, watching Gavin’s chest arch and face contort. Yeah, clearly he still knew what he was doing.

      Gavin groaned and reached down to tangle his hands in Miles’s hair, pushing his hips up into each downstroke. He wasn’t forcing it, but the vaguest hint of that was making Miles want to rub himself off against Gavin’s leg.

      Still in his ruined uniform.

      Ugh.

      He sat up and yanked his uniform shirt off, pulling at the buttons without caring if they popped off. It was bloody and torn anyway; it didn’t matter if it lost buttons.

      “Miles,” Gavin whispered, regaining his voice when Miles stopped sucking on him. “You don’t want—”

      “I’ll tell you what I want,” Miles promised as he leaned down to wrap his lips around Gavin’s cock again. Before he did, he pointed out, “You’ll be the second person to know what I want, right after me.”

      Gavin’s protest died away again at the feel of Miles on him. He shoved all the way down, even as Gavin got fully hard and it was impossible to get the whole thing in his mouth without choking to death. Maybe some people could handle it, but Miles wasn’t one of them.

      Gavin tightened the hand in his hair and pushed up into his mouth, meeting his eyes as Miles swallowed around his cock, wet and messy. When he pulled off, Gavin’s cock was slick with spit—exactly how he needed it.

      He grinned, tossed the last of his clothes away, and moved up to straddle Gavin’s hips. Before Gavin could once again protest, he put a finger to his lips and shook his head. “Second to know, remember?” And painstakingly slowly, he slid down onto Gavin’s cock.

      It was too big, too much to handle without proper lube, and so very fucking sexy. Miles couldn’t stop the moan that escaped him. “Fuck, you’re so hot.”

      Gavin gave a strained noise and his fingers gripped Miles’s thighs like iron bands, but he’d gone nonverbal, eyes dark and jaw clenched.

      Miles put his hands over Gavin’s and met his eye. “Trying so hard not to move, aren’t you? How bad do you want to fuck me?”

      Somehow, Gavin’s eyes went darker, slim green rings of irises around bottomless black pools. Maybe it was Miles’s imagination, but when he bared his teeth in a feral grimace, they seemed pointier than usual.

      Miles leaned forward, licking his bottom lip and then drawing it between his teeth. “You should. You should put me on my back and fuck me, alpha.”

      And Gavin snapped, flipping them so Miles was on his back, fucking into him with brutal intensity. It was more, stronger, harder than the night of the full moon had been, but even more than that time, Miles reveled in it.

      Gavin pushed Miles’s knees up over his shoulders and set a punishing rhythm, fucking Miles like his life depended on it. All Miles could do was lie beneath him and take it, gasping for breath and falling into the sensation of being fucked by Gavin. His alpha. The man he loved.

      “G-Gavin—” he managed to choke out, when the friction between their bodies was threatening to push him over the edge. He didn’t know what he wanted, but he—he needed—

      “Come,” Gavin told him, voice deeper and more resonant than he’d ever heard it, and the sensation took over him. Sparks shot through his whole body; his vision filled with them, and with Gavin. His head fell back against the rug beneath him, and he cried out—or maybe it was a whimper. He couldn’t tell.

      Gavin tensed over him, neck bent and lips parted in a silent cry as he came inside Miles.

      Miles had never imagined the second time could be better than the first, but somehow, it had shattered all expectations. He smiled, a warm glow filling him. He wrapped his arms loosely around Gavin as the man collapsed beside him. Miles smiled and buried his face in his shoulder. “Love you.”
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      Gavin drifted for a while, somehow blissful and ashamed at the same time. Miles was alive, and at least for a moment, hadn’t hated Gavin. Eventually Miles shifted against him in his sleep, and it woke him fully.

      He sat up and stared down at Miles, who looked happy. Sated. Hell, smug, even.

      It was time for Gavin to get up and get to work.

      He gathered their clothes, folded them neatly, and set them on the corner of the fluffy rug in front of the fire. He didn’t want to dress entirely and put himself and Miles at an immediate power differential when he woke, but he also didn’t want to wander around the cabin naked, so he slipped on his boxers.

      His coat, he laid out to dry on the brick in front of the fire, which was crackling away. He took a moment to check on that and add a log, replacing the grate carefully. It wouldn’t do to burn the house down.

      Next on the list was checking their phones again. Nothing on the cells. He went out and inspected the landline in the hall. It was plugged in, the handset charged, but when he turned it on, there was nothing.

      Unbelievable.

      Systematically, he searched the whole house. There was another phone in the bedroom, also disconnected. It must be the whole house. The electricity was on, but not the phone line.

      There were no clothes in the closet or drawers, so he guessed no one was going to arrive home to find naked Miles lying on their rug.

      Naked Miles was all his.

      He shook his head to dislodge that bit of nonsense and turned to the kitchen. It was not well stocked, but it could have been worse. There were canned goods, most of which hadn’t expired. Lots of soup, which helped his mood. At least they wouldn’t be eating plain cans of green beans. There was also a stash of sugary snacks like breakfast pastries and cream-filled chocolate cupcakes, which weren’t appetizing, but were edible.

      Miles would probably like them. He liked sugar and junk food.

      He found duct tape in a drawer and made quick use of that to block the hole he’d made in the window. It wasn’t perfect, but at least it would stop the worst of the air moving in and out. Maybe it would protect the inside of the house from the elements a little. It seemed the least he could do, under the circumstances.

      There was a cupboard full of tea, which he supposed was a good thing. Miles enjoyed tea, and Gavin was indifferent to it. Mostly, he drank water, boring as that was. There was a lot of powdered creamer, which might be enough like milk to make Miles happy.

      He gathered his bounty, stacking the soup cans in front of the microwave along with the clean bowls and spoons he found. The earl grey tea went on the counter next to the electric kettle and a few mugs. He filled the kettle from the sink, but they had jugs of water, which was good. The pipes were still running, but there was no way to be sure how long that would last in the middle of a blizzard.

      Thinking of the blizzard . . . He darted out the back door to check the condition of the wood pile. It looked good—well maintained. He pulled a few extra pieces to take in, since he suspected they were going to go through it quickly. He remembered being constantly cold for the first few weeks after turning, so he figured Miles would be too.

      All in all, there were worse places they could have been trapped, but if the snow lasted more than a few days it was going to be a problem.

      That wouldn’t happen, though . . . He hoped. It was also his first whole winter in Colorado, so there was no way to know. His family had always come in for a week, two at the most, to ski or spend holidays.

      He took the extra wood in to stack next to the fireplace, adding a piece and replacing the grate again.

      Finally, he collapsed back onto the rug next to the softly snoring Miles, dropping his stash of shelf-stable pastries and snack cakes on the carpet and sorting through them. Chocolate, “yellow,” blueberry, and more chocolate. Someone was a fan of the stuff, apparently.

      He glanced at Miles and tried not to let the overwhelming ball of guilt work its way up from his stomach.

      At this point, he had taken advantage of Miles in every way possible. He’d lied to him for months, bitten him and turned him into a werewolf, and had sex with him, twice now, under false pretenses.

      The first time, Gavin hadn’t admitted he was a werewolf. The second, he hadn’t admitted Miles was a werewolf.

      He was becoming a consummate liar.

      How the hell was he supposed to tell Miles he was a werewolf? “So about that talk we were supposed to have, I guess it’s even more important now.” Or maybe, “So werewolves are pretty cool, right? Congratulations!”

      One thing was for sure: he could not sleep with him again without telling him. He was probably buzzing with newfound lycanthropic energy or something, and that was why he’d been so enthusiastic about the sex.

      Well, that or the usual life-affirming need to fuck or be fucked after thinking you were going to die. Gods knew Gavin had done that. Hell, one time after a mission, he and Dez had almost made a mistake . . .

      That time, though, he’d done the right thing and stopped, because as Dez’s commanding officer, it had been highly unethical. Plus adding sex to a relationship tended to take away basic common sense, and even then, he’d needed Dez for so much more than sex.

      A little like he needed Miles now, only with Dez it was a few hundred percent less sexy, so easier to walk away from. No offense to Dez, but Gavin had never been into men taller than himself. Shallow, maybe, but something in him chafed at it.

      It probably hadn’t helped that he and Dez were both unrelenting tops. They would have annoyed the fuck out of each other in a week, maximum, and never had sex that satisfied both of them.

      Miles hummed in his sleep and reached out, patting around for Gavin. When he didn’t immediately find him, he roused. When his hand found a “yellow” flavored cream-filled sponge cake wrapper, he pulled back and his eyes snapped open.

      He eyed the snack cakes and pastries littering the rug and quirked an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me this is the bounty from the kitchen?”

      “Not all of it, but I figured it would be your favorite part.”

      Miles rubbed his face as he sat up, unconsciously leaning toward the fire. Finally, he scanned the pile, brows raising. “This is your hell, isn’t it? No fish? Spinach? Artichoke hearts?”

      “There’s a can of soup that looks like it might have spinach in it. I’m sure I’ll survive.” Gavin nudged one of the chocolate snack cakes in his direction. “I know I’ve seen you eating these.”

      Miles picked it up and looked it over before a mournful expression took over his whole face. “Sure, but that was before Graham and his cookies. It’s not the same anymore. You spoiled me.”

      Gavin winced and didn’t respond. What could he say? Sure, you think that now. Wait till you realize you’re a werewolf.

      “Hey,” Miles said, dropping the cake and reaching out to take Gavin’s hand. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I’m sure they’ll be fine. I take it we’re not getting out of here?”

      Gavin blinked. He hadn’t even considered leaving. He hopped up and went to the door, opening it to look out at the snow that had gathered since he’d brought Miles in.

      “Whoa,” Miles whispered, coming up behind him, still naked and staring out at the soft, silent blanket of white.

      “That would be a no,” Gavin confirmed, and the words echoed off the snow around them, seeming a dozen times louder than they’d been. He flinched and closed the door.

      Miles gave an enormous shiver, took a deep breath, and nodded. Then he leaned against Gavin.

      Dammit. Becoming a werewolf didn’t automatically fix all things. He knew that. And he’d still had rough sex with a man who’d almost died, and now he was standing him in front of an open door that led into thigh-high snow drifts. He swept Miles up into his arms and carried him back over to the rug in front of the fire.

      Miles didn’t protest. He didn’t so much as twitch as Gavin set him down, sweeping the sugary snack junk out of the way and laying him parallel to the fire, just a few inches away from the bricks. All he did was watch.

      “Need to keep you warm,” Gavin muttered, as though he needed to explain that, of all things. “You almost died.”

      He fell onto his ass next to Miles, staring at the furry black rug right next to his chest. He couldn’t look him in the eye, because then he’d have to explain why Miles was not only alive but was in astonishingly good shape for someone who’d been dying a few hours earlier.

      He had to answer the question. He just didn’t know how to say, “I couldn’t lose you,” without doing exactly that.
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      Miles couldn’t keep himself from reaching for Gavin, and he didn’t even try. He took his hand and held it tight, pulled it over to his chest and pressed it to his heart.

      For a moment, he closed his eyes and focused on that. Gavin’s hand on his heart. His heartbeat. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Gavin’s pulse in his own wrist, beating in perfect time with his.

      It was obvious enough Gavin was feeling guilty, but why?

      It couldn’t be the food situation. Gavin hadn’t chosen the place they had gotten snowed in. Cabin number fifteen, Miles suspected—a lot that had been for sale for almost a year. It was a miracle the place had food in it at all, let alone anything suitable for regular sustenance.

      Maybe Gavin felt bad because he hadn’t gotten them back to town? That was silly. Snow-ins happened, and they were lucky the accident had been so close to a place like this.

      Screw that, Miles was lucky Gavin had been there at all.

      So fucking lucky.

      If Gavin hadn’t come—even if it had been anyone other than Gavin—Miles suspected he would be dead. Even if it had been an ambulance that happened upon him . . . you almost died, Gavin had said, sad and nervous and avoiding Miles’s eye.

      The accident part of the afternoon couldn’t possibly have been Gavin’s fault, unless he was a very, very small wolf. Miles hadn’t gotten a good look, but whatever had run out in front of his car, it had been small-fox sized, not full-grown wolf sized.

      So if Gavin hadn’t been the one to put Miles’s life in danger, had actually been the one to find him and carry him to safety, that only left one glaringly obvious thing for him to feel guilty about.

      He had bitten Miles, turned him into a werewolf, without permission.

      Miles tried to process that. He didn’t know what all being a werewolf involved yet. So far there had been the horrific pain, all that excess energy, a need to have Gavin fuck his brains out, and that odd feeling of needing to please alpha. To please Gavin.

      The pain, he suspected, had been what it felt like to turn into a werewolf. Hopefully it was a singular experience, never to be repeated.

      The energy had been fine, if odd, and the clumsiness that had come with it seemed to be wearing off.

      Wanting Gavin to fuck him was hardly anything new. Feeling like he needed it was a tiny thing, hardly different from before.

      The urge to please someone had been with Miles his whole life. It was one of the driving features of his personality, whether he liked to say so or not. His father had been an absentee, working more often than not and disinterested when he was there. So Miles had tried to please teachers, then professors, then his superior officers. Wanting to please “alpha” was new and different, but only in terminology, not practice.

      Miles had not used the term alpha before; it wasn’t really part of his lexicon. Alpha was what a certain kind of guys called themselves, in turn calling people like Miles “beta males” as a silly insult, as though having emotions was embarrassing.

      Gavin was most definitely not that kind of man. He was the kind of man those guys wished they were, though, so maybe there was some validity to it.

      If all those things were what it meant to be a werewolf, Miles had a hard time objecting to it. Also, probably most importantly, being a werewolf meant he was still alive. He didn’t care if being a werewolf came with that horrible pain regularly, permanent clumsiness, or just about any other consequence.

      Miles was alive, and that was his preferred state of being.

      He knew Gavin too well to think that permission after the fact would make a dent in his guilt, so he didn’t bother with it. Few things would distract Gavin from his growing hole of self-loathing.

      One was a purpose—something that would make him busy, so he had to stop thinking about the thing that bothered him. The other was to be proven unequivocally wrong—something almost impossible, since Gavin was a stubborn bastard who was usually convinced he was right.

      The problem was that he was, in fact, usually right. He wasn’t the kind of man who formed opinions without reason.

      So distraction it was.

      “What were you doing out there?” Miles asked, reaching for the first thing he could think of as a distraction. Whatever the reason was, he was grateful for it, but it was an odd place for Gavin to be wandering.

      Gavin winced and gave his hand a squeeze. “The kid.” He bit his lip and finally looked up at Miles, which was an improvement. “I know I shouldn’t have used that information to . . . I don’t know, to do anything, but we were worried. There’s a remote chance we know who it is, and we had to look for him.”

      That was entirely new information. He rolled onto his side, facing Gavin. “You didn’t mention that before.”

      “It seems too unlikely,” Gavin explained. “He ran away from home in California. A runaway nine-year-old doesn’t travel three states just to see people he liked, right?”

      Miles didn’t answer, just lifted his eyebrows.

      Gavin sighed and hung his head. “Yeah, okay, we think it might be Lyndon. He’s been bullied for being, um, a certain kind of werewolf”—Gavin broke off and bit his lip, then sighed and shook his head—“an omega. It’s complicated, and I’m not going to pretend I understand it, but Lyndon’s an omega, and some people think bullying them is okay. It’s sort of like how we as a society treated women fifty years ago. Or how some of us still do, I guess.”

      “Alphas and omegas,” Miles said, still clutching Gavin’s hand to his chest but running the other through the fluffy rug. “You’re an alpha. My alpha?”

      Gavin’s pupils dilated at that, and Miles was left with the distinct impression that he wanted to fuck him again. Just for saying Gavin was his alpha? Now that was something that required further experimentation.

      “If—” Gavin said, voice rough, and he stopped to clear his throat before going on. “If you want me to be. Even after—”

      “Shh,” Miles said, putting a finger to his lips. Gavin raised an unimpressed eyebrow, and Miles smiled at him. “I guess I’m supposed to be more respectful of my alpha than that, huh?”

      Gavin rolled his eyes and didn’t bother answering, even when Miles removed his finger.

      “So does that make me a beta?”

      Gavin gave a little groan, his head falling back as he glared at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Maybe? You don’t feel like an alpha. I’ve only been a werewolf for less than a year. What I know would fill a very slim pamphlet. Not even close to a book.”

      “So there’s no Handbook for the Recently Bitten?” Miles asked, and Gavin shot him an exasperated look. He threw his free hand up. “Just asking. But it doesn’t matter. You were looking for the kid, who’s an omega and ran away because he was getting bullied. Why would he come here?”

      “Graham is an omega too. They grew up in the same place. It’s—they’re basically one of those doomsday cults, but I guess they’re waiting for werewolf prophecies or something.” Gavin shook his head, like even he couldn’t believe what he was saying. “Anyway. Graham left them, and they kidnapped him back. You remember in September when I got a call and had to leave a movie early?”

      He did remember. Gavin wasn’t the kind of man who took promises lightly, so when he’d come back into the theater and told Miles he had to go, he’d assumed it was important.

      “We had to go get Graham when he was kidnapped. And I guess we kind of left an impression on this kid when we showed up.”

      Gavin looked embarrassed, but Miles could see it all as though he’d been there. Whatever an omega was, Graham and the boy were both it. And these white knights, Gavin and Ash and Dez, had come riding in to protect Graham, save him from the cult. Suddenly, that was the kid’s reference for perfection. He wanted to be Graham. He wanted Ash and Gavin and Dez to come save him from the cult too. From the bullying.

      So when he broke down because the bullying was too much, he went to find his heroes. They would save him.

      There was only one way to be sure it was the same kid, but there was no harm in giving Gavin the information he had. “They said the kid was between seven and nine. Longish blond hair, stained white shirt, ripped jeans. They didn’t get much detail, but they said he was moving like he was going somewhere, but he ran when they called him. He didn’t want to be found.” Miles sat up, cross-legged and facing Gavin. “It fits your missing boy, doesn’t it?”

      “It does. Martingales run blond and pretty, and Graham said Lyndon is a Martingale.”

      “So you went out looking for him, not even knowing if it was him, searching the side of the mountain for a kid you barely even know,” Miles pointed out. He wanted Gavin to see something good about himself, but instead, Gavin grimaced.

      “The others will know I’m out of contact by now. I hope they don’t push a search. They know I can take care of myself.” He glanced over at the front of the cabin, like he could telepathically call to his fellow werewolves.

      On a whim, Miles gave it a shot. Come back over here and kiss me, he demanded with his mind. Gavin turned back to him, but he didn’t look particularly amorous. Oh well.

      “Hopefully Dez has them all back at the house by now. They can handle the snow.” Gavin looked down at where Miles still clung to his hand, but he didn’t pull away. No, he smiled. It was a small smile, but it was there.

      “Wolves are good with snow, right?” Miles asked. He glanced over at the door again. Maybe if he could—it was such a bizarre idea, it was almost laughable, but—if he could turn into a wolf, they could get out of there. A wolf could make it through that snow.

      Gavin bowed his head, and he gave a small nod. “They are.”

      That was a concerning response. Obviously Gavin didn’t think that was a solution. “I, um, I can’t be one? Yet?” He hoped it was yet, if that was the problem.

