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    GLOSSARY 
 
    THE OFFICIAL LIST OF IRISH SLANG AND GAELIC USED IN THIS STORY 
 
    (More or less in the order these words appear.) 
 
    Go raibh maith agat—thank you. 
 
    Gargled—intoxicated. 
 
    Mam, Ma, Máthair—mother. 
 
    Da—father. 
 
    Gobshite—a mild word for idiot. 
 
    Geebag—a slightly less mild word for idiot. Can reference female genitalia, but can also be non-gender specific and applied like jackass/asshole. 
 
    Gee-eyed—intoxicated. 
 
    A Donkey’s Years—a very long time. 
 
    Gaff—house. 
 
    Knickers—underwear. 
 
    Melter—a person you dislike. 
 
    Shite—a good all-around word used for things like excrement, a fool, rubbish. 
 
    A stór—treasure. 
 
    Howeyeh, Howaya, Howsagoin—the Irish hello. 
 
    Fair play to ya—a warm-hearted congrats. 
 
    Lad—an informal term for boy, can also refer to men or women. 
 
    Mot—female friend, girlfriend, or wife. 
 
    Dryshite—someone who’s extremely boring and never wants to do anything remotely interesting. 
 
    Codding—joke. 
 
    Jays, Jaysus—an alternative to taking the Lord’s name in vain, like ‘Golly’ or ‘Gosh.’ 
 
    Buck eejit—SUCH a dork. 
 
    Banjaxed—broke slap up. 
 
    Stop the lights—calm down or hold up now, go back. 
 
    Any more of this and there’ll be less of it—this is craziness and I’m about to put a stop to it. 
 
    Pox bottle—pox means crummy, nuisance, worthless. And bottle… I couldn’t nail this colorful little bit down, but I loved the term and so it’s in the story. ;D 
 
    Kex—underwear. 
 
    Class—awesome, fabulous, very good. 
 
    “If work were a bed, you’d be sleeping on the floor”—you are so lazy. 
 
    Boot—trunk. 
 
    Faolán—Little wolf. 
 
    Going clappers (going like the clappers)—super fast, like the old fashioned clanging fire alarms that speedily clacked together. I’m told it also means crazy good sex, as in rapid-fire fornicating, or things are going well. My sources could be teasing me, but I’m going with it. 
 
    Battery counselor—this isn’t particular to Irish, but a good number of early readers were thrown by the term, so here it is: domestic violence therapist. 
 
    Béar—Gaelic for bear. 
 
    Knackered/Flahed—exhausted. 
 
    Get a leg over—to have sex. 
 
    Lickarse—embarrassingly fawning manner; brown-noser, kiss-ass. 
 
    Yark—vomit. This might not be Irish. 
 
    Cracking—going awesome. 
 
    Give it a lash—give it a go, let’s try it. 
 
    The Irish Goodbye—this one has two meanings which seem to be in complete opposition: you can’t hardly leave a function because your loved ones are mobbing you with goodbyes while enticing you to stay on a bit longer. And thus why the term is also applied to someone who dares to slip out of a party without saying goodbye. 
 
    You three-legged jackal—werewolf term for ‘Why, you low-down little cuss.’ 
 
    Coyote—werewolf term, a curse word of the strongest degree, the deepest insult for a person considered to be a contemptible rotten thief and killer. 
 
    Hup ya boya—a cheer; of support, a Look alive, everybody! Let’s do this. 
 
    Muppet—silly fool. 
 
    Maggot—stupid, troublesome, disliked person or behavior. 
 
    Flute: penis. See: https://youtu.be/0NTczzgcYzI, can also be used as a verb to describe wasting time. 
 
    Langer—penis. 
 
    Slag—whore. 
 
    Taking the piss out of [somebody]—teasing and joking with someone (could also mean mocking or ridiculing someone). 
 
    Seraphim—Holy creatures, loyal. 
 
    Dosser—a worthless person. 
 
    Bampot, Bamsticks—dolt, idiot. 
 
    Bold—this word has two meanings, depending on how it’s pronounced in Ireland. When Finn uses the word, it means naughty. 
 
    Hullo—a Scottish greeting, variant of English hello. 
 
    Deadly—awesome, excellent. 
 
    Savage—awesome, amazing, fabulous. 
 
    Ripping—angry. 
 
    Mo mhuirnín—my beloved. 
 
    Colúr—dove. 
 
    Acushla—pulse of my heart. 
 
    A ghrá—a romantic endearment for love. 
 
    Mo rúnsearc—my secret love. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 1 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    I open up my front door with a tight, strained smile on my face. 
 
    Even if I could have managed to paste a more convincing smile on, the men on my doorstep would know my heart isn’t in it. They’d immediately be able to smell my nerves and my stress. 
 
    Because werewolves can do that. 
 
    That’s right. Werewolves. Shifters. Men who transform into dangerous animals. 
 
    The tall one is a man I know pretty well. Finnigan Cauley. He’s some sort of alpha boss of the territory, one of several, and as alphas go, he’s— 
 
    Hang on. Let me back up in case some of this is new information to you. About a year or so ago, werewolves revealed themselves among the population. They’ve been around for as long as humans have, staying nicely hidden just the way they liked. But in our modern age, where everybody has an excellent camera and movie-quality crisp recording options, keeping hidden was a struggle they were starting to lose. So they confirmed their existence, and the world scrambled to accept the reality that bipedal shapeshifting beasts mingle daily with mere mortals. 
 
    The werewolves made acceptance pretty easy. They’ve long been policing their own kind to stay hidden, so they know very well how to keep their head down and how to color within the lines enough not to get into any trouble. Rumor has it (and by rumor, I mean the Internet) they’ve got quite the developed setup—as in small private town—along with an evolved hierarchy—as in social ranks and the duties thereof. For example, Cauley, the bigger man on my doorstep, is called something like Marú mok cheerah—it’s hard for me to say if that’s an official title for sure because I’ve only ever heard werewolves whisper it when he’s not around. Wolf Killer, is what someone told me it translated to, but beyond spelling it for me, Marú mac tíre, they wouldn’t say more. And it’s odd, but it’s not uncommon to observe the shifter crowd acting nervous around him, even other alphas. Alphas are the bold type of werewolf that humans are familiar with. Familiar with—and fond of. We pretty much can’t help but be taken with their good looks and charm. At well over six feet tall, Cauley is the embodiment of the mesomorph body type, packed with muscle and not an ounce of fat on him. That seems to be true of werewolves in general. All the ones I’ve met and seen on TV via interviews are handsome, charismatic, tall-looking, and ripped. 
 
    So I’m a little taken aback by the werewolf beside him. 
 
    I’m five foot six, and the werewolf across from me is maybe an inch taller. He’s hunching, so it’s hard to say. He’s also flinching like someone’s about to hit him. 
 
    “Umm,” I start, glancing at Cauley with concern. 
 
    “He’s fine,” Cauley says, smiling his million-dollar grin. Jaw shaved smooth, his wheaten-colored hair wiry, thick, and permanently tousled—he’s hot. Dressed in slacks and a tight Under Armour