      “What? No, I’m sure you—okay, well I’m not sure, but—” Gavin rolled his neck, breaking eye contact and refusing to look at Miles again. Not anger or a lie, exactly, Miles decided. Shame. Gavin was ashamed of whatever was going on in his head. “You should be resting anyway. You just changed, and almost died before that. We have to take care of you first, and worry about getting out of here second. It’s not like we could go look for Lyndon at this point.”

      Miles sighed at that but nodded. As much as he’d like to look for the boy some more, it wasn’t reasonable. And as much as he wanted to know what was going on in Gavin’s head, asking wasn’t the way to find out. He needed to give him time.

      If anyone had been through more than Miles that day, it was probably Gavin. After all, Miles had been unconscious. He’d only had a few seconds to face his own mortality, not even full minutes. He didn’t know how long Gavin had dealt with the idea of losing him.

      The vaguest notion of dealing with the opposite made pain lance through him, and before he even realized he had cringed, he was doubled over, Gavin wrapped around him.

      “Miles?”

      The only thing he could think of was the thing he absolutely had to have, before anything else could matter. “You are, right? You’re my alpha. You’re with me. You’re not—you’re not leaving.”

      “Of course,” Gavin whispered. “Of course I’ll be your alpha. I’m with you, and I’m never leaving. Not until—unless you want me to. It’s all up to you, sweetheart. Everything is your choice.”

      As though the words were magic, Miles felt his whole body relax into Gavin, leaning on him and breathing in his perfect scent. Sweat, wood, snow, wool, alpha, and just everything Gavin. If it was his choice, then there was no choice at all. He would stay with Gavin forever.
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            (I’ll Never Be) Your Maggie May

          

        

      

    

    
      Miles’s moods were like a yo-yo, and Gavin could only hold on and hope that whatever the bite had done to him, it would even out. On the other hand, the man had almost died and then been turned into a werewolf. Miles was always passionate—it was one of the things Gavin loved about him. All those things combined could explain it.

      He didn’t think he was all that different from before being bitten, but that could be because he was only half a werewolf. But Dez was the same old Dez, he just got furry every now and then.

      Miles would be fine. He was just overwhelmed. And who could blame him? Frankly, he was dealing with the change better than Gavin.

      Gavin was microwaving soup and making tea in the kitchen when Miles drifted in, leaned on the counter, and watched.

      It was easy enough “cooking” that even Gavin didn’t struggle with it. He couldn’t make eggs, but this was hard to mess up. Soup, covered, in the microwave for two minutes. Earl grey steeped in boiling water for just under a minute, then about half milk. He wasn’t sure how that translated into powdered creamer, but he suspected the answer wasn’t going to be the tastiest thing ever. It might be a little stronger than Miles liked, even.

      Plus the tea in the cupboard hadn’t been plain old Earl Grey, it had been Earl Grey with lavender, and Gavin wasn’t sure what he thought of that. Lavender was . . . strong.

      It might be a little much, especially for the newly wolfy.

      When he was done, he set it in front of Miles and waited.

      “Am I an experiment?”

      “You’ve never tasted anything as a wolf before. It’s—” He sighed and looked back at the microwave, refusing to meet Miles’s eye. “It’s different.”

      He could just make out the man’s silhouette on the edge of his vision as he tipped the cup up to try it and immediately set it down, making a tiny choking noise. Gavin wanted to jump in and apologize, pat him on the back, offer to help, but what was there to help with?

      “I see what you mean.”

      They were quiet until the microwave dinged to indicate it was finished. Instead of opening it, Gavin stared some more.

      “It could be bad tea.” Miles was quiet for a moment, waiting for a response, then he stepped over to lean into Gavin’s side. “You can’t just be over this already, huh?”

      Gavin turned to look at him. “Over this?”

      “You bit me,” Miles said, and there it was, between them. Right where it would always be. “You found me dying, and you bit me, and now I’m a werewolf.”

      Gavin swallowed hard and nodded. The microwave dinged again, apparently to remind them it had finished, but not been opened yet.

      “You’re very angry with yourself about that,” Miles continued, waiting again for Gavin to respond.

      This time he couldn’t.

      Was he angry with himself for biting Miles? He was angry there hadn’t been a better way, but even if his phone had worked, and he’d summoned an ambulance, Miles could easily have died on the way to the hospital.

      Gavin knew damn well that not every injury sustained as a human was healed as a werewolf, but he’d bitten Miles anyway. Not because he had any magical beliefs or thought the universe was a fair place. It had been his only hope.

      That had been his choice: bite Miles or watch him die. Or maybe bite him and watch him die.

      It had been the worst kind of choice, and Gavin had made the only one he could. He never would have forgiven himself if Miles had died.

      “I am,” he finally agreed.

      Miles picked up the tea and held it out to Gavin. “You know how illogical that is, and that’s kind of pissing you off too, right?”

      How did this man know him so well?

      “And right now, you’re thinking even my favorite tea doesn’t taste good to me anymore because of some weird werewolf thing.” He paused, cocked his head, and added. “That’s it, right? There’s a weird werewolf sense thing?”

      Gavin nodded and finally opened the microwave to stir the soup and put it back in for another minute. “A lot of things taste wrong. I don’t like soda that much anymore. Or a lot of artificial flavors I used to think were fine.”

      “You know what Earl Grey is made with?” Miles asked.

      “Tea, one assumes. Camellia Sinensis. Since it’s British, probably one of the varieties from India.”

      “And bergamot,” Miles agreed. “I don’t know much about it, but I guess it’s some kind of citrus. Nothing artificial in it, if it’s good tea. Like the stuff you have at the shop.”

      Gavin frowned, but he didn’t disagree. The only flavors he’d truly changed his mind about were artificial ones, because something about his heightened taste made them taste more artificial than he’d thought before.

      Miles held the tea up in front of his face, and he reflexively took a sip. It was gritty with powdered creamer that was somehow too rich and too thin at the same time. “But baby, sometimes the tea is just bad.”

      Gavin, trying not to choke on the horrible attempt at tea or spit it everywhere, had to stifle his laughter. He managed to swallow the disgusting concoction, and a second later he was doubled over, laughing silently, so hard tears were streaming down his face, and he had to brace himself up on his knees. “So was that a punishment?”

      Miles gave a self-satisfied grin. “Yup.”

      “Is that how it’s going to be now?”

      “Oh, baby,” Miles said with a bright smile, crowding into him and forcing him back against the sink, then reaching behind him to dump the tea into it. “You have no idea. Now that you’re stuck with me, you’re going to have to listen to me all the time.”

      That hit him like a punch to the stomach. “Oh Em.” He reached out and took Miles’s face in both hands, cupping his cheeks softly. “I’m not stuck with you.”

      Miles quirked a brow that called bullshit on him, and he didn’t know how to explain just how wrong the idea was. He’d wanted Miles, wanted to be with Miles, so badly he’d risked his pack’s safety for it. “Stuck” was never a term he would use to describe his relationship with Miles. But admitting that was admitting weakness—something Gavin had never been good at.

      So he just sighed and rested his forehead against Miles’s. “Don’t look at me like that. Anyone who thinks they’re stuck with you is wrong. Or lucky.”

      The impish grin made a resurgence at that. “Lucky, huh? How do you feel about getting lucky right now?”

      “A little concerned,” Gavin confessed. “I mean, you almost died. And we already . . . once.”

      Miles gave a dreamy smile at that and nodded. “We sure did. It was amazing. Ten out of ten, would go again.”

      “Maybe after dinner and a nap?” Gavin asked, trying to keep his voice neutral. He didn’t want to make Miles feel guilty, but he also wanted to make sure he got plenty of food and rest.

      Miles sighed and waived him off. “Oh fine, I guess, if you want to be a buzzkill.”

      The microwave beeped yet again, and Gavin couldn’t have said if it was the first time or the fifteenth. Still, it got his attention, so he went over and took out the soup, handing it off to Miles with a towel to make sure he didn’t burn his fingers.

      “I guess just water to drink?” Gavin asked.

      Miles scowled like a five-year-old denied his artificial-cherry powdered-drink mix, but nodded. “I guess.”

      They sat in front of the fire and ate their soup, and it didn’t take long for Miles to bring up yet another uncomfortable subject. “You said this is the Carpenter place. It’s been for sale for at least a year, so the owners left before you moved here.”

      Gavin rubbed the back of his neck, where tension was gathering, and sighed. “My family has a vacation house in town. Had, maybe, I don’t know if they maintain it.”

      Miles knew Gavin wasn’t in contact with his family, so at least he didn’t ask about that. Instead, he nodded thoughtfully. “That makes sense. So the people who lived here were friends of the family?”

      “Sort of neighbors. A younger couple, tech money. My father was always tutting and shaking his head about how they didn’t have the right financial advisor or whatever.”

      “Sounds like a dick,” Miles said, and Gavin had to work hard to keep from laughing around his spoonful of soup.

      Finally, he swallowed and nodded. “Excellent summation of my father’s character, yes.”

      They finished their soup and washed the dishes, and Miles made himself a dairy-free cup of tea. He didn’t look quite satisfied with it, but he didn’t choke either, so maybe Gavin hadn’t ruined his favorite thing after all.

      Gavin wasn’t entirely sure why he hunted down the spare phone charger he’d found in a drawer in the bedroom, but even if it didn’t connect, it seemed like a good idea to have it available. In fact, he used the moment to put a text to Dez in his queue, in hopes that when the thing reconnected, it would send automatically.

      
        
        Safe, snowed in with Miles. Had to bite him. -G

      

      

      It boiled the whole situation down too far, made it seem so much simpler than it was, but it weren’t as though he could fit the whole story, and all of his worries and fears, into a text message. Or ten text messages. Plus he’d learned very well in the army to never send a text you weren’t comfortable with everyone in the world reading.

      Maybe he wouldn’t be thrilled the world thought he was a kinky guy with a biting fetish, but there was nothing damning there. Nothing that screamed, “Hi, I’m a werewolf!” For the moment, it had to be good enough.

      By the time he set the phone down and turned to Miles, he was fast asleep, sprawled out on the rug in front of the crackling fire. Gavin chuckled to himself and went to get the blanket off the bed. He added a log to the fire before he laid down next to Miles, pulled the blanket over both of them, and in mere moments, was asleep himself.
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      Miles woke to knocking on the door, and his first instinct was annoyance. He’d wanted to stay with Gavin, here in this tiny world where only their relationship existed without outside influences. He’d dreamed they were snowed in forever, forced to simply buy the house and learn to live on microwaved soup and watery tea.

      Yes, logically, he knew the soup would run out. The tea wasn’t likely to, since it was mediocre, but the soup would be a problem, and not just because it was basically cans of shockingly flavorless salt. Not to mention the water and electricity and a dozen other things, but it had been a dream, and none of that had mattered.

      Only he and Gavin had mattered, and it had been nice.

      Speaking of Gavin, he was stretching and rubbing his face. Miles recognized the precise moment Gavin realized what was going on, or at least remembered where he was, because every muscle in his body tensed.

      His head popped up and he stared at Miles. “That’s—”

      “You two better have goddamned pants on,” came the mutter from outside the front door. It seemed to Miles that was new. Could he have heard that yesterday, a mutter that quiet from the wrong side of a door?

      He scowled in the direction of the door. “That depends on your definition of pants.”

      “I’m American. I have the normal American definition of pants.” Dez huffed and shuffled his feet. “Now open the damn door. It’s cold out here.”

      Gavin slid out of their makeshift bed and headed to the door, opening it long enough to let Dez in and then glance outside as he closed it.

      Miles sat up, letting the blanket pool around his hips instead of expose the fact that he’d been full of it: he wasn’t wearing pants by anyone’s definition, and he didn’t particularly want to be. “I take it the snow wasn’t that bad?”

      Dez gave a nervous glance at Gavin, scratching his nose and not looking anyone in the eye.

      “Or the snow was exactly as bad as I think, and you ignored my message,” Gavin said, voice flat and brow wrinkled.

      Dez’s head snapped up. “I did not. What message?”

      That made Gavin pause. He glanced at Miles quickly, then back at Dez.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, Cap, he heard me at the front door. It’s obvious you bit him. What was it, hypothermia?” He turned and looked Miles over, then gave a sharp incline of his head. “And welcome to the pack.”

      Just like that.

      Welcome to the pack.

      Miles could have walked on a cloud, his heart was so light. No doubt, no sneer, no list of questions about his intentions, just welcome. It had been perfunctory, sure, but it was Dez. His picture should go in the dictionary definition of the word perfunctory.

      “Car crash,” Miles answered for Gavin when he was quiet.

      That seemed to concern Dez. “But you’re okay. I mean, nothing broken? Nothing we should be trying to—”

      “No, Dez,” Gavin interrupted, voice low and sad. “Nothing like that. I don’t know what was wrong with him, but the bite seems to have fixed it.”

      They both looked at Miles as though considering rushing him to the hospital anyway. They were worried about him.

      Because he was pack.

      He hugged the blanket to his chest and grinned at them. He probably looked like a goofball, but what did it matter?

      “So how did you find us?” Miles asked, just to change the subject.

      “I’ve been plowing every drive on this side of the mountain since dawn,” Dez answered. He waved at the door. “We put a plow on the truck a while back, since it seemed the sensible thing to do. I used to drive one as a teenager in Nebraska, so it wasn’t hard to get used to again. Worked out pretty damn well.”

      It certainly had. Well, except for the fact that now Miles didn’t get to be alone with Gavin. He supposed his fond fantasy of days of uninhibited sex wasn’t ever going to happen, but Dez could have given him one freaking day.

      “You guys want to head home now?” Dez glanced at the fire, then the pile of clothes on the floor. He turned to Miles, eyes narrowed. “You liar. Your underwear are sitting right there.”

      Miles gave him a bright grin but didn’t bother responding.

      “Okay, Dez.” Gavin stood and motioned toward the kitchen in the back of the cabin. “Go heat up some water for tea or something while we rectify the lack of pants.”

      Dez complied, and Miles sighed. He really didn’t want to put the pants back on.

      Gavin, seeming to read his mind, ran a hand through his hair. “You don’t have to wear them forever. Just long enough to get us home.”

      The words hit Miles in the chest and lodged there. Long enough to get us home.

      Us.

      Home.

      Just like all the previous additions to the Second Chance group, suddenly Miles was one of “us.” He was both thrilled and saddened that this was what it took for that to happen. He’d had to almost die, to be bitten and become one of “us,” in a very real, very physical way.

      He couldn’t hold a grudge over it; they weren’t wrong to worry about non-werewolves or to defend themselves. Miles didn’t think he’d have truly been able to understand from the outside.

      Hell, he still didn’t understand the entire situation, but a huge part of him was champing at the bit to go home, and not just because it would be the first time he’d ever truly belonged anywhere, including his childhood home. There was something instinctive about it, something in his very soul that leaned hard toward home and safety and pack, that wanted to hop and prance in place, so thrilled he couldn’t help himself.

      He was an excited puppy, waiting for Gavin to throw the ball so he could chase it, and somehow, he didn’t feel the least bit ridiculous about it.

      Just as he finished buttoning the few buttons remaining on his uniform shirt, Dez came back in, chocolate snack cake hanging out of his mouth. Gavin raised a brow at him, and he took the cake out, offering a defensive, “What? I’ve been plowing for hours trying to rescue your ass. I’m hungry.”

      “You couldn’t wait half an hour to get home and eat something that’s not made of corn syrup and hydrogenated vegetable oil?”

      Dez shrugged as he bit a piece off the cake. “I promise, I can eat twice. I’d never disappoint Graham, and he’s at home stress baking, so it’s gonna be a hell of a breakfast.”

      They drove through town, and the only other vehicles on the road were those with plows, trying to make roads other than just the highway passable, and struggling with the task.

      When they pulled into the huge circular drive of the house, Miles started to worry again. What if the others didn’t accept him like Dez had?

      Dez had always seemed the most standoffish, sure, but Miles was pretty sure that was just his personality. He didn’t actually dislike Miles. What if the others simply didn’t want another pack member? Worse, what if they thought he wasn’t good enough for Gavin?

      Gavin practically pulled him out of the front of the truck, wrapping an arm around his shoulders and tugging him along. He leaned down and nipped at Miles’s earlobe, then whispered, “It’s okay, sweetheart. They already love you. They’ll be thrilled.”

      He must be completely transparent if he’d been that obvious. He tried to swallow down his fear and walk more confidently into the house.

      The second they were inside, they were beset. Before Miles even understood what was happening, he and Gavin were at the center of a group hug. They were both squeezed tight, touched over and over again, on the face, the neck, the shoulder. Baby Paige was shoved into his arms, and instead of screaming at the near stranger, she cooed happily and reached out to smack his cheek.

      Scenting. He was being scented by a baby, who officially knew more about being a werewolf than him.

      “Yeah,” Dez’s voice came from off to one side, speaking into the phone. “I’ve got him, sheriff. He doesn’t seem too hurt, mostly just rattled. You were right, it was an accident. I guess he slid off the road to one of the cabins.” He came over to stand in front of Miles and paused, a question in his eyes. Miles nodded, so he added, “I’ll let you talk to him.”

      “Is that you, Miles?” the sheriff asked as soon as he traded the baby for the phone.

      “Yes, sir,” he agreed, and his voice came out rough. “I’m afraid my car is on a back road outside the last cabin I checked.”

      “Who gives a damn about that?” the sheriff asked, warming his heart. “We’ll take care of it when the snow dies down. What matters is you’re okay. You are okay, right? Do you need me to send an ambulance?”

      “No sir, I’m okay. Just some bruises and scrapes, mostly.”

      There was a long pause, then a deep breath. “I’m glad to hear it, Parker. We’ve been worried since you went incommunicado yesterday. You’re supposed to be off today anyway. Take tomorrow too. And Sunday. It’s not like we’re going to be too busy, what with half the phone lines down and more than half of the locals snowed in. It’s all fender benders.”

      Miles knew that wasn’t strictly true. There were a lot of extra issues that cropped up during times like this to replace the lack of streakers and drunk-and-disorderlies. Lots of search and rescue, for instance. Still, Miles wasn’t sure he was up to handling that, at least not until he’d figured out this whole werewolf thing. Maybe then, he’d be even better at it.

      He handed Dez’s phone back to him in a daze, and Dez handed him the baby once again. She squealed in delight at this clever game. “Are we sure this is a good trade for you?” Miles asked Dez. “I mean, the baby’s probably the better deal.”

      His eyes went round as he realized how inappropriate the joke had been, but Dez laughed. “Only a lopsided deal if you got to keep the baby, but eventually you’ll have to give her back to her mom, since you can’t feed her.”

      Miles grinned at Dez, then down at the baby, and finally up at her mother. Then his eyes sought out Gavin.

      It took him a moment to find the man, who had retreated into the kitchen, sitting at the counter there, looking . . . not at Miles, or the crowd around him, or even what looked like the most decadent cinnamon rolls Miles had ever seen, covered with caramel and pecans, but his own hands.

      Dammit. Becoming a wolf was supposed to fix this. The pack had grabbed Miles with both hands, some of them literally, and they were accepting him in. Unless Sawyer hanging off his neck was some new form of shunning.

      So why was Gavin all the way across the room looking like someone had kicked him? It was back to the dance, apparently. Two steps forward, three steps back.

      This time, Miles was going to make it impossible for Gavin. This time, he had the whole pack on his side. He’d end this damned frustrating dance.
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      Miles took to being a werewolf like he’d been born to it. He held Paige until she was hungry, then handed her back to her mother without so much as a sniffle on her part. He put up with all the touching and scenting and invasion of his personal space in a way Gavin had never managed.

      Not that he didn’t want to touch people, and not that the pack forced it on him. It had simply always been clear to Gavin that his pack would like to be touched quite a lot more than he was comfortable with.

      His family had never been much for physical affection. He’d gotten a pat on the back from his father when he’d been named valedictorian of his graduating class at Yale. His mother had given him a nod of approval at his speech. His little sister clasped his hand and squeezed it, and it had been understood that she meant it with the utmost affection.

      She probably would have hugged him if she’d known he would be gone from her life a week later.

      Since becoming a werewolf, he’d started touching people much more often, more easily, and sometimes without even noticing it. He’d find himself with an arm around Graham, or leaning over Dez’s shoulder to look at something, and be surprised with himself.

      They were never bothered. He was the only one who was taken aback by the behavior.

      Given the scare they’d had, the fact that Lyndon was still missing and possibly stuck out in a blizzard, Gavin made a point of touching each of them, especially Graham. Their resident soft-touch baker was more sensitive than most, and felt a connection to the missing omega from the pack of his birth.

      As usual, Gavin sat at the counter, surrounded by his pack. Miles was there, in a chair three seats away, and it felt like half a nation.

      Miles belonged to the pack now.

      It had been selfish of Gavin to keep Miles for himself. To keep him away from the pack, and all things pack related. He’d told himself it was to protect both Miles and them, but the truth was more selfish and pitiful: he’d known this would happen.

      He had known the pack would love Miles, and beautiful, charismatic Miles would love them back. And how could he compete with that? They were everything he wasn’t.

      Miles’s face practically glowed from all the attention, and he smiled at all of them, hardly noticing Gavin wasn’t next to him.

      It was childish of Gavin to care about that. The important thing was Miles being happy, so he kept his big trap shut. He ate his sugary breakfast, he complimented Graham, and he sat there and acted like the alpha they needed him to be.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t love them, didn’t love the job most of the time, but once in a while, as much as he loved everything about his pack, the job of alpha felt like a burden.

      He couldn’t imagine being like the alpha of Ash and Graham’s pack, basking in the position and using it to pretend he was better than other people. It was a responsibility, not an accolade.

      “So tell us what happened,” Graham said, finally sitting down to eat once he was sure everyone had been served. It was an old habit, and one they were working on, since he wasn’t a servant. But it seemed to make him comfortable, so as long as he knew it wasn’t required of him, they tried not to bring it up and shine an uncomfortable light on him. “I don’t know many bitten wolves, so I haven’t heard stories. Just, sort of, fairy tales.”

      Sawyer nodded and pointed his fork at Graham. “What he said. We had a few bites, but it was mostly kids of wolf pairs that were born human.”

      Graham gasped and stared at him. “That happens?”

      “Sure. If one of the parents was bitten, it’s really common. Sometimes even with a human grandparent.” They all turned to Miles.

      Thank goodness. Even if it weren’t inherently Miles’s story, Gavin didn’t want to tell it. It was almost as bad as the story of how he’d ended up half a wolf.

      “I was unconscious for the important part,” Miles admitted, looking nervous, glancing at Gavin as though he thought maybe it was supposed to be a secret.

      Graham gasped and leaned in. “You just . . . woke up a wolf?”

      Gavin met that concerned gaze and tried to communicate with his eyes that Miles should tell the pack whatever he wanted. As much or as little, the truth or a lie, it didn’t matter; Gavin would back him if he claimed aliens had done it.

      “I had to lay on the brakes unexpectedly,” Miles said as he broke eye contact with Gavin, turning back to Graham. “Something ran out in front of the car, and it was just instinct. But the car spun out and then slipped over the side of the embankment. I hit my head, and the next thing I knew I was waking up next to Gavin.”

      “That’s so horrible,” Graham whispered, then reached out and squeezed Miles’s shoulder. It was so simple for him. He didn’t even associate being bitten and consent.

      Dez’s eyes were on Gavin, though, a weight in them that wasn’t usually there. Dez knew. “I didn’t see the car on my way in,” he said, voice subdued.

      Miles looked over at him, his brow scrunched in concentration. “It was . . . I went over on the north side. Maybe about a mile, mile and a half from the cabin.”

      Dez’s brows flew up. “That’s more than a ten-foot drop-off in some places. No wonder I didn’t see the car.”

      “The car landed on its roof,” Gavin added.

      Everyone was quiet for a moment, then Sawyer said, very quiet, “You’re lucky Gavin was the one who found you.”

      Miles nodded vehemently. “I’d be dead. If it had been anyone else”—he met Gavin’s eye, held it—“if anyone else had found me out there, even if it had been right after the accident, I would be dead. And I’m really, really glad to be alive.”

      It was meant to take away Gavin’s culpability for biting him without permission. Gavin appreciated it, understood that he’d been left in a terrible position and there hadn’t been a “good” choice. But it didn’t change the fact that he’d bitten the man, changed his whole life, without so much as asking.

      The last conversation they’d had before the accident, Gavin had promised to explain werewolves. He’d hoped that maybe, someday, he could suggest Miles take the bite.

      From Ash, maybe.

      He hadn’t even known he was capable; he certainly hadn’t planned to suggest his boyfriend become what amounted to his kid in the werewolf world. Ash would probably roll his eyes and tell him that wasn’t how people saw it, but still, it felt odd.

      It felt controlling, and Gavin didn’t like it. He’d spent too much of his life being controlled to like the idea of controlling someone else.

      The pack grilled Miles on his newfound wolfhood, and despite the looks he kept shooting Gavin’s way, it was clear he was enjoying the attention.

      “Sawyer?” Dez asked as they were finishing their breakfast. “Could you drive Miles over to his place and get some clothes? I think he should probably stay here until he gets the hang of things.”

      “He’ll probably want to move in,” Ash pointed out. “I mean, he’s pack. It would be weird for him to live on the other side of town.”

      Dez pursed his lips and gave Ash a quelling look. “But that will be his decision. We have room for him, of course, but Miles gets to choose that.”

      Ash sighed and nodded like a scolded puppy until Graham popped up out of his seat, saying, “We should go with them. I need to get some things at the grocery store, and they’re saying it’s going to snow again tonight. Got to make sure we have enough hot chocolate to make it through.”

      Sawyer looked over at them, but before he could open his mouth, Dez spoke up again. “Gavin’s gonna help me with something. The rest of you go ahead.”

      Miles met Gavin’s eyes, and it wasn’t hard to see his internal struggle. He wanted to stay with Gavin, but he wanted his clothes. Not to mention the hot chocolate. He’d probably try to con them all into getting tea.

      The whole pack would be drinking Earl Grey by the time he was done.

      “You guys have fun,” Gavin said with a weak attempt at a smile. “Be careful on the road, Sawyer.”

      Sawyer nodded, and they all turned to head out. Dez called after them, “I don’t care what Ash says about his superior reflexes, don’t let him drive my truck.”

      They listened in silence as the pack piled into Dez’s truck and Ash’s little sedan, and drove away.

      Finally, as the mechanized gate closed behind them and the engines faded into the distance, Dez looked over at him. “Leg’s bad today. We’re gonna go soak in the hot tub while you tell me exactly how bad you need me to kick your ass.”

      So Gavin did. He told him everything that had happened, every moment, even his fear that he wouldn’t be able to bite Miles. No one, not even Dez, knew the extent of his disconnection from being a werewolf, but he didn’t need to mention that to tell the story.

      Besides, he was Dez. He probably already knew, if anyone did.

      By the time Gavin had finished, they were sitting in the house’s indoor hot tub, Dez with his leg stretched out on one long bench, grimacing and kneading at his bad leg.

      “Worse in the cold?” Gavin asked, grateful to be finished and hoping to change the subject.

      Dez nodded. “Yeah. The physical therapist said something about cold and pressure changes.” After a moment, he leaned back against the edge of the tub and turned assessing eyes on Gavin. “You have to stop.”

      “Stop . . .” Gavin wanted to pretend the conversation was about Dez’s leg, or the weather, or literally anything other than Miles. “Stop what, specifically?”

      “You did what you did. You’re right, it wasn’t great, but it’s not like you had a good option.” He rolled his shoulders but didn’t turn those knowing black eyes away from Gavin. “But you’re still making it about you, and it’s not anymore. It’s about him now. Miles is the one who has to live with the decision you made. So you have to let him decide what that looks like for him. If it’s with us, with you, that’s great. If not, then we support him however he needs.”

      “How am I the alpha of you, again?” Gavin asked. His tone was light, but he was entirely serious.

      Dez snorted and lay his head back. “Just because you’re the alpha doesn’t mean you don’t need support. You’re the one who told me that, back when you were my CO instead of my alpha. Keep you honest, you said.”

      “You still do.”

      With a self-satisfied yawn, Dez shook his head, but he didn’t seem inclined to debate with any heat. “You’re the one who keeps you honest. I just do what you asked, and remind you to do it. Congrats, by the way. Don’t fuck it up, and Miles is going to be good for the pack. I wonder if ‘alpha’s mate’ is a thing.”

      Gavin groaned and buried his head in his hands. “Oh no. Don’t say that. Graham will go all wolf scripture and tell us about how Miles is going to magically get knocked up and bear the heir to all wolf kind or something.”

      Dez started laughing, and a moment later, it had turned into a full-throated, boisterous thing. As much as he wanted to draw things out, discuss the problems inherent in their power dynamic or remind Dez that he was no one’s messiah, Gavin couldn’t help himself, after a moment, he joined in.
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      Miles sat in the passenger seat of Dez’s truck, huge and empty but for himself and Sawyer. Everyone else had opted to go in Ash’s car, which made a certain amount of sense.

      “Have you guys ever thought about getting some kind of van?”

      Sawyer cocked his head but didn’t take his eyes off the road. This must be why Dez was okay with Sawyer driving his truck: he took it very seriously. “What, like a communal pack vehicle? Or like a minivan so we can fit more people in one car?”

      “Both, I guess. I mean, taking two cars to do errands is a little much.”

      Sawyer cocked his head both ways, then nodded. “I mean, you know we don’t usually all go on these trips, I assume.”

      “They just wanted rid of us?” It didn’t feel quite right, and the last thing Miles wanted to do was complain, but he was worried.

      Maybe he was losing it or jumping to conclusions about how being a werewolf worked, but he was convinced he could feel Gavin. It was possible he was making things up, but he felt an oppressive heaviness from Gavin’s direction, and he wanted nothing more than to run back to the house and fix it. He couldn’t fix it while he was off running errands with everyone except Gavin.

      “No. Well, no and yes.” Sawyer bit his lip and gave a long sigh. “Ash is an alpha, but in a lot of ways he’s . . . not, not really. He likes taking care of people, but he’s not the guy who’s ever going to make the really hard decisions. Like, you know, biting an unconscious guy without asking his permission because if you don’t, he’s gonna die.”

      Miles almost choked on nothing. “Is everyone dancing around this?”

      Sawyer gave a snort and shook his head. “Fuck no. Ash and Graham probably don’t even realize what happened. They’re born wolves. Yes, before you ask, so am I, but I didn’t grow up in a wolves-only cult.”

      “So Dez and Gavin need to talk about it? Is Gavin in trouble with some kind of werewolf elders? A council?” Miles wouldn’t lie, he didn’t like that idea. He didn’t want Gavin facing any repercussions for making a choice that had saved his life.

      Once Sawyer stopped laughing, he shook his head. “Nah. We’re not that well organized as a people. It’s more like neighboring countries who’ve all agreed to abide by similar rules, and we’re all forced to the honor system by the fact that if one douchebag exposes us to humanity, we all die.”

      “That makes sense.” It was all too easy to imagine humanity turning on werewolves as something unknown, even if the same werewolves had been their friendly neighbors the day before. Hell, he wished it was harder to imagine. “Okay, so Ash and Graham—and Hannah?—aren’t going to understand.”

      “Hannah might. She left her pack and got a shitty crash course on humanity. I don’t know how Ash didn’t end up cynical, but somehow, he went through the same as Dez and Gavin and came out of it looking at the world like a kid on Christmas.” Sawyer slowed down to a near crawl, signaling for almost half a mile before making the turn into the apartment complex where Miles lived. “But generally speaking, no, they’re not gonna understand why there might be an issue. They wouldn’t understand why anyone might not want to be a werewolf.”

      “So what’s Dez going to say to Gavin?” That was the only important thing. If Gavin couldn’t be in trouble for having bitten Miles, Gavin’s state of mind was all that mattered. If Dez was going to hurt Gavin, that mattered.

      Sawyer considered for a long while as he circled the building to park in Miles’s space. “I won’t lie, he was obviously worried about what happened with you. But it’s also Gavin, so I don’t think Dez has jumped to any conclusions. Gavin would never have purposefully hurt you.”

      “He didn’t hurt me at all. He saved my life.”

      “By turning it upside down, and without asking if you were okay with that.” Before Miles could give a defensive rebuttal, Sawyer threw up a hand. “Believe me, I know. It’s better to be alive. But your life is still changed, and if Gavin didn’t spend some time thinking about that, he wouldn’t be Gavin. And frankly, I wouldn’t trust him half as much as I do.”

      “I wished he’d bitten me on the full moon,” Miles whispered into the chilly cab as Sawyer turned the truck off. The words seemed to echo through the empty air, and Miles flinched.

      Sawyer looked over at him, eyes too intelligent and knowing by far. “Maybe you did wish that, but I think now you know better. It’s better like this. This is the same for you, but better for him.”

      Miles cocked his head but didn’t interrupt.

      “He bit you because he wants you. Needs you. Couldn’t live with the option where you no longer existed. But he didn’t do it because he’s incapable of controlling himself. He did it because he cares about you. This way, you can also trust him not to lose control and do selfish shit.”

      It was completely logical, so Miles nodded. He’d known, on some level, that it would have been bad for Gavin to bite him on the full moon. He hadn’t even wanted it; heck, he wasn’t sure that given the choice, he’d have agreed at all. For Miles, it hadn’t ever been about being bitten or being a werewolf. He’d simply wanted Gavin to want him as much as he wanted Gavin.

      Having gotten through the actual biting and looking back at it from the other side, it felt like a gift. It was a second chance at life, and he was sure there would be a downside, but he hadn’t seen it yet. So far, it had been all family and acceptance and everything he’d ever wanted. There had to be something bad about it, right?

      “Come on,” Sawyer said, hopping down out of the truck cab. “Let’s grab the stuff you need. You can get the rest when you realize how awesome we are and how you don’t want to live without us.”

      Miles couldn’t stop the grin that broke across his face at that. “In that case, we should have done it months ago.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      As Miles packed a bag, he found himself hoping that there would be challenges to being a werewolf. The harder a time he had, the more he could ask for Gavin’s help, and the longer it would be before anyone wondered why he was sticking around. Not that Sawyer seemed to think he was ever going to move back into his apartment.

      He had to admit, the place smelled wrong now. It smelled like himself, but with a sour tang that he didn’t like. He didn’t know if it was the apartment or just the smell of his life without anyone else in it, but he decided that come hell or high water—and it would have to be very high, since they were in the Rocky fucking Mountains—he was going to find a way to make the Second Chance werewolves his.

      His pack.

      His family.

      He would have Gavin and them too, and he’d never have to be alone again.
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      Miles was the perfect werewolf.

      Gavin was only a little bitter about it. It wasn’t like he wanted Miles to fail, after all. No, he wanted Miles to be successful and happy and have everything he wanted.

      Dez had been right, in that Gavin didn’t have to be a part of that happiness. Whether Gavin was any part of his life was up to Miles.

      Miles bounded down the stairs and into the den, book held aloft. Gavin’s copy of Frankenstein.

      Gavin scowled over at Sawyer. “What did you do to my book?”

      They were playing a game that Sawyer had told them was often used to teach young wolves how to track by scent. He’d gone around the house putting things of different scents in places where they weren’t, generally, and then had people sniff them out. Dez had been as disinterested as Gavin in learning to hunt—they weren’t going to start taking down deer to eat—but Ash had filled with childish glee at the notion, and Miles seemed to be enjoying himself just as much.

      So Dez and Gavin sat on the couch with their feet up and watched as everyone else played Sawyer’s game. Gavin wouldn’t lie, it actually looked a little fun. Or maybe it was just fun to watch everyone else enjoy themselves.

      So far, there had been an orange in the fireplace, some cookies in the workout room, and a collection of flowers in the weird man-den or cave or whatever it was in the basement.

      And now, Gavin’s book.

      “I didn’t hurt your book,” Sawyer promised, but he still had that pleased smile that indicated Miles had indeed found one of the objects. He opened the book and took out a square of paper, holding it aloft. “I put this in those gross eucalyptus crystals of Dez’s.”

      He hadn’t needed to say, not really. The second he’d taken the thing out of the book, it had been apparent throughout the room what the scent was. It was damn impressive Miles had picked up on it while it was still in there. Gavin hadn’t. Maybe he hadn’t been trying, but that didn’t mean he stopped being able to smell things.

      Basically, everything about Miles was impressive.

      Dez gave him a little nudge in the side. “You’re drooling.”

      He nudged back. “Fuck you.”

      “A little kinky for my tastes, boss.”

      Across the room, Sawyer sighed. “Children. I’m surrounded by children.”

      Ash pulled the scented card out of Sawyer’s hand, sniffing disgustedly in its direction, muttering to himself that he didn’t know how he’d missed it. “Was this the last one?”

      “Yep,” Sawyer agreed. “Should we try again with different stuff?”

      Gavin could almost smell Miles’s hesitation. Or feel it. Something. He was fidgeting, lifting up on the balls of his feet and dropping back down, like a child who needed to go to the bathroom. He decided to put him out of his misery. “What’s up, Em?”

      “I, um, I just . . .” He looked around the room, flushed, and dropped his head to stare at his feet. “You guys are going to think I’m ridiculous.”

      Dez laughed, and very deliberately, but not very subtly, turned it into a cough. “If you hadn’t noticed, we just finished playing a literal children’s game. A whole pack of grown adults searching the house for some cookies. I don’t think we’ve got a right to judge ridiculous.”

      “Not even if you’re about to ask where the rest of the cookies went,” Graham agreed. Ash turned betrayed eyes on him, which cleared up any question as to where the cookies had gone.

      Gavin was never sure how Ash continued to be bulky with muscle instead of a growing belly, with as many of his boyfriend’s cookies as he ate. He must be running fifteen miles a day to keep it off at this point.

      “I was just wondering at what point we, you know”—Miles broke off and bit his lip before continuing—“turn into wolves.”

      Ash gave a short, sharp bark of a laugh and buried his head in his hands.

      “Ridiculous?” Miles asked, as though the laugh confirmed his negative self-image.

      “No, Em,” Gavin said, shaking his head and holding out a hand in Miles’s direction. He wasn’t sure what he was asking for, but Miles came to him without hesitation, leaning in and squeezing his shoulder tight as Gavin wrapped an arm around his hips. He didn’t get up, and Miles didn’t sit down, but it worked. “It’s not a ridiculous question at all.”

      “We can, of course,” Dez answered when no one else spoke up. “You’ve seen that for yourself.”

      Miles nodded, staring at him, waiting for more information.

      When no one else spoke up, Dez sighed and rolled his eyes. “Seriously? Nobody? Am I the only adult in this room?”

      “Sure are, honey muffin,” Sawyer agreed, giving him a mischievous smile and a wink.

      “We usually only shift on the full moon, unless there’s a reason for it,” Dez said, turning to Miles and ignoring everyone else. A snicker went around the room, and he ignored that too. “I mean, we can shift whenever we want. The full moon, the dark of the moon. Right now, if you want.”

      Miles listened intently and then nodded. “That makes sense. Seems in line with what I’ve seen already. Also, you don’t have to? We, that is. We don’t have to shift. Ever?”

      “That’s right,” Graham agreed, but his voice held some doubt. “I mean, technically, we don’t ever have to change. Technically, we also don’t ever have to speak or stand up or shower.”

      A ball of ice started to form in Gavin’s gut. That was not a conversation he wanted to have. He understood that, especially for those in the pack who’d been born wolves, it seemed anathema to never shift. It was something so basic to their nature; it simply was. He loved them and understood that they weren’t saying it to be cruel.

      They didn’t even know Gavin was struggling. It would have been hard for them to know, since he’d made a point of keeping his problems to himself.

      It was how he always dealt with problems. Airing one’s issues aloud was unseemly at best; that was what his mother had taught him. He’d grown up, and learned, and gotten past that ridiculous notion.

      Mostly.

      But he really wished the members of his pack would think about how their words would affect new wolves before they opened their mouths. Implying changing was that important put such a premium on the ability. It might make Miles feel pressured to succeed, and make it harder for him to do so.

      So he squeezed Miles’s hip lightly to get his attention. “Keep in mind they were born werewolves. They look at it a little different than you, and that’s fine for everyone. You don’t have to if you’re not ready.”

      Finally, Miles sat down, half on top of Gavin, head on his shoulder. “But what if I just put it off and put it off, and I’m never ready?”

      “Then that’s what you do,” Gavin told him, reaching up to run fingers through his silky hair. “You don’t shift into a wolf, and just stay plain old werewolf Miles forever.”

      Miles looked up at him through lowered dark lashes, the flirtatious bastard. He knew how to push all of Gavin’s buttons just right.

      “Yeah,” Sawyer agreed from across the room, breaking the spell before Gavin could do anything about it. “It’s not going to cause any backup or moon madness or whatever if you don’t shift.” He said “moon madness” like he was introducing a B-grade horror flick for a Friday night showing on a local TV channel, and Gavin suspected it was a term he’d heard before.

      It seemed like a term that would show up in werewolf lore, so that wasn’t a shock.

      Miles sat up and looked out at the wolves watching him. “Okay, so let’s say I want to give it a shot. Like, today. Right this minute. How would I do that?”

      The born werewolves looked at each other uneasily, something they often did when the subject of how to shift came up with them. It was a little like whistling, Gavin thought. The people who were capable of it thought it was simple, but then invariably found themselves confounded when trying to describe how to do it.

      Maybe physical skills were just hard to teach.

      “You must have been feeling the pull of the moon already,” Dez finally answered when everyone else had been quiet too long for his liking.

      Miles cocked his head, then gave a hesitant nod. “I think so. I mean, it’s not some kind of wild uncontrollable urge or something. Just a little like when I’ve forgotten to eat for too long.”

      Dez seemed satisfied with that, and went on. “So you close your eyes, imagine being a wolf, and sort of . . . let the pull take you.”

      It was similar to everything other pack members had said, or coached, over the months. It also sounded rather like drowning to Gavin. Not only drowning but being complicit in your own drowning; accepting the inevitability of breathing water.

      Maybe he was being dramatic, but Gavin had never been good at following instructions like “let go.”

      Apparently, Miles had no such trouble, because very suddenly, Gavin no longer had a lap half full of beautiful man, but a lap full of wolf wearing Miles’s clothes. He was on the small side, with a lush brown coat and those same eyes, Miles’s red-brown eyes, that Gavin could never look away from.

      “Wow,” was all Dez said.

      Sawyer gave a small whistle, because of course Sawyer could whistle. “Nicely done, Miles. I swear you could have been born a wolf.”

      Miles shifted uncomfortably and looked like he was regretting all his decisions, so Gavin helped him out of the T-shirt and sweats he’d been wearing. That seemed to satisfy him, as he pranced around the room, suddenly an excited puppy, sniffing and nosing and even licking a few things.

      It was endearing, but then, when was Miles not endearing?

      Gavin didn’t want to be jealous, but dammit, why couldn’t becoming a wolf be that easy for him too? He didn’t want to take it away from Miles; he just wanted the same for himself. Just wanted to be the alpha everyone seemed to think he already was. Hell, they were expecting him to be some werewolf messiah, and he couldn’t even heal a paper cut with any regularity.

      Halfway across the room, Miles’s head popped up, turning to stare at Gavin. He loped over, hopped up onto the couch, and planted himself across Gavin’s whole body, head resting on his chest over his heart.

      It didn’t take Gavin more than ten seconds to give in to his very human instincts and pet the man, who chuffed in his ear and settled into him.

      And he couldn’t hold onto his jealousy. It was a little hard to be bitter he couldn’t be a wolf, when he had over a hundred pounds of soft, furry Miles in his lap.
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      When they had come in with Miles’s bag that afternoon, Gavin had said something about a “blue room,” but Sawyer had rolled his eyes and blown right past him, up into Gavin’s space upstairs. Miles had shrugged at Gavin and followed.

      When he got upstairs, Sawyer had been shoving Gavin’s things aside in drawers. “He’s gonna try hard to give you ‘space,’ so if you don’t want it, you’re gonna have to get good at ignoring him or telling him to stop it. Gavin’s always been too much of a gentleman for his own good.”

      Gavin’s voice had drifted up the stairs, exasperated and resigned. “You know I can hear you.”

      “Yup,” Sawyer had agreed, and continued right on.

      And that was how Miles had ended up with all his things in Gavin’s room, stuffed into drawers next to Gavin’s. He wasn’t sure if he was nervous or elated.

      As their first day together drew to a close, what Miles definitely was, was worried. He did want to sleep with Gavin, even if there was no sex involved. Of course, he’d prefer there be gads of sex, but that was slightly less important.

      The problem was that no matter what he wanted, he also didn’t want to force himself, or his presence, on Gavin. Maybe Gavin preferred to sleep alone.

      He considered turning into a wolf again.

      Gavin had seemed to like him as a wolf. He was a small one, and he’d been able to lie on top of Gavin without hurting him. He wouldn’t be too intrusive as a lump on the end of the bed, would he? Plus if he went in as a wolf, it would be a way to make it clear to Gavin that he was there because he wanted to be with Gavin; he wasn’t just looking for sex.

      Why was it all so damn complicated?

      When Gavin grabbed his book and headed upstairs, Miles hesitantly followed. He arrived in time to see Gavin slide the book into place, making sure it was flush with the others, and giving a satisfied little smile at the pristine shelf.

      Miles would never admit it to Sawyer, but that had been how he’d figured out where the eucalyptus was. Gavin would never leave one book sticking out half an inch when all the others were in exact order. It had drawn his attention, and when he’d gone to investigate, he’d smelled the salts.

      Gavin turned and, when he spotted Miles, his eyes widened a fraction. That was when worry threatened to take over, and Miles needed a moment to understand something that had been bothering him all day.

      Hell, maybe longer.

      Miles was worried, yes. But he wasn’t that worried. It was that surround-sound feeling from before, but even wider. There were more feelings than just his own.

      For instance, maybe he should, but he didn’t feel the least bit guilty about anything, standing there looking at Gavin. He felt happy, nervous, and still a little overwhelmed by the way his life had changed in the last forty-eight hours. He was worried he’d overstepped. But he didn’t feel guilty.

      It was like before, when he’d been wandering around the den and suddenly felt a sharp hit of something ugly. Anger? Sadness? Both, in fact, and focused inward. Self-loathing.

      Miles was familiar with self-loathing. Hell, Miles and self-loathing were old roommates.

      He had not, however, been feeling it right then. He had no reason to hate himself when the whole werewolf thing was coming so easily. If anything, being a werewolf was getting better and better as he went.

      No, the loathing was coming from somewhere else.

      Miles closed his eyes so he couldn’t see the look on Gavin’s face and asked, “So, did Sawyer rip out any pages?”

      The annoyance that flooded through him was quickly followed by the sound of Gavin wrenching the book back out of its place and flipping through it. The irritation calmed, and the book went back on the shelf. “No. Why?”

      He opened his eyes to find Gavin watching him curiously, and took the two steps required to invade his personal space. “Because I needed to know if that was really happening. Sorry.”

      Gavin frowned and bit his lip, brow drawing together. He didn’t ask what Miles meant, so Miles suspected he had a clue already. There was no renewed guilt from keeping things secret, so Miles suspected that whatever it was, it was new to Gavin too. “I don’t know what’s going on,” Gavin finally said, sounding like it was a horrible confession.

      “You haven’t been a werewolf that much longer than me,” Miles pointed out. “And I like Ash as much as anybody, but it’s not like he’s the first guy I think of when I’m looking for a teacher.”

      He kept his voice pitched low, so that unless they were trying to, the others wouldn’t overhear the conversation. Miles didn’t want Ash to feel bad, but he couldn’t imagine that the man had been the best choice to teach two brand-new traumatized alphas how to be werewolves. He suspected Ash hadn’t felt up to the task, and of course Ash always did his very best, so he didn’t want to rub it in.

      Meanwhile, Sawyer was doing a pretty amazing job teaching Miles how to be a wolf. Maybe he’d missed his calling as a teacher.

      Gavin’s lips twisted in amusement, but he didn’t say anything.

      Miles opened his mouth to go on, but sighed. “Private conversations are hard when everyone in the house can hear you.”

      Without another word, Gavin went over to a box on the wall, pressed a few buttons, and soft music filtered out of the walls. There were speakers all over the floor, he realized with fascination. The sound system was a part of the house.

      “There,” Gavin told him as he came back over. He wrapped an arm around Miles’s waist and led him toward the bed. “If you start yelling at me everyone will hear, but unless they’re trying very hard, they won’t hear you now.”

      “You just don’t want me to yell at you,” Miles chastised, but even as he did so, he leaned his head on Gavin’s shoulder. “Is this weird? That I can feel what you feel?”

      “I don’t think so. I’m sure Ash would attribute it to some kind of werewolf magic, and Sawyer would just roll his eyes and say I bit you, so of course it’s normal, but . . .”

      Miles looked up at him and waited. It was obvious enough that Gavin didn’t want to go on, but Miles really needed him to. He needed to understand what was happening to them. Was it a normal werewolf thing?

      “Dez and Sawyer have never mentioned anything like it, but they wouldn’t. It’s not in their nature.” Gavin ticked off on one finger as he sat down on the bed and started peeling his clothes off, starting with his socks, and tossing them into the laundry hamper in the corner of the room. “Ash and Graham mention ‘their bond’ sometimes, but they also seem to think they’re some kind of fairy-tale ‘fated mates’ or something like that.” He ticked off another finger, shaking his head in bemusement.

      Part of Miles wanted to roll his eyes at the concept, and part of him, well . . . part of him wanted to have a fairy tale himself. “Fated, huh?”

      Gavin shrugged. “It’s hard to imagine that if fate exists, this pack of misfits was what it intended.”

      The way he pursed his lips and cut himself off, Miles was sure there was more to the story. Better to find a way around the roadblock than trying to smash his way through it, so he tried a different tact. “Maybe Ash is romanticizing it, which seems in character, but I mean, werewolves are real. The notion of them having some kind of emotional bond doesn’t seem as ridiculous as it would have a week ago.”

      “There are pack bonds,” Gavin said, nodding. “I can feel emotions through them sometimes, but it’s not quite so . . . strong.”

      “Do I get that too?”

      Gavin nodded, bit his lip, and was silent for a long moment before speaking again. “I have a bad habit of telling people they’re in the pack instead of letting them choose it for themselves. I don’t want to do that to you, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want you with us.”

      That was adorable and sweet and frankly, unexpected.

      “Okay,” Miles agreed. He paused a moment to think things through. Gavin kept dancing away from him. The pack had kept their distance at first, but now they’d let Miles in with reckless abandon.

      What did Miles want if things didn’t work out between himself and Gavin?

      Oh, who the hell was he kidding? He couldn’t imagine giving up on Gavin. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not after a thousand missed opportunities, or a thousand more three steps back days.

      Damn it all, he was in love with Gavin.

      “Am I allowed to be in the pack?” he finally asked. Instantly, Gavin nodded. “Good. Then that’s what I want. I want to be in the pack. The Second Chance pack?”

      “The Kismet pack,” Gavin corrected. “We’re the only werewolves in Kismet, and it’s our territory. Most packs go by the last name of their alpha, or their founding family, but that didn’t feel right for us.”

      “I want to be part of the Kismet pack,” Miles finished and looked at Gavin expectantly.

      For a fraction of a second, he was terrified Gavin was going to laugh and yank the offer back, but that was silly. Instead, Gavin gave him that soft smile. “Then you’re a part of the Kismet pack. We’re happy to have you.”

      Miles wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe the feeling of Gavin in his chest flared brighter than before. Even more, half a dozen other tiny, distant emotions popped into being inside him. Without more than a thought, he could tell them all apart. Each member of the Kismet pack had a place in his heart, even little baby Paige, sleeping soundly in her crib downstairs.

      Those little blips of energy in place, it was easy to know that what he had with Gavin wasn’t a pack bond. It was too big, too strong.

      And surprising precisely no one, Gavin was still stressed. Miles wrapped his arms around Gavin’s middle and tugged him down onto the bed until they lay there together, staring at the ceiling. “There’s something else. Something that was bothering you this afternoon.”

      Gavin gave a deep sigh.

      “Have I done something wrong?”

      “What? No. No, you’ve been perfect. You are perfect.” The sadness that opened up in Gavin at the words were a surprise, even if Miles already knew something was wrong.

      He turned and wrapped an arm around Gavin’s chest, kissing his bare shoulder. “So why does me being perfect suck for you?”

      Gavin sighed and brushed his cheek along the top of Miles’s head. “It sure made it harder not to just grab you and drag you up here,” he said, tone falsely light, and Miles knew his two steps forward for the day were up. That was okay. It had been a forward day, overall, and that mattered most.

      Besides, it was hard to complain, lying there in a king-sized bed as soft as a cloud, the man he loved lying by his side. Accepting him. He curled up next to Gavin, tucking his face into the man’s shoulder, and stopped worrying, at least for one more day.
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      A week into the arrangement, everyone started calling the room “Miles and Gavin’s room.” Gavin had pouted and pretended offense, but no one had been fooled.

      At two weeks, they had taken Miles’s days off to go retrieve everything from his apartment, and he discussed breaking the lease with his landlord, since there was no reason to keep paying for an apartment he was never going back to.

      When they had tucked the last knickknack into place on Gavin’s shelving unit, Miles had given him a soft kiss, and they had tumbled into bed together.

      As far as Gavin could tell, there were only two problems left in his life.

      The first, and most important, was that Lyndon was still missing. The human authorities would have given up on finding him by now if his disappearance had been reported; a child gone a month had little real chance of being found. Maybe a werewolf had a better chance at survival than a human child, but the longer he was missing, the worse it was.

      Gavin didn’t know why, but he was convinced the boy was in Kismet, or coming to Kismet.

      In Kismet.

      He was the boy who had been spotted a whole month ago climbing the mountain. Why hadn’t he come to the pack? Had he gotten lost? Stuck in the storm? Died of hypothermia?

      Instead of sitting around obsessing—or strategizing—Gavin went walking. Constantly. Along the highway, down the passable trails and back roads, wherever he could get to despite the fact that the snow was piling up.

      Unfortunately, it was like that first blizzard had opened a floodgate, and while it hadn’t gotten as bad again, it hadn’t let up enough for them to retrieve Miles’s car. Dez had taken the sheriff and a mechanic down to inspect it, and they had determined that it was going to be a loss, too damaged to be saved.

      Miles kept telling them it was good, that this much snow meant money for the resort, for the town—heck, for the shop. And that was certainly true. They’d been forced to fill everyone’s schedule, the whole pack working as much as they were willing and able.

      Four—five if one counted baby Paige—of their number were from California, though. Even the middle of California where Ash’s family compound was, was never remotely as cold or snowy as Kismet. So the Californian contingent were suffering.

      It was a little cold and very snowy even for Gavin, but he’d been born in New England, and he was used to a little cold. He wrapped up in his wool coat and a heavy scarf, and he was fine.

      Poor Sawyer, from Southern California, was up to two sweaters, a coat, fur-lined boots, and as many scarves as he could wrap around himself while still able to see around them.

      Gavin didn’t ask Sawyer to search with him.

      He didn’t ask anyone; it was his responsibility, not theirs, but he especially didn’t ask Sawyer.

      That was the second problem. Always looming in the back of his mind was all that promised wolf stuff. Gavin, some sort of messianic figure. It wasn’t just too much—it was downright laughable.

      He had made himself a werewolf, sure. But had he really? He still hadn’t made himself into an actual wolf, so maybe what he’d actually done was made himself into a pseudo-werewolf.

      How the hell was he supposed to do something special and impressive? He was just Gavin Lloyd, coffee shop co-owner. He didn’t even pull shots of espresso as well as Dez, and he was downright bad at foaming milk.

      Okay, maybe not bad, just okay.

      It was the story of Gavin’s life: “just okay” at everything he did. He would never understand why people thought he was anything else.

      He was reaching the end of useful searching hours for the day.  He’d made his way all along the highway from the resort almost back up to the road where Miles had had his accident. It wasn’t incredibly far, but while searching, it took a long time.

      He turned and headed back for the Range Rover. He’d come back and do the next stretch tomorrow if the snow wasn’t too bad overnight. The next two days were his days off at the shop, so he didn’t have anything better to do with his time. Maybe he’d see if the local place had cross-country skiing equipment. He’d always enjoyed that as a kid, and it could help him cover more ground looking for Lyndon.

      Meanwhile, it was time to head home and start his usual full moon ritual. They all got together for a huge pack dinner, usually involving a nauseating amount of meat that he spent half the evening telling himself was not the throat of the werewolf who was trying to kill his men. At least no one in the pack curled up their nose at him when he asked for any and all meat to be well done. He was well aware it wasn’t the best way to eat it. It was, however, the only way that didn’t make him gag nowadays.

      Then his pack would strip down, shift, and run free through the woods.

      And he would cower on the deck with a beer, alone.

      This month, they would take Miles with them into the woods, and he would have to pretend that was fine.

      It was fine.

      They deserved Miles, and he deserved them.

      Gavin just wished . . .

      Wishes are for people who can’t make things happen, his mother’s voice cut into the thought.

      Disappointing as it would be for her, Gavin thought that maybe he was one of those people. Still, for some reason he was smiling when he pulled into the pack-house driveway, into his space next to everyone else.

      Maybe he was a wisher. Maybe he didn’t make things happen, but if that were true, he still did pretty damn well for himself. He had his own family; not the family given him, but one he’d built, piece by piece. Together, he, Ash, and Dez had made something greater than any family he’d ever dreamed of as a child whose father worked constantly and whose mother constantly hovered, watched, and judged.

      He walked into the house to the scent of lasagne, and almost sighed in happiness. Graham made Italian food as an excuse to make Ash’s favorite garlic rolls, but that didn’t matter. Even if they were awful—they were ambrosial—lasagne meant not steak or ribs or pork chops.

      It had taken a lot of effort to hide his reaction to the pork chops, but he’d managed. He hadn’t asked Graham not to make them again, exactly, but whenever the man brought up the idea of making chops, Gavin unsubtly suggested something else.

      Like lasagne.

      He’d barely gotten in the door when Sawyer appeared with two glasses of wine. “We’re pretending we’re classy tonight, so Miles won’t hate us,” he said as he handed Gavin one.

      “Miles likes beer fine,” the man himself called from his place at the kitchen counter. Still, it was a glass of red wine he lifted off the counter to sip at. “Or even water. It’s not like I can even tell if this is good wine.”

      “Miles would prefer a glass of milk.”

      At the suggestion, Graham made a face. “With tomato sauce?”

      “With anything.” Gavin wandered over and sat next to Miles at the counter. No one was taking his place next to Miles if he had anything to say about it. Not that they generally tried, unless Paige was fussy. Apparently, she was a big fan of Miles, and Gavin could hardly blame Hannah for taking advantage of that fact to calm the baby when she was teething.

      Miles turned and smiled at him, and he was . . . strangely animated. Miles wasn’t exactly laid back most of the time, but something nearing that. This night, his smile was too wide, and his foot was bobbing up and down where he had the ball of it planted on the crossbar of the chair he was perched on.

      When Gavin took his seat, Miles leaned in, and both the bond between them and his scent swelled in Gavin’s awareness. He brushed their lips together, soft, but nothing even passingly resembling sweet.

      When he pulled away, he licked his lower lip and stared into Gavin’s eyes, his pupils blown wide.

      Across the room, Sawyer cleared his throat. “So, I don’t know how well we’ve warned you about this, Miles, but the full moon has a tendency to bring out a person’s, ah, wilder side.”

      “I assumed,” Miles agreed, not breaking eye contact with Gavin. “I remember the last full moon well enough.”

      Gavin’s breath caught in his chest. He wondered if anyone would mind if he and Miles skipped dinner.

      “Nope,” Sawyer said, reaching in and prying their faces away from each other. “Eat first. Run second. Fuck last. And no fucking in the kitchen.”

      Gavin sighed but let Sawyer push him back. As much as he wanted to drag Miles right upstairs and spend the whole night showing him just how energetic he could be on the full moon, it would be rude to change the whole pack’s full moon ritual. They always had dinner, then the run.

      Gavin took a long drink of his wine, and not for the first time—or the hundred and first—wished that his metabolism hadn’t sped so much that alcohol didn’t much affect him anymore.

      Last time, he’d gone through an entire half-gallon bottle of vodka, and the main reaction had been what would happen to anyone who drank a whole bottle of vodka. Well, no, he hadn’t died. He’d just thrown up. A lot.

      Better to avoid that, so he just sat there, sipped his wine, and waited for his lasagne—Graham’s lasagne—which was always amazing.

      He could wait to drag Miles to his room like a caveman. He glanced at Miles out of the corner of his eye, and it was easy to see Miles was doing the same.

      It was going to be an interesting night.
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      Gavin was unhappy.

      That stuck in Miles’s mind the moment he walked into the house. The problem was that his mind seemed to have become a sieve that morning. The sheriff had actually sent him home early that afternoon because he kept finding him staring off into space.

      “It’s the same thing my wife always does when she’s, er, coming down with something,” he’d told Miles, and then insisted he go home and “take care of yourself.”

      Miles didn’t recall a lot of stories about the sheriff’s wife being sick, but he was having such a hard time focusing, there was no way to be sure of anything.

      Well, anything that wasn’t Gavin.

      He’d smelled him the moment he’d walked in the door, all earthy and masculine and Gavin. He was the only man in the pack who used anything resembling cologne—some sandalwood-and-tobacco-scented aftershave—and it was subtle stuff, but it made him unique among all the other masculine scents in the house.

      Everything about Gavin made him unique. Miles wondered if he was a bigger wolf than Dez. Maybe an enormous gray with his own bright green eyes. That would be beautiful. Not that he could think of a wolf that wasn’t, especially if it hid Gavin behind its fur.

      He could be one of those tiny desert foxes with the giant ears, and Miles would still think he was beautiful. Maybe not majestic, but beautiful. And also, if that were the case, Miles would learn how to fight as a wolf to protect his adorable little fox-wolf.

      All afternoon, his mind had been uncontrollably hopping from one thing to the next. He probably shouldn’t have driven himself home. Maybe on the next full moon, he would ask for the day off.

      It was no wonder Gavin had been so wild that night a month earlier.

      Miles gave a sly smile at the memory and reached over with his still-socked foot to slide his ankle around Gavin’s. Gavin hardly reacted outwardly—just a tiny, almost imperceptible smile—but he also leaned into the touch.

      Oh yeah. Maybe Gavin was hiding it better than Miles, but he was just as affected by the moon. He wanted to run upstairs and get to the fucking too.

      “Okay,” Ash said as soon as he’d eaten his second plate of lasagne. “Dishes, then run?”

      Everyone agreed, and with military efficiency, the dishes were washed and put away just a few moments after the last plate was cleared.

      Everyone headed for the back deck except for Gavin, who went to the fridge and pulled out the wine bottle. He poured himself another glass.

      Miles had no sooner opened his mouth to say something than Dez laid a firm hand on his shoulder. His eyes were kind, but knowing, as he shook his head. Without a word, he dropped the hand and followed Sawyer onto the deck.

      Miles didn’t know a damn thing about the pack dynamic on full moon nights. They’d said they went on a run, but last full moon, Gavin had been in the house when the others were out. Why was that? But also, why would this one be different?

      So instead of pressing on a possibly sore point—yet—Miles nodded and followed after the others.

      He was practically hopping in anticipation by the time everyone stripped down and started to shift. The nakedness was taking some getting used to, but the complete lack of fucks given by the born wolves helped a lot with that. If they didn’t care who saw their bodies, why should he?

      Of course, they were all muscular and scar free, unlike the human-born Miles. His appendix scar hadn’t magically disappeared when Gavin bit him, unfortunately. Even if not for the touch of body-consciousness, Miles would have shifted as soon as possible because it was darn cold outside. He took a deep breath, and as he let it out he followed Dez’s instructions.

      It still startled him, how easy it was to simply shed his human skin, slide down onto four paws, and feel the wind ruffling his fur.

      Unlike the others, when Gavin came out, he didn’t strip. He was wearing his sweats, a pair of warm socks, and carrying a blanket. “You guys be careful out there,” he told them softly as he sat down.

      Miles couldn’t help it. He whimpered and nudged his newly furry head against Gavin’s hand. Gavin obliged by petting him, scratching behind his ears, and then motioned to the also-shifted Dez. “Follow Dez and be good, huh? No more burglars.”

      At that jab, Miles gave him an annoyed bark—it wasn’t as though he’d made the burglar choose their house—and joined Dez.

      The run was incredible, despite the lack of Gavin. The wind ruffling his fur, the feeling of his packmates running beside him, and the moon in the sky; it was all exhilarating in a way he’d never felt before. Gavin’s absence was something he keenly felt, though, and he was sure the rest of the pack did too. Every now and then, one of them would turn back to look toward the house.

      Even Paige, the clumsiest, most adorable puppy of all time, whimpered and tried to go back for their missing alpha.

      They ran together, howled together, chased each other around the snowbanks and play-fought for dominance that meant not a damn thing to any of them. Dez let Sawyer take him down and pretended to be dead until Sawyer nipped at his ear, and he hopped up and went right back to chasing his boyfriend. Or was it mate?

      Oh, who knew. They were all making it up as they went along. Even the born wolves were in uncharted territory, in this pack of people who had met as strangers and built their family from the ground up.

      It had been more work than a born family, but it was that much better for it. He would die for any of these people. Paige, winding between everyone’s legs and barking at nothing. Hannah, watching but not interfering. Ash, huge and sweet and goofy. Graham, his perfect match. Sawyer, snarky and fun. Even huge, eternally bitch-faced Dez.

      And especially Gavin.

      He barked to get their attention, then threw his head back in the direction of Gavin on the porch. Dez gave him a sharp nod, acknowledgement more than permission, and went back to the others.

      Without another thought, Miles went to Gavin.

      Gavin, who still sat on the porch, reading from his e-reader despite the enormous number of paperbacks and hardcovers he had on the shelves in his room.

      Or was it their room now? Gavin had cleared space in the closet and on the shelves, in addition to what Sawyer had forced on him.

      Still, it all felt so tenuous despite that, despite the bond that held them together, despite the bite that would forever link them. Miles couldn’t define it, but he knew something was still holding them apart.

      Gavin looked up as he neared, a soft smile on his full lips. “Hey. You should be out running with the pack.”

      Without so much as a chuff, Miles hopped up on top of Gavin and shifted back, naked and straddling his lap. “Done running. Now it’s time for chasing.”

      “And what is it you intend to chase?” Gavin asked as he set his e-reader aside, staring at Miles.

      Miles leaned in until his face was a scant handful of inches from Gavin’s. He could feel the man’s breath ghosting over his face. “Not me chasing,” he whispered. “Me being chased. Come get me, alpha.”

      And he turned and ran into the house, not bothering to wait and see if Gavin would follow.

      He would.

      He’d barely made it in the door when he heard Gavin tearing after him, and his instincts howled to move faster. He had to give the alpha a proper chase, even if it was just as far as the bedroom. He had to prove his skill, his value.

      It seemed like something that would have confused him a month ago, and yet, he didn’t feel as though becoming a wolf had made him a different person. Just different.

      As they reached the stairs, Gavin was right behind him—close enough to reach out and touch his ankle as they ran up the stairs. He didn’t grab him, though, only followed.

      When they reached the top, Miles threw himself at Gavin’s bed, determined to reach it first. He had to—

      Gavin’s arm came around his chest, held him in place right next to the edge of the bed. He leaned forward and nipped Miles’s earlobe, a few breaths coming heavily before they evened out.

      “Trying to get away from me, were you?” Gavin whispered in his ear.

      Miles started to shake his head, but Gavin’s mouth was so close to his ear, he didn’t want to dislodge him. “No, alpha. Never.”

      Gavin’s hand slid down his bare chest to his belly, pulling their bodies tight together. The feel of soft fabric against his back reminded Miles that Gavin was still clothed, while he was completely naked. The feeling sent a flash of electricity through him. He whimpered, and his whole body felt too damn warm, almost vibrating with energy or moon madness or something.

      “If you weren’t trying to escape, that means you wanted me to catch you, right?” Gavin’s breath fanned over his ear and sent a shiver down his spine.

      “Yes, alpha.”

      Gavin pressed forward, the hard length of his cock against Miles’s lower back. “And why did you want me to catch you, sweetheart?”

      “Want—” No, that wasn’t right. “Need. Need you to fuck me, alpha. Please.” The last came out as little more than a whisper. Miles had never been the sort of man who thought sex was necessary for a good relationship. After all, he’d dated Gavin for eight months without a hint of it.

      But now, in this moment, the itch that had been growing under his skin all day was screaming in his ear that yes, this, and only this, could fix what was wrong with him. He needed Gavin to bend him over the bed and fuck him.

      “Were you good, on your run with the pack?” Gavin asked, his voice silky and smooth, as he petted the dusting of hair on Miles’s belly, slowly drifting down the thinning trail toward his cock.

      Miles nodded. “Yes, alpha. For you. Always good for you.”

      “Oh, I know that, sweetheart. You’re so good for me.” Gavin pulled his hand away without reaching Miles’s cock, and gave him a light smack on the ass. Miles chose not to read into the flood of heat that sent through him. With his other hand, Gavin threaded his hand into Miles’s hair and pushed him forward until he was bent obscenely over the bed, ass on display. “Hands under your head,” he ordered.

      Instantly, Miles complied, threading his fingers together and resting his forehead on top of them. The tip of his leaking cock was just brushing against the bed in a horrible tantalizing tease.

      Behind him, Gavin pulled the lube out of the bedside table and tossed it onto the bed before running a finger from the top of Miles’s spine, all the way down, sliding it straight inside him.

      Gavin’s voice when it came again was amused. “Did you prep for me?” Then there was worry. “I haven’t been too rough before, have I?”

      “No,” Miles rasped. His voice didn’t want to work, what with Gavin sliding one thick finger, then a second, in and out of him smoothly, quickly. “Please, more. Just like—Just like before. Like it rough.”

      “Well, I’d hate to disappoint you,” Gavin whispered, and the confidence was back. His fingers slipped away, and before Miles could even whine a complaint, they were replaced by his cock, sliding into Miles in one smooth stroke.

      The first was slow, testing, making sure Miles was ready. If anything, he felt over prepared, so he tried to shove back into Gavin.

      Gavin leaned down next to him and whispered, “Pull your knees up onto the bed.”

      Miles wasn’t sure why, but he complied, and then realized that the position took away his leverage. All he could do was kneel there and accept what Gavin gave him.

      Fortunately for him, his alpha was more than generous. The second stroke was faster, harder, and pushed Miles forward, hips bucking and cock just grazing the bed. After that, there was no pretense of controlled strokes. Gavin thrust into him, harder and faster in a building rhythm, their harsh breaths and his hips slapping against Miles’s ass the only sounds in the room.

      Miles bit down on his hand as the brutal thrusts continued to give him a tiny bit of friction at a time as his cock pressed against the smooth blanket. There was only one way to get more contact between his cock and the blanket. “Harder, alpha. Please.”

      Gavin complied without question or tease, fucking Miles hard into the bed, giving him just what he needed. His cock dragged across the blanket and his whole body became a live wire, jolting forward and back with Gavin’s thrusts until . . .

      The pressure inside him increased suddenly as Gavin shoved him all the way into the bed, cock pushed hard between his body and the blanket. Everything went white as he trembled and came, jerking forward and back, body seeking out both the friction of the blanket and the pressure of Gavin inside him.

      Pressure that didn’t fade as Gavin climbed up onto the bed behind him and turned them both onto their sides.

      “This is a little unexpected,” Gavin whispered. His voice and their bond were tinged with nervousness. “Did, um, did Sawyer tell you about knotting?”

      Oh. Miles grinned. That explained a lot. “Yeah. He did.” He turned his head until he could just see Gavin’s face and kissed the closest part of him he could find, his stubbled jaw. He pulled Gavin’s arm around the top of his chest and pressed it against him. “It’s fucking hot. All yours now. And you’re all mine.”

      It was impossible to miss the way Gavin smiled into the back of his neck, or the tiny kiss he planted there. Part of Miles wanted it to be a bite, not a kiss. A claim. But this was enough.

      For now.
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      Miles woke up, still lying on top of the blanket.

      Was it always this cold outside the blanket, or had the heat been turned off? Usually lying under the blankets with Gavin snuggled against him was plenty to keep him warm.

      Gavin already was snuggled against him.

      He turned and glanced over his shoulder to find Gavin exactly where he’d been when they fell asleep.

      Gavin. His alpha. His boyfriend. He looked like a goddamned angel lying there, eyes darting around beneath closed lids, deeply sleeping. His golden-brown lashes were long and a shade darker than the hair on his head, and Miles had the ridiculous urge to count them.

      Then he pictured Gavin saying the filthy things he’d said the night before, and another urge entirely took him. He shivered in the cold air, and that decided him. He couldn’t move Gavin without the man’s own help, so he had to wake Gavin up.

      If the net result of that was them having sex again before going back to sleep, that didn’t seem like a terrible tragedy.

      “Gavin,” he whispered, and leaned in to kiss him. It was a dangerous thing, waking traumatized ex-soldiers, and Miles had found the easiest way to make sure Gavin’s subconscious knew he wasn’t an enemy sneaking up on him while he was vulnerable, was to kiss him awake.

      Gavin’s eyes drifted open, sleepy and glazed, then as they gained clarity, widened almost comically. “Miles?”

      “Uh huh. It’s late and I’m cold and I want under the blanket,” Miles explained in a rush. “Also, you need to fuck me again.” He bit his lip in what he hoped was the sexy way and gave Gavin the best puppy eyes he could manage. He really needed Gavin inside him again. Now.

      Instead of fucking him or giving him the blanket, Gavin checked his forehead, like he was a little kid with a cold. For some reason, that made him pale. “You’re burning up,” he whispered, and started to pull away. “I’ll go get Sawyer, maybe he knows about werewolf diseases, and—”

      “Not Sawyer,” Miles insisted. “Don’t need Sawyer. Don’t need anything but your cock inside me.”

      Gavin paused, words cutting off, and thankfully, didn’t pull away any farther. If Miles had thought the room was cold with him, without him it would be downright unbearable—like he was one of those Canadian guys who skinny-dipped in icy lakes.

      Instead of leaving, Gavin picked him up, pulled back the blanket, and pulled them both under it, then announced aloud, “Computer, turn up the temperature in the master bedroom by five degrees.”

      The computer confirmed, and the vents in the room started whirring a moment later.

      Miles smiled happily. “Perfect. Now how about that sex?”
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      Miles was in heat.

      Gavin had gone into the evening with no notion such a thing was possible. Only omegas went into heat, right? And Sawyer had been so convinced Miles was a beta. It only made sense, what with the vast majority of wolves being betas. All of the bitten wolves Sawyer had ever known before the Kismet pack had been betas, in fact.

      But they always had to be unique, didn’t they? Gavin and Dez had to go being unexpected alphas, and now, the first wolf Gavin bit became an omega.

      Miles. Miles became an omega, and the first thing he’d done as one had been to go into heat. His skin was hot, and he was sweating and trembling and demanding sex. It sounded exactly like Sawyer had explained it. Just, hearing a clinical description and seeing a loved one go through it were different things.

      Still, Sawyer had said heats were harmless, and the only way out was through. Through, with a lot of sex on the side.

      So Gavin rolled Miles onto his back so he could cover him with his body, hopefully making him feel warmer, pushed Miles’s legs up to wrap loosely around his waist, and slid inside him again.

      He was already slick, and Gavin realized what he’d missed the night before. Miles hadn’t pre-prepared to fuck Gavin. He’d been naturally slick. He shivered involuntarily as he sunk into that tight welcoming heat, and Miles moaned with abandon.

      The others were going to hear them, having long since returned home, but Gavin figured he’d heard enough of them having sex, they could live with the opposite. Assuming they weren’t already distracted doing the same.

      Miles clenched around his cock, and Gavin opened his eyes to check on him. He was staring at Gavin intently, probably aware that his attention had drifted, and clearly wanting it back on himself. When he knew he had it, he smiled.

      “Are you going to knot me again, alpha?” he whispered, voice coy and teasing, but there was hope in it. Longing. Maybe a hint of demand.

      When most people called him alpha, Gavin’s instinct was to deny it, or mitigate the importance of the title among a pack with three alphas. With Miles, though, it stoked a fire in his belly. For Miles, he wanted to be alpha.

      Gavin leaned down and pressed a soft, sweet kiss to Miles’s lips. “I am,” he agreed, as matter of fact as possible. “And then we’re going to take a nap, and then I’m going to do it again. I’m going to spend the next day fucking you every waking moment.”

      Miles gave a tiny moan and arched up, and a second later, slick heat spread between their bodies.

      “You like that a lot, don’t you, sweetheart? Like the idea of me fucking you all night and then all day? Stuffing you full of my cock?” Miles, whose eyes were squeezed tightly shut, nodded and whimpered. “Say it. Tell me.”

      For a second, Miles gasped for air as Gavin kept sliding in and out of him, not giving him a moment to catch his breath after his orgasm. “Want it,” he finally forced out. “Want you to fuck me till I fall asleep on your cock. Want to wake up with you still fucking me.”

      And maybe he was tired or worked up by the full moon, but that was enough for Gavin. He shoved into Miles hard, making sure his cock was planted deep inside him as his knot formed for the second time that night—only the third time ever—catching and holding him deep inside Miles as wave after slow wave of pleasure crashed over him.

      Between orgasms, he rolled them so Miles lay atop him, pulling the blanket around him protectively. It was a little warm and sticky in the room for Gavin, but whatever Miles needed to be comfortable, he’d get.

      Miles clenched down around Gavin’s cock and gave a sleepy smile when Gavin drew in a sharp breath. Gavin’s cock pulsed and another wave of orgasm washed over him.

      A moment later, Miles’s breathing evened out, and he was asleep, just as he’d wanted, with Gavin still inside him.
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        * * *

      

      Gavin drifted into a half sleep as his body slowly unclenched and released its grip on Miles. He was eventually able to pull out and roll them onto their sides, wrapping himself around Miles to keep him warm.

      When he woke, it was to Miles’s lithe body squirming against him, ass pressing back into Gavin’s already-hard dick. It seemed like the damn thing hadn’t relaxed entirely since their first fuck of the evening.

      Remembering the earlier demand, combined with the rough handling Miles seemed to favor, Gavin rolled Miles over onto his belly. With little fanfare and no warning, he shoved inside Miles’s poor ill-used ass. It clenched around him reflexively, and Miles startled awake. When he realized what was happening, he moaned into the pillow. “Fuck, Gavin. Fuck me.”

      The man was a sex fiend—there was no other answer. Somehow, over eight celibate months, Gavin hadn’t realized that Miles wanted every scrap of sex Gavin would give him.

      And Gavin wanted to give him everything.
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        * * *

      

      As they were lying there, drifting and sated after their fourth round, there was a knock on the door. Confident and short, it was a utilitarian kind of knock.

      “Yeah, Dez?” he called softly.

      “Given the smell permeating the house, I’m assuming you and Miles had a bit of a surprise last night?” His tone, while calm and unruffled, held a hint of amusement.

      Gavin rolled his eyes, despite the fact that Dez couldn’t possibly see him. He’d know Gavin was rolling his eyes, and that was good enough. “Since you already know what’s going on, go away.”

      There was a soft chuckle, followed by footsteps heading away. “Have a good day, Cap. We’ll cover the shop tomorrow for you too. When he’s done, your legs will be mush.”

      Gavin wanted to take offense. He was an ex-Green Beret, dammit. He still jogged, and he was in great shape. His left thigh gave a twinge as he shifted it, and he cursed under his breath. It was a good thing these heats only lasted a day or so, or he wouldn’t be able to walk by the end of it.

      Damn Dez.
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      Sawyer was, for lack of a better term, inspecting Miles.

      He held Miles’s chin between his finger and thumb as he turned it this way and that, like if he stared long enough, he would be able to see how Miles had become an omega werewolf. Apparently, it was both important and impossible.

      “I just don’t get it,” he said finally, removing his hand. “I mean, it’s great. I fucking love being an omega now that I’m here, so congratulations on winning the lottery. But I’ve never in my life heard of a bitten wolf becoming one. It’s supposed to be impossible.”

      “The pack never talked about omegas much,” Graham interjected from the other side of the kitchen counter where he was kneading some kind of dough. “But they would have said it was impossible for bitten wolves to be alphas too.”

      Sawyer nodded to him. “I hadn’t heard of it before coming here either.” He hopped into the chair next to the one Miles was in and picked up his glass of water. “Everything about this pack is new.”

      “It’s Gavin,” Graham said matter-of-factly, and Miles wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t like that.

      Graham was calling Gavin special and important, and Miles agreed that he was both, so why did a frisson of fear run down his spine at Graham saying it out loud?

      Instead of voicing his worry, he asked, “What do you mean? I mean, sure, he’s pretty fucking special, but why this one thing?”

      “He’s the promised wolf,” Graham answered.

      The way he said it, Miles felt like the term was supposed to be capitalized. Clearly this was something important to Graham. But if it was actually important, why hadn’t Gavin mentioned it?

      Sawyer looked over at Miles and very quickly rolled his eyes, then looked away.

      “I saw that,” Graham said without looking up.

      Sawyer stuck his tongue out at him.

      “That too.”

      “Meant you to see that one.” Sawyer gave a long, deep sigh and turned to Miles again. “Graham’s pack was all super-religious, growing up.”

      “We believe in the wolf scriptures, if that’s what you mean,” Graham said, his tone mild and unaffected, as though Sawyer’s clear disbelief didn’t affect him at all. If they were talking about a religion, Graham clearly had a very healthy attachment to his. Belief, but not anger.

      Still, a large part of Miles didn’t want to know what “the promised wolf” was. Gavin had never mentioned it. He seemed a little hesitant around Graham sometimes, in fact. Miles didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but it could be related.

      Still, Miles wasn’t one for sticking his head in the sand when problems arose.

      “Tell me about it,” he told Graham.

      Though Sawyer sighed like someone had just said, “Read the state tax code aloud and then test me on it later,” he didn’t get up and leave. In Sawyer-speak, that meant he didn’t want to admit it, but he wanted to know too.

      The look Graham shot their way said he knew Sawyer’s truth as well as Miles, but he also opted to keep his mouth shut about it.

      “The prophecies are vague,” he admitted after a moment of silence, lips turned down in mild dissatisfaction. “They talk about how werewolves are hiding among humans now. About how we’re all part of a whole, but also separate from each other because we have to live in the shadows. Like Sawyer already told you, there’s no unity, just a loose pack affiliation, and most packs aren’t willing to back each other, let alone put their wellbeing on the line for one another.”

      “That’s hardly Gavin’s problem,” Sawyer pointed out, and Miles was glad he didn’t have to do it. It was terrible, but what did it have to do with Gavin?

      “Isn’t it?” Graham asked, looking up at them, the same calm demeanor in every line of his body. He was so relaxed, so happy, Miles was a little jealous. “It’s not his problem alone, of course, but the promised wolf is supposed to give us the unity we lack.”

      Miles made a face at that. “And you think that’s Gavin.”

      Graham looked up from his dough, surprised. “Oh yes. He’s the wolf who made himself.”

      “He . . . what?”

      “I guess he bit the alpha, not the other way around.” Sawyer shuddered and swiped a palm down his face. “Gotta say, just thinking about it squicks me. Gavin’s a stronger man than I am. I’d have just died.”

      Miles figured that was probably true of most people, including other soldiers. “So that makes him the guy who’s supposed to unite werewolves?”

      Graham nodded without looking up from his dough.

      Maybe Miles was being naive or letting his privilege dictate his opinions, but he didn’t know why werewolves needed uniting. So far, it seemed like werewolves were in pretty damn good shape. Stronger, faster, and with better senses than humans, and then there was the ability to turn into freaking wolves.

      He’d have said they didn’t have a sense of shared history, but that was because he’d come into a pack of wolves who had mostly been bitten. Their shared history involved a lot of each other, and not a species-wide identity. They didn’t have a promised wolf.

      Of course, some wolves from other packs, like Graham and Sawyer, had joined them.

      That was already a kind of unity, wasn’t it?

      Miles turned to Sawyer. “What do packs usually do when a stranger comes into their territory?”

      “Find out their intentions.” Sawyer cocked his head and made a face. “Usually then they give them a time limit and a hearty ‘get lost’ unless there’s some reason not to.”

      “A reason like?”

      “Pack alliance business, trades of goods and members, peace talks between feuding clans,” Sawyer ticked off on his fingers. “Not many reasons, really.”

      Miles motioned around the kitchen. “So basically, in a way Gavin—the whole Kismet pack—has engaged in unity in a way werewolves don’t usually.”

      Everyone stopped and considered that. At least, Miles hoped that was what they were doing. He could understand wanting unity, but he hated the idea of putting the responsibility for that, on a worldwide level, on Gavin.

      Gavin could lead—he was an amazing fucking leader. But he couldn’t force werewolves everywhere to unite if they didn’t want to. That was on them.

      “Something to think about,” Graham finally conceded before turning back to his dough.

      Sawyer patted Miles on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I think most of us think it’s bullshit anyway. We don’t expect Gavin to save us from ourselves.”

      Miles nodded to Sawyer, pulling himself out of his chair, downing the last of the tea in his cup, and heading for the door. He had a shift at the station, his first since the omega discovery, and he saw no reason not to simply go on with his life.

      So he was a different kind of werewolf than the regular kind. Caramel instead of chocolate or vanilla, tea instead of coffee or more coffee. It was no more stressful than being a werewolf at all, and so far, being a werewolf had been much less stressful than the movies had made it seem.

      As for Gavin being some kind of werewolf messiah, it seemed like a lot to ask of someone, but that didn’t matter. Miles was there to take care of Gavin now, and he wouldn’t let this prophesy nonsense hurt him.

      If it happened that Gavin helped make the wolves see they were better off working together, then fine.

      If not, and prophesies were just as fictional as he thought they were, that was fine too. Less pressure on Gavin, for sure.

      Miles had a feeling this was what Gavin was so stressed about all the time. Telling a man he was supposed to fix all the problems of a whole race was a ridiculous weight, beyond being unlikely. And of course, Gavin being Gavin, he’d have internalized it and decided that even if he didn’t believe in prophecies, he should take responsibility.

      They would be fine, though. No matter what, the Kismet pack could handle what came. They would all support each other; that was how they worked, and Miles was beyond grateful for it.
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        * * *

      

      The office didn’t feel any different than before. He wasn’t sure why he’d expected it to, but every time he convinced himself he wasn’t affected by the whole drama of werewolfhood, he found himself surprised when something wasn’t dramatic.

      He filled out and filed reports and did all the boring things no one thought of cops doing. They all pictured high-speed chases, which never happened in Kismet, or shootings, which rarely happened. They didn’t think about the fact that just a simple case of shoplifting required half a dozen forms, complete with all the redundant information about the victim and perpetrator on each one.

      There were still a few hours left on his shift when he glanced up to see a woman approach the front desk. There was something familiar about her, but that wasn’t unusual in a small town like theirs. He’d have gone back to his work and forgotten all about her if the desk itself hadn’t been empty.

      James must have run to the bathroom just in time to have someone walk in.

      Miles yawned and stretched as he stood, then headed up to open the dividing door and slip out behind the counter. “Can I help you, Miss . . .?”

      “Lloyd,” she told him. “Gwen Lloyd. It’s not . . . that is, I’m not sure exactly who I should see, but I think someone might be squatting in my family’s cabin.”

      Miles blinked and stared at her silently for a second before shaking himself into motion. Lloyd. He glanced back up at her leafy-green eyes and golden-brown hair, and swallowed hard. He couldn’t say anything about Gavin. Miles knew damn well Gavin wasn’t in contact with his family, so no matter how much he suspected she was related, he couldn’t say anything to her.

      Ethically, he couldn’t say anything to Gavin either, could he? Well, no. He could mention having seen her, but not why or where. He’d have to do that the minute he got home. Before that, if he had a moment to grab his cellphone from the locked bottom drawer of his desk.

      Squatters, like shootings, were uncommon, but not unheard of in Kismet. Especially in the more expensive cabins that lay empty for most of the year, it was a temptation for some people.

      Frankly, Miles had a hard time blaming them. The empty cabins were a waste of living space, and Miles hadn’t ever been homeless, so he couldn’t imagine how it felt.

      Instead of saying anything about that, he offered her a smile and waved to the door into the bullpen. “If you’d like to come with me, Miss Lloyd, we can get the paperwork filled out, and we’ll send a patrol car to check on the house.”
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      Gavin kind of liked doing dishes for the shop. It was a task no one else enjoyed, so he liked being able to take it off all their plates, but also, it was nice and quiet. He got to spend lots of time thinking while doing it.

      He didn’t always put that time to its best use—like when he spent it thinking about the previous few days with Miles, and more sex than he’d had in the previous two years.

      Hell, five years.

      It was still proving difficult to keep the goofy smile off his face. Not that anyone minded, but it was a strange feeling, walking around with his emotions all over his face.

      He’d always thought it was part of why everyone called him “a good leader,” his tendency to keep his own feelings in check. The last few days had made it clear no one expected or wanted that.

      Every day, his pack kept teaching him.

      Inexplicably, he found himself humming a boy-band song from his youth. Okay, maybe not inexplicably.

      He and Miles had been dating for nine months, sure, but the last month of that time was everything. The last week. The last day, when neither of them had wanted to leave the bedroom, even when Miles’s heat had receded.

      It was better than the best life Gavin had ever envisioned for himself. Maybe things were going to be hard, especially if people expected him to be, as Dez so (dis)respectfully put it, “Werewolf Jesus.” But for the first time, Gavin was starting to think maybe they could handle even that, as long as they were all together.

      Even if he was only half a werewolf, Gavin the mostly human guy wasn’t too awful.

      “Cap.” Dez’s voice broke through Gavin’s happy haze, and the tightness of it made the hair on the back of his neck raise. Something had Dez on alert, and that was rarely a good sign.

      He snatched up the closest towel and dried his hands as he headed out of the kitchen.

      Dez was sending the young barista off to wipe down the tables as he came out, but their conversation was lost on Gavin.

      All he could see was Gwen.

      His little sister, standing there in his shop, looking at him like he was back from the dead and a bona fide miracle. Were there tears in her eyes? She opened her mouth, but couldn’t seem to get words out, and closed it again.

      With hardly a thought, Gavin leapt over the front counter and took his sister into his arms. “Gwenny.”

      “Gabby,” she whispered back, the ridiculous nickname that his mother had always detested. It was how one-year-old Gwen had first managed to pronounce his name—her first word—and he’d thought it was the best thing ever. He’d always thought everything about his little sister was the best thing ever, though, so maybe his judgment was suspect.

      Nah.

      She threw her arms around his neck and sobbed while he rocked her back and forth. There was no reason to shush her, since their mother wouldn’t find them and remind them that Lloyds did not cry. Crying was for the weak, after all.

      Gavin wondered if his mother would appreciate how many times he’d seen soldiers break down in Afghanistan. Would she think all of them weak, for needing an emotional release while going through hell?

      Probably.

      Fortunately for Gavin, he’d long since realized this was proof his mother’s whole worldview was wrong, not the other way around.

      “What are you doing here, sweetheart?” he asked, when her sobs tapered off.

      “Seriously? The first time you see me in a decade, and all you can do is ask why I’m here?” She pulled back and smacked him across the chest, then shook out her hand and stared at his pecs. “Ow. When did you become super-Gavin? You didn’t used to be made of steel.”

      He chuckled, then wrapped an arm around her waist and led her toward the overstuffed chairs in the back of the shop floor where they held meetings after hours. Something about adding the scent of his sister to the scent of his pack appealed on a deep instinctive level. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      Dez snorted from his spot behind the espresso machine. “Yeah, hard to believe a soldier spent years doing a ridiculous workout routine.”

      Gwen looked over at Dez and bit her lip. “You’re one of the men who owns this place with Gavin, right?”

      Without hesitation, Dez dropped what he was working on and came over to the back counter, holding his hand out. “Desmond Sullivan, and yes. You must be the baby sister he used to talk about all the damn time.”

      “I did not!” Gavin protested.

      Dez scoffed but ignored Gavin in favor of leaning toward Gwen as she clasped his hand and shook. “All the freaking time. Little Gwen, baby genius, gonna be a biologist.”

      Huh. Okay, maybe he had done that. Once or twice. While drinking. He’d tried not to bring his family into anything, but it was hard to bond with people without offering stories of shared experience—like having a little sister he was proud of.

      Gwen practically glowed under the praise, and for a second, Gavin worried he was going to have to warn her Dez was taken. Instead, she turned and hugged him again, smooshing her face against his chest. Her voice was tiny when she said, “I thought you forgot about me.”

      Forgot? Oh hell. Dez shot him a hard look over Gwen’s shoulder, and Gavin cringed. He had a lot to make up for, clearly.  It had seemed simpler for everyone if he broke contact altogether. He hadn’t wanted to secretly contact Gwen and give her something she had to keep from their parents. Their parents were hard enough to live with when one wasn’t keeping secrets; that was why Gavin had come out to them when he was fourteen. His mother had immediately started looking into surrogacy—being gay was fine with her, provided he was still willing to father and raise the next generation of Lloyds.

      But neither of their parents would have wanted Gwen speaking to Gavin after he’d abandoned them, of that he had no doubt.

      The young barista brought them drinks, and the next hour was spent in discussion of what they’d each been doing for the last decade. Gwen was still in their parents’ good graces. She was in graduate school, in fact, though Gavin doubted very much that their mother approved of biochemistry.

      Business, law, medicine, or political science, that was the limit of what Lloyds were supposed to study. Exactly like Gavin’s mostly useless degree. It had secured his position as an officer, and then done very little else for him.

      The whole time they sat there, Gwen kept checking her phone, so eventually he quirked a brow at her. “Is there somewhere you need to be?”

      “Oh no, not at all,” she reassured, reaching out and grabbing his hand with an impressive grip. “I was just checking. They mentioned you, your shop, in one of those emails the resort sends out to local homeowners, you know. The new business in town that everyone loves, run by three fabulous ex-army entrepreneurs. Gavin Lloyd, ex-army entrepreneur. That’s why I came to stay at the cabin. I haven’t been skiing in years.”

      He had known about the mention. It was unusual for the resort to talk about businesses they didn’t run, but with the thin snow early in the season, they’d been grasping at straws to draw people in. They’d asked permission to include a photo of the pack—or at least Gavin, Dez, and Ash. It had felt a little creepy to Gavin, but he’d figured an opportunity was an opportunity, even if it was a little weird.

      On the other hand—“What does that have to do with your phone?”

      “Oh, I’m expecting a call. The police said they’d go check on the cabin and call me afterward.”

      Gavin met Dez’s eye over the counter, and Dez tossed his head toward the door. It wasn’t hard to read: if Gavin needed to leave, he ought to. “Why are the police checking on the cabin?”

      Gwen sighed and frowned down at her drink. “We haven’t used it in over a year, and I think maybe someone is, you know”—she glanced around, leaned forward, and whispered—“squatting. I don’t want to be awful, but I couldn’t just go in if someone was there.”

      Gavin scowled at the notion before remembering he and Miles had basically done the same just a mile or so away in the Carpenter’s cabin. Admittedly, whoever it was wasn’t stuck there, but it was hard to judge nonetheless.

      Even if he had been in contact with Mrs. Carpenter, now Miss Jones, to explain the situation, he had broken in to begin with. The woman had been entirely understanding and only asked for the window to be replaced. When he’d offered to replace the soup and other food they’d eaten, she’d only laughed and told him she was glad it had all been there for them to use.

      “What makes you think someone is in there?” he finally asked Gwen.

      “The knob on the front door was broken. It looked like someone took a claw hammer to it or something. Just peeled the wood open.” She sighed and shook her head. “Maybe it was just a break-in and I should have gone in and checked, but I could see from the front door that a light was on in the kitchen, so I thought maybe they were still there.”

      “So you went to the police,” he said. She nodded, and he squeezed her hand. “That was the right thing to do.”

      Gavin couldn’t legally intercede on his parents’ behalf, but he could intercede quietly before they found out. Make sure no one hurt his sister and see if he could mitigate any problems for whoever was squatting. Well, assuming they weren’t an escaped convict or a burglar or something like that.

      Either way, if the cops were the ones who went in, the squatter wouldn’t be let off easily even if they hadn’t done anything wrong.

      He nodded to Dez, who didn’t look at all surprised and waved him off. “Why don’t we go down and check?”

      Her eyes rounded. “Without the police?”

      Reaching out a hand to pull her up, he gave her an easy smile. “Ex-army entrepreneur, remember? Besides, the cops in Kismet are pretty efficient. They might already be there.”

      At the counter, Dez rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Lovestruck. Only possible explanation.”

      Gavin turned a faux glare on him. “Hey now. The cops in Kismet are plenty good at their jobs.”

      “One of them, anyway,” Dez agreed.

      “The one I met was nice,” Gwen interjected. Then her whole face lit up. “Are you dating him? It was officer, um . . .”

      “Officer too pretty for anyone’s good?” Dez asked her. “Curly dark hair and big brown eyes like goddamn Bambi?”

      Gwen grinned wide at the description. “You are dating him!”

      Gavin glared at Dez as they walked out, one arm still wrapped around his sister. “Dating isn’t quite the right word.”

      “Don’t know why not,” Dez called after them. “You can’t say ‘married’ till after one of you asks.”

      Damn the man.

      He wasn’t wrong, though.
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      Given the fact that his own cruiser was still upside down in a ditch on a winding back road, Miles wasn’t sure how he’d been suckered into going to check on the Lloyd cabin.

      James had been apologetic of course, and Miles didn’t doubt for a second that he’d have offered to trade positions, but Miles was still one of the low men on the roster at the station, and he wasn’t qualified to hold the station up on his own and send James out to check a cabin.

      Even so, he suspected James had almost offered anyway when he’d realized the cabin in question was just a mile or so from where Miles had almost died. He’d suggested they could call one of the deputies who was out already or put it off until the next shift, but that was silly.

      There was no reason to pull a deputy out of a call they were already answering, or trade shifts, or make Gwen Lloyd wait until tomorrow to be able to go home. Miles was a fully trained sheriff’s deputy, and he was capable of driving one narrow snowy road.

      He was trained in pursuit driving, as ridiculous as that was. It had been a requirement at the academy, so he had the skill. He’d been driving during Kismet winters almost half his life. One small animal running out in front of him on one occasion didn’t make him either a bad driver or incapable of doing his job.

      “You keep telling yourself that,” he muttered, glancing down at the speedometer. Five miles an hour. At this rate, he’d be lucky to get to the cabin by his next shift.

      Fine, so he was a little nervous. He had reason to be, okay? He’d almost died less than a month ago. The snow that had nearly killed him was still on the ground, and he was driving the same kind of car on the same kind of road, and it was not going to happen again.

      When the cabin came into view, his relief couldn’t be overstated. Then he realized that the Lloyd “cabin” was one of the biggest on the mountain.

      Of course it was.

      Gavin’s family was rich.

      The pack wasn’t exactly poor, but the pack house was built like a log cabin, sweeping traditional lines that hid the modernity and sheer size of the house inside.

      The Lloyd cabin was a piece of art, strangely proportioned and gray and alien.

      The drive had only seen one other car since the snows had started, so while the road was plowed, the most recent layer of snow only showed the tracks of the police cruiser and Gwen Lloyd’s SUV.

      Just as Gwen had said, he could see a light on somewhere in the house. The kitchen, she’d said, and that made as much sense as anything.

      The door was still closed, which seemed a minor miracle, given the state of it. The knob appeared to have been clawed out, then carefully set back inside the empty space.

      He knocked, since that was protocol, even though he knew no one was supposed to be home. “Sheriff’s deputy, open up.”

      A second later, the light flipped off. He wondered at the logic in that. Who thought, “Oh, if I turn the lights off right in front of them, they won’t know I’m here”?

      Criminals did bizarre things sometimes, though, so he continued on with a sigh. He knocked again, this time more stridently, and realized why the door looked like it was still working. His knock pushed it open an inch, something inside the house creaking. Something had been pushed up against it on the inside.

      With a sound like a record scratch and then a hollow thump that echoed off the snow, the doorknob fell out of its precarious hold—it had been pieced together like a puzzle, and held in place with whatever heavy object they had braced behind it.

      A second later, quick footsteps sounded from the area of the light that had been flipped off, running farther into the house.

      Miles sighed and put his shoulder to the door, hoping he wasn’t pushing over a priceless antique. Or from the look of the house, some priceless piece of modern art, which he was admittedly—and perhaps rudely—less concerned about.

      When he got it out of the way, he was grateful to find it had just been an uncomfortable-looking high-backed chair. He didn’t have time to dwell on that, however, as the footsteps stopped, and the next sound was a door slamming.

      Miles wasn’t going to lie, he was tempted to let them go. Not because it was less paperwork—though it was. But because he really, really didn’t want to have to arrest someone who had just been looking for a warm place to sleep.

      The house didn’t look like it had been tossed or anything, and from the frigid feel of the place, the heat wasn’t on. There was just a tiny fire in the living room fireplace with a blanket nest in front of it. It reminded Miles too much of his and Gavin’s unfortunate adventure.

      It was his job to do something, though.

      Then his brain truly connected the dots.

      A nest in front of the fire. A very small nest. The scent of wolf permeating the house, when Miles knew damn well Gavin couldn’t have been a werewolf the last time he’d been in this house.

      A small four-legged creature running out in front of his car just a mile from here. Like a fox, he’d thought.

      Dammit.

      Miles broke into an immediate sprint headed for the back of the house. What had Gavin said the missing boy’s name was? It had been a tree of some kind, he thought.

      “Wait!” he called, for lack of something better. “I’m not here to hurt you. Or to arrest you.”

      The rushing footsteps never slowed.

      He wasn’t sure why he thought that would work. As a deputy, he should be arresting whoever had broken in, and if they’d been an adult, that was precisely what he’d have done.

      His presumptions were confirmed, though, when he threw himself out the backdoor, and the first thing he saw was a pile of clothes. The second was a very small wolf rushing through the snow, farther up the mountain.

      Damn it all.

      Miles didn’t have time to strip, so he rushed forward on foot. Neither of them was going to get very far quickly, with the buildup of snow that had happened over the last month, but he had to hope that very young wolf didn’t trump his much longer legs.

      He was fairly certain it would, but he had to try.

      If only he could remember the kid’s name. What had it been?
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      “I guess you were right about them being here,” Gwen said as she pulled into the drive next to a police cruiser.

      Something about it was hitting all Gavin’s red flags, alarm bells going off all over the place in his brain. The door was hanging open, knob and the wood that held it clearly lying on the doormat.

      Gavin didn’t know which cruiser was whose based on the numbers of them—heck, he wasn’t even sure he knew all of Kismet’s deputies—but he didn’t have to. The only deputy whose scent was on the air when he opened the car door was Miles.

      The scent was all Miles and distress.

      Gavin’s own feelings about the house and the people who owned it weren’t important in the circumstances. He could think about how damn ugly the place was later.

      How it had seemed cool and sleek when he was a child, and now it seemed . . . well, precisely the same. Cold and sleek, the opposite of a home.

      He would have to invite Gwen to stay with the pack. He didn’t want his sister in this place.

      For now, he rushed inside, sniffing for Miles, for danger, for whomever or whatever had broken into this awful place.

      A cold wind blew through the hall, and there was only one way for that to happen: the front and back door had to be open at the same time.

      Gavin rushed through without stopping. How long ago had Miles arrived? How long ago had he left? Was he hurt? Stabbed? Dying out there alone in the snow again?

      Dez had been right. He needed to snatch Miles up and hold him close for as long as Miles would allow it. He couldn’t keep playing this half-in, half-out game he’d been playing. Both Miles and he deserved better.

      “Miles?” he yelled from the back door, his voice echoing off the barren house behind him as much as the surrounding landscape to his front. If only he were a proper werewolf, he could howl for Miles, let him know he wasn’t alone and help was coming. And then Miles could howl back, so Gavin would know where the hell to go.

      That was when he remembered his sister was there too, rushing in right behind him. “Gavin? What is it?”

      “He’s not here.”

      She looked around confusedly. “He must be here. Where else would he be?” She stopped, staring at something for a long moment. Gavin almost walked away, headed out the back door, and off in the direction Miles must have gone in, but she grabbed his shoulder. “Gavin.”

      He knew that tone. That was Gwen being horrified. He turned to look at her, standing in the kitchen, looking at the step stool, pulled up to the counter.

      Right in front of what looked like an attempt to make food. Why would anyone use a step stool for—

      A child.

      A broken doorknob, attacked as though with a claw hammer.

      The decades-faded scent of Gavin in this place, and a child who would have come to Kismet looking for Gavin.

      He spun and ran out the back door, yelling. “Lyndon! Miles!”

      They were nowhere to be seen, but the trail they had left in the snow was obvious enough. The boy a wolf and Miles a human, straight up the side of the mountain.

      Gavin hissed in frustration. He turned to Gwen, who again had followed. “Who’s Lyndon?”

      “Missing kid,” he answered shortly as he unlocked his phone and handed it to her. “Gwen, I need you to do something for me. Can you help me out?”

      “Of course, Gavin. Anything.”

      He nodded and pointed to the phone, reaching out to push the button to bring up his contacts. “Call . . . everyone. Start with Dez. Then Sawyer. Then Ash. Then the”—he sighed, but there was nothing for it, since that was what it was called in his contact list—“the pack house landline. Tell everyone that Lyndon has been hiding in the cabin just past the one where Miles and I were trapped. Give them the address if they need it, but they should know it. Tell them to come. We need them.”

      She nodded and started scrolling, looking for Dez’s name. “Anything else?”

      He put his hands on her shoulders. “If it were anyone but you, or any other time, I would be so much better about this, but . . . it’s possible you’re going to see really confusing and frightening things. Just know that everyone I’m asking you to call is a good guy. They would all protect you with their lives because you’re my sister. I promise I’ll explain everything when I get back. Okay?”

      She nodded, not an ounce of hesitation in her despite the worried tears threatening to spill. “It’s ringing. You should get moving.”

      He nodded, turned, and ran off into the snow as he listened to Dez answer the phone.
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      “Kid,” Miles called, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice. He wasn’t annoyed with the child, but with his own inability to remember the boy’s name. All he could think was a tree that started with an L, but he was pretty sure Larch wasn’t right. “No one’s going to hurt you, I promise, but we should go back.”

      His voice was hoarse and scratchy, and he shouldn’t be yelling, but how the hell else was he supposed to communicate with the boy, who wouldn’t stop running away?

      He’d fallen behind, and he didn’t think stopping to strip naked was going to help him catch up. He rounded a bend in the path, hoping it would bring the boy—or pup, whatever—back into view.

      When it did, he was very sorry he’d wished for it.

      There were no grizzly bears in the Rockies anymore, a fact for which he was suddenly grateful, looking into the face of an angry black bear. This was more than bad enough. A bigger, angrier bear was not what he needed.

      On the other side of the bear, the pup cringed against a wall of rocks, whining. Jesus, the poor kid was having the shittiest day. Discovered by Gwen, chased by Miles, and cornered by a bear.

      Miles was an excellent shot with his service gun. He was not confident in his ability to kill a bear with it. This was the sort of situation where people said, “Don’t shoot it, you’ll just piss it off,” right? He was a police deputy, not a park ranger. He didn’t know the first thing about bears.

      Was he supposed to make himself look big or small? Meet its eye or not?

      The pup whimpered again, and the bear spun to growl at him, taking a menacing step in his direction. Unthinkingly, Miles pulled out his gun and shot into the air. He couldn’t let it hurt the pup, but honestly, he didn’t want to hurt the bear either.

      It was innocent of wrongdoing; the pup had probably happened on its den or maybe its cubs or something. He glanced around but didn’t see any bear cubs, thankfully.

      He hated being in a situation where he might be forced to hurt someone, or some creature, for no reason but shitty circumstances.

      The bear spun toward him and roared. It lunged for him, and he hopped back.

      And because he was Miles, and apparently had the worst luck known to humanity, he lost his balance. It was a thing with him when this kid was around. Next he knew, he was lying in the snow, staring up at the sky.

      And his gun was not in his hand.

      Dammit.

      The bear lumbered in his direction—ungainly, sure, but surprisingly spry for a creature with that much bulk.

      Miles only had a few seconds to make a decision, and it was no decision at all. The boy had to be his priority. He rolled to one side—toward the downslope, and when he’d gotten a little distance from the bear, he hopped to his feet and dashed toward the child.

      Somehow, he sort of got the drop on the bear.

      So now he was standing between the boy and danger.

      “If it jumps on me, I want you to run,” he calmly told the wolf cub, thinking he would look like a madman to anyone watching, maybe including the cub himself.

      The cub whined, and the bear roared again, confused and growing more irritated with every passing moment.

      “I’m serious . . .”—he huffed and shook his head—“I’m sorry, but I can’t remember your name. You should go to Gavin and the Kismet wolves. They’ll take care of you.”

      At that, the boy pressed against Miles’s legs and stared up at him, deep brown eyes searching and scared. He wished he had the time and ability to convince the kid, but he was no Gavin. His voice didn’t resonate with sincerity. All Miles had was the truth.

      He reached down and stroked the boy’s head. “I promise you, they will.”

      He considered stripping and changing now, since, when separated from his gun, it was his best chance at defending himself. But really, the bear was enormous. It outweighed him as a human easily, could doubtless maul him into oblivion with little effort.

      The wolf could fight better, but it was barely more than half Miles’s size. The best he could hope to do as a wolf was slip away and run for his life. He certainly wasn’t going to do that to young, um . . . the cub.

      What he wouldn’t do to have enormous, terrifying Dez there to back him up. The bear would think twice about attacking him.
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      The sound of a gunshot chilled him to the bone. What could that have been for?

      If his growing suspicion proved true, Lyndon had been the squatter, and Miles was chasing him.

      Miles would never shoot at a child, or even at a wolf cub, even if the kid were trying to play at threatening.

      Had there been someone else too? Was there someone else now?

      Miles wasn’t the kind of man who discharged his gun recklessly. He’d once admitted to Gavin he’d never been forced to shoot a person. He’d said it like he worried Gavin might think less of him for his relative lack of experience, when the truth was so far from that.

      Gavin would be happy if no one in the world was ever forced to take up arms again. The last time Gavin had done so, just under a year earlier, had been an awakening of sorts. He’d managed to spend the better part of a decade in the army, fooling himself into believing his cause was noble.

      But then the army had sent them to hunt the East Wind.

      The military had known precisely what it was sending them into when they’d been sent to retrieve the elder alpha from their protected compound in the mountains. Codename Scirocco. Gavin still didn’t know why, or if, the army had believed he and his men could handle the wolf named for the East Wind.

      The fact was that most of his men had died that day. Scirocco had laid them to waste. Tearing Smith’s arm off. Throwing Akerman out a third story window like he was a rag doll.

      The sound of Ash’s head hitting the wall outside that room still made Gavin wake in a cold sweat sometimes. The creature had crushed Dez’s leg with nothing more than its enormous clawed fist, and when Dez had persisted through the pain, pulling out his utility knife and stabbing it in the side, it had bitten into his shoulder and tossed him aside with only the muscles of its neck and jaw.

      And there had been Gavin. The only man left alive, he’d thought at the time. It hadn’t been about completing the mission anymore. He didn’t give a damn about taking Scirocco in to his superiors. He had watched it kill his men, and he wasn’t going to allow them to be dead for nothing.

      So when it towered over him, yanking him up by his arm to dangle him above the floor, dislocating the shoulder with ease, he’d used the only weapon he had left and clamped his blunt pitiful human teeth onto the thing’s throat with all the strength he had left.

      It had felt like biting into a particularly rare steak, but the blood hadn’t been thin, no, it had gushed over his face, hot and red and sticky and horrific.

      He’d torn a creature’s throat out with his teeth.

      Then worse, he hadn’t died. Fortunately for him, Dez had lived. And Ash. Three of their men on the outside, too, who hadn’t seen what they had. Who hadn’t been bitten.

      Or been the ones doing the biting.

      When the Martingales had called Gavin the wolf who made himself, they had been wrong. Gavin had been a desperate child, reaching for the only weapon he had left.

      He hadn’t been born a wolf like Ash or earned it in blood like Dez. He’d stolen it.

      Stolen it from an ancient werewolf in the desert, who for all Gavin knew, had not committed a single crime it had deserved to be attacked for. His superiors had lied about what it was, after all. Why not lie about the reason they were supposed to be bringing it back with them?

      The military had mustered them out as quickly and quietly as possible after that. All honorable discharges, with tidy sums of money and orders to keep their mouths shut. The looks of suspicion and fear from their superiors made Gavin think they had an idea of what had happened.

      Of what Gavin and Dez had become.

      The only surprise was that they hadn’t been put in cells and dissected bit by bit, the way they’d likely intended to do to Scirocco.

      So when Miles had quietly confided to Gavin in the middle of the night that he’d never fired his weapon at a person and sometimes worried he wasn’t capable of doing so, Gavin had nodded his understanding and held Miles in silence.

      And most of all, he had thought to himself, good.

      Good that Miles wasn’t the kind of man who wanted to hurt people. Good that he didn’t find the notion of shooting a man exciting. Good that he’d never been forced to do it.

      If someone had hurt his Miles, had forced him out of that innocence, Gavin would tear them apart with his bare hands.

      And unlike anyone else he knew, Gavin was capable of that, both mentally and physically. Okay, well, maybe Dez—his brother in all but blood, and in some ways even that, even more than eternally innocent Ash.

      He could hear voices—well, one voice—up ahead, and recognized it as Miles. It made something uncoil in him. Whatever else was true, at least Miles was alive. Gavin was running like the wind, faster than he’d ever managed before. He had to get there in time.

      It was the wolf.

      Scirocco.

      The East Wind.

      He thought it might have been a human woman once, but he would never truly know, since he only ever saw the alpha as a half-human, half-wolf monster, bloody and feral as it had killed his men.

      The roar of a bear split the air ahead of him, and everything slowed.

      Miles was in imminent danger, and Lyndon too, but not from a man with a gun or any other kind of monster. From a bear. The wolf knew bears. Big, and intelligent enough, but at heart, not mere killers. Not berserkers that would attack without thought and die before retreating. There was no need for anyone to be hurt, if only he could be fast enough.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, the wolf was there, in him and with him and part of him, in a way she had never been before.

      The way she had never been before.

      The wolf burst forth from his mind and his body at the same time, leaving a trail of shredded denim and destroyed boots in its wake.

      Those were my favorite jeans.

      Hush, child. The mate and cub come first.

      And he couldn’t debate that. They did, always.

      He rounded a bend of rocky outcropping and came face to face with an enormous black bear. He bared his teeth at it.

      Leave.

      The bear, still indignant at whatever Miles or the cub had done to gain its ire, sat back on its hind legs and glared at them a moment. Then, deciding that living to see the next day trumped taking out its anger on anyone, it turned and trundled off down the side of the mountain.

      Gavin and the wolf howled in victory.
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      Between one heartbeat and the next, the white wolf appeared out of the snow.

      It was the biggest creature he’d seen in the wild, ever. Bigger than himself easily, but also bigger than Dez. Bigger than the bear.

      It didn’t growl, or even take an offensive stance, just stared at the bear, which seemed annoyed for no more than a moment before grumbling and going on its way.

      Miles collapsed against the wall, trembling with relief. The pup squeezed tight against his side, whining pitifully and trying to hide behind him. It hooked its nose under his arm, as though the giant wolf wouldn’t attack through Miles.

      And he wouldn’t, of course.

      He’d never in his life believed that Gavin would intentionally hurt him. Without the slightest doubt, he knew that this wolf was Gavin. Those leafy eyes were a more muted hazel in this form, but Miles knew them. He knew that look, that intensity, that concern for him.

      The puppy practically crawled into his lap, cowering and whimpering, so Miles tried to comfort the kid by petting him. It felt a little odd, but he’d wanted more physical contact since being turned, so it made sense that children who’d been born werewolves wanted more contact.

      Plus this one had just gone through what had to be the most terrifying experience of his life. Hell, Miles hoped it was the most terrifying experience of his life, or he’d have to find whoever had been taking care of him and have words with them.

      He pulled the wolf cub tight against his chest, and the pup started licking his chin. “It’s okay,” he promised. “Everything’s gonna be just fine. Gavin found us. We’re safe.”

      Suddenly Gavin was there, so enormous he blotted out the light when he stood over them, staring down at Miles and the pup. He leaned down and grabbed the pup with his teeth around the scruff of his neck, and set him carefully on his feet.

      The pup looked from Miles, to Gavin, to Miles again, until Gavin nudged him with his head. Then he sagged into Gavin’s flank as though so exhausted he could barely stand.

      Gavin’s concern was clear through their bond, somehow even stronger than it had been the last time they spoke. It wasn’t just the usual read of “concern,” but like he had just put on glasses for the first time in his life, it was “the pup has been on his own for a month, we need to get him home and feed him and put him to bed.”

      Miles pushed himself up to his feet and tried to brush the snow off his pants, but it was a lost cause. His whole uniform was soaked through. He scooped up the pup and set him down again, splayed across Gavin’s back for the walk back to the cabin. That seemed like it would be quicker and safer than letting the kid run off again or fall behind.

      He seemed calmer, now that Gavin had had the opportunity to show him a little affection.

      He glanced at the kid from the corner of his eye.

      I feel you, kiddo. A little Gavin love is probably what we all need.

      Before they left the clearing, he grabbed his gun and holstered it. He didn’t want to think about how he was going to explain the discharged round. “I shot into the air to keep a bear from mauling a wolf” didn’t seem like it would cut it.

      As they walked, Miles alternately stroked the boy’s back and Gavin’s side, reassurance for both himself and the child. He was there. Gavin was there. Everyone was safe.

      They passed scraggly remnants of what Miles was pretty sure had once been Gavin’s clothes; denim and rubber and the neck of a T-shirt. Maybe he’d just lacked imagination when he’d thought he needed to strip to change, but he remembered the first time, being annoyed and trapped in his sweatpants, with no opposable thumbs to slide them off.

      Maybe a giant dire wolf or whatever Gavin was could get away with it. Miles could not.

      Plus who wanted to have to replace their clothes all the time?

      Gavin swayed into him, bringing his attention back to the pair of wolves by his side. Was Gavin tired? Sick?

      No, Gavin was trying to get his attention. There, below them, pacing the back patio of the Lloyd cabin, was Gwen Lloyd.

      Miles turned to stare at Gavin, eyebrows raised. “Really? I mean, maybe you want to head home, and I can tell her—”

      Gavin shook his head as best a wolf could and went back to walking down the side of the mountain. Doggedly, Miles thought, then snickered to himself like his inner teenager demanded. Gavin paused and shot him an unimpressed look, like he’d heard the terrible pun.

      Thank goodness, by the time they got anywhere near the house, Miles could hear the rumble of Dez’s truck coming up the drive.

      Gwen was periodically looking down at a phone in her hand, then pacing more, mumbling to herself about calling nine-one-one if they weren’t back in three more minutes. Two minutes.

      “That won’t be necessary,” he called out, biting the bullet. He couldn’t explain why he was accompanied by two wolves and not any human he’d run off after, or who had gone looking for him.

      Her head snapped up, her whole body turning to face him. She looked at him, Gavin, the pup, then up the side of the mountain. When they stepped out onto the patio, she didn’t shy away from the wolves. She wasn’t looking at the mountainside anymore, either.

      She was staring at Gavin. “Confusing and frightening, huh?”

      Gavin gave the lupine approximation of a shrug, walked up to her, and leaned his head against her arm. She had no such hesitation. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed into him.

      Given his own week of avoidance, Miles was impressed with how quickly Gwen had processed the information and simply accepted it. Miles felt a little less intelligent, in fact, for not having figured everything out sooner.

      Gavin kicked him with one outstretched hind leg.

      Gwen looked up at him, at them, and frowned. “You should, um, do whatever you did. To be two-legged Gavin again. I kind of get what’s going on, but I’m really going to need you to explain it.”

      Sawyer stuck his head out the back door then, smiling amiably. “Dez and I are just going to pop over to the hardware store and grab a replacement front door, cool?”

      Gavin nodded, and Sawyer stopped and stared at him. “Whoa. Um”—he turned his head to bare a surprising amount of neck, and mumbled—“alpha.”

      A moment after he disappeared back into the house, Gwen looked down at Gavin’s phone in her hand. “Sawyer says, ‘We’ll bring pants for everyone.’ Was that Sawyer?”

      “It was,” Miles agreed. “That was Sawyer. Dez is his boyfriend. Dez is good with his hands—he’ll have that door fixed right up.”

      The pup whimpered again, and Miles reached out absently to scratch his head. “The kiddo here will apologize for the damage and for scaring you when he’s got the vocal cords for it again, but he didn’t mean any harm. He must have just been looking for a place that smelled like Gavin.”

      She looked at Gavin, then the pup, and her expression turned to pure sympathy. She leaned down and whispered into the pup’s ear, “When he left home after college, I stole his aftershave because it reminded me of him.” The pup gave a little whine but licked her cheek, and she grinned at him. “And you. Are my brother’s boyfriend. Why didn’t you say anything when I came into the station?”

      Miles winced. He’d known he would have to address it at some point, but he hadn’t much wanted to.

      Apparently, Gavin decided he still didn’t have to. He huffed and circled around his sister, opening the back door with his teeth and a paw like he’d been turning into a wolf his whole life.

      “I guess Gavin wants to get the kid warm,” he said, holding his hand out for Gwen to precede him. Her “you’re not fooling me by dodging my question” face was disturbingly similar to Gavin’s. So as he followed her in, he sighed. “I didn’t know anything about Gavin’s family. We haven’t been together all that long, and—”

      “Almost nine months,” Gavin’s voice called from the living room. “You know me, Gwen. You know the Lloyd communication skills.”

      “I’ve got ’em,” she agreed. “You never mentioned me, and you were tight-lipped about your whole family, so he was worried we’d had a falling out. He didn’t want to make me uncomfortable and you unhappy, so he kept his mouth shut.”

      “I take it there wasn’t a falling out?” Miles asked as he followed along.

      Gwen scoffed and put a hand on his shoulder, then looked stunned at herself and snatched it away. “There was a falling out all right,” she said, looking at her hand like it might explain the out-of-character behavior of touching a stranger. Miles guessed he could explain it, what with her—apparently beloved—brother being a powerful alpha werewolf. “Gavin and our father. Mother would never do anything as emotional as argue, so she’s still pretending that Gavin’s gonna come home one day, apologize for his behavior, and sit down to Sunday dinner.”

      Gavin was sitting on the sofa, a black throw-blanket wrapped around himself, holding the pup in his lap and scratching his head. The kid was clearly in heaven. Miles knew the feeling, and he was a little jealous. Gavin gave one last scratch and set the kid down on the floor. “That means there’ll be clothes in my room. I’m sure you know which one it is. Go ahead and take what you need, get dressed, and come on back.”

      The pup hesitated, hanging his head and whining, but Gavin shushed him and patted him on the butt. “You’re not in trouble, Lyndon. Go on.”

      “Lyndon,” Miles hissed. When the pup hesitated and cast him a nervous glance, he rubbed the back of his neck and offered a wry smile. “I’m sorry. I forgot your name. Was trying to think of what it was so I could ask you to stop running, but I couldn’t remember.”

      Lyndon looked at Miles, then at Gavin, eyes wide and confused, then ran off toward the bedrooms in the back.

      “So you’re a werewolf,” Gwen said, matter of fact and not at all hysterical. “How long has that been a thing?”

      “Just under a year,” Gavin answered, equally as calm and blank-faced.

      She lowered herself into a chair across from him, a high-backed leather thing. “You’re gonna have to give me a minute to process this, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Werewolves.”

      Gavin nodded.

      “A real thing.”

      “You want me to shift back?”

      She snorted and waved him off. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re Gavin. You wouldn’t lie to me about that.”

      He shrugged but leaned back into the couch and crossed his ankles, then reached a hand out to Miles. “I wouldn’t, but I could have changed. You don’t have to trust me.”

      Miles wasn’t looking at her, too busy crossing the room to curl himself into Gavin’s side. His adrenaline was crashing, and while he ought to be calling in what he’d found to the station, he didn’t have the mental energy. He had no idea how he was going to explain it—though he expected the answer was going to be that there had been a break in, but there was no one there anymore. It would be written off since the property damage was minimal, and the “perpetrator” would never be seen again.

      “You haven’t changed at all,” Gwen said, then bit her lip and cocked her head. “But you’ve changed completely. It’s strange.”

      Seemingly at random, Gavin looked around the room and huffed. “You should come back to the house with Miles, Lyndon, and me. No one should live in this mausoleum.”

      She let go of her lip, a soft smile crossing her face, and nodded. “I’d like that a lot.”

      Lyndon appeared in the mouth of the hall, looking tiny in a plain white T-shirt, sweatpants rolled up repeatedly, and white tube socks that probably went halfway up his thighs. His long blond hair was messy, covering one eye in a practiced way. This was a child well versed in looking small.

      “I’m sorry I almost killed the alpha mate,” he said, voice tiny and tear-filled, then added, “Twice.”

      Gavin cocked his head. “Twice?”

      “The bear,” Miles answered, then took a guess that had been rattling around in his mind. “And before. Last month in the blizzard. He ran out in front of my car.”

      Gavin sighed, more a release of air than frustration, but Lyndon flinched. He looked up at the boy. “Why didn’t you come to us?”

      “I was looking. I found this place, but it wasn’t quite right. But then I almost killed the alpha mate, and why would you want me after that?” His voice held the same whine the pup had been giving as he had cringed away from Gavin.

      Gavin leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “Lyndon, that was an accident. You didn’t do anything wrong. You weren’t trying to hurt Miles, were you?”

      Miles noted, with smug self-satisfaction, that Gavin hadn’t disagreed that he was the alpha mate. But he wasn’t preening.

      Much.

      Lyndon shook his head vehemently, so much so that Miles worried he was going to hurt himself. “I would never, alpha—”

      “Gavin,” Gavin corrected. “The pack doesn’t call me alpha unless they want to. We’re not like that.”

      “But—I can? You’ll be—” The boy broke off and bit his lip, eyes huge and watering threateningly.

      “I talked to the triumvirate in charge of your pack just after you disappeared.” The boy cringed at Gavin’s words, obviously convinced they meant he would have to return. “They were sorry about the way you’ve been treated in California, and they agreed that if you came here, we’d discuss the option of you moving to Kismet.”

      Without another word, the boy launched himself at Gavin, sobbing into his neck and muttering “alpha” and “sorry” and “thank you” over and over again. It said something about how worried he was that Gavin didn’t even cringe at the alpha part of the chant.

      Gwen stood abruptly. “Well then. I think it’s time we all vacated this museum to our pitiful childhood, Gabby. You’ve found something better, and it’s damn well time you shared it with your little sister and her houseguest.”

      Gavin’s grin in return was blinding.
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      “Come on, Miles,” Lyndon whined from the passenger seat of his new cruiser.

      When the snow had melted away, what had been left of the old one hadn’t been pretty. The station counted themselves lucky they hadn’t lost him too, the sheriff reminded him he worked too hard and needed to stop when he got tired, or when the snow was coming down too hard, and everyone had moved on.

      Well, and he’d gotten a new car. It was pretty nice, and he was parking it carefully, dammit, however much of a hurry Lyndon was in.

      “You’ll understand when you learn to parallel park,” Miles told the boy, though that time was thankfully a long way off. Lyndon didn’t have the patience to watch an entire episode of a television show without wandering off yet. Driving was out of the question.

      Lyndon sighed and bounced up and down in his seat impatiently as Miles finished parking, but the second the car was off, he jerked off his seatbelt, threw himself out the door, and ran into the shop.

      Thank goodness Miles hadn’t been forced to park across the street. No way he’d have looked both ways before running off.

      At a much more sedate pace, he got out, locked the car, and headed in. It wasn’t that he was unexcited; he just didn’t want to look like an overeager nine-year-old.

      Lyndon was already standing at the counter, waving the envelope around like it was a holy object and deserved all the attention in the store.

      Gavin held out Miles’s London fog, perfect as always, and leaned over to give him a quick peck on the lips. “Your warm milk, sweetheart.”

      “Just how I like it.”

      Lyndon hopped in frustration, so Gavin turned to him, a lazy grin on his face. “Got something there, bud?”

      “Gaaaa-vin,” the boy whined, shoving the envelope at him. “Miles said it was addressed to you, so I couldn’t open it because that’s illegal.”

      “You wouldn’t want to break the law, would you?” Miles asked, for probably the third time since Lyndon had seen the envelope. He very much did want that, in this case.

      Gavin only hesitated a moment before giving in and picking the metal tabs, then sliding a finger under the flap.

      Lyndon put out his hands. “Can I? I want to read them.” Gavin handed over the sheaf of papers inside, and Lyndon stared at them, scanning the words. He wasn’t the fastest reader, but Miles could tell when he found the ones he wanted. He hopped in place again. “It says custody. Full custody.”

      “It sure better,” Gavin agreed. “Could get bloody if they only agreed to give us half of you.”

      He said it as a joke, but Miles knew the truth of the matter. For a fraction of a moment, the boy’s father had tried to step forward, to pretend he cared about someone else asking to take care of his son. Not because he wanted him, the Martingale omega had told them firmly, but because someone else had shown interest, and he thought he could get something out of it.

      So Gavin had taken the man aside and told him precisely what he would get out of causing trouble. Miles didn’t know—or want to know—what he’d said, but Lyndon’s father hadn’t pretended interest in his son again. It was hurtful, but the boy had clearly been used to it; he’d been much more uncomfortable when his father had hugged him than when he’d disappeared from the room without a word.

      Lyndon giggled like a nine-year-old should, a sound that was becoming more and more familiar as the months passed. He pulled himself up on the counter and threw his arms around Gavin. “Should I call you Dad?”

      Gavin’s green eyes went wide with shock, and before he could say a word, a highly amused Dez came up behind him. “You definitely should.”

      The boy giggled again and shoved Dez’s shoulder, but fell back in and hugged them both, whispering, “I can stay.”

      “Forever and ever,” Gavin agreed.

      Ten minutes later, Lyndon had a huge mug of hot chocolate and a double chocolate muffin half the size of his head, and he was sitting in Gavin’s chair in the back, slogging his way through the enormous words in the custody agreement.

      Miles was leaning against Gavin, sipping on his tea. “He’s getting the hang of school. His teacher says he’s a borderline genius. Should be caught up in no time.”

      “It would take a borderline genius to live through the January he had,” Dez pointed out from a few feet away.

      Gavin shrugged. “He’s a Kismet wolf. We’re a hardy lot. Sometimes it takes us a while to figure out what we’re doing, but we don’t give up till we get there.”

      Dez turned to him, eyebrow raised. “That right?”

      “You gonna make me get down on one knee?” Gavin asked him, and Miles . . . had no idea what they were on about. Gavin proposing to Dez? They’d kill each other inside a week, two toppy alphas like them.

      Dez shrugged and leaned against the espresso machine. “I’m just saying, Miles isn’t gonna make you. But he deserves things.”

      If it had been anyone but Dez, Miles would have gotten his back up on Gavin’s behalf.

      In this case, Gavin just gave his best friend a good-natured smile and turned to Miles, and melodramatically, swept himself down onto one knee. “Miles, sweetheart. We’ve been living in sin for six months, but I think it’s time we get married. If nothing else, for poor Lyndon’s sake. We don’t want him born a bastard.”

      “That’s a bad word,” Lyndon said around his muffin. “And I’m already born.”

      Gavin turned and put a finger to his lips conspiratorially, so Lyndon pretended to zip his own, shoulders shaking as he watched them.

      Finally, Gavin turned back to him. “You’re part of me, Em. The best part. I came back from Afghanistan lost, and I didn’t even know it, not really. You helped me find me. So, you know, marry me. Stay. Forever and ever.”

      Miles leaned down to press his forehead to Gavin’s. “That sounds like a pretty good idea. I see where Lyndon gets his brains.”

      Dez sighed, shook his head, and muttered, “Least romantic proposal ever,” as he wandered into the kitchen.

      “He’s gonna have to throw a black-tie affair when he asks Sawyer to marry him,” Gavin whispered, and Miles had to choke back laughter. Dez would, in a second, if he thought Sawyer wanted that. “Can I get up now?”

      “Seems like a good idea,” Miles agreed. “We have a family gathering to get to this evening. Wouldn’t want you to miss it.”

      “Not as long as you’re there,” Gavin promised.

      Almost a year and a half dating, and they were still dancing. Now, though, when Gavin took three steps back, there was no question of Miles following him. Miles would follow him anywhere. He was worth it. They were worth it.

      He’d lived his whole life in Kismet, but he hadn’t really understood destiny until it had brought him Gavin Lloyd.
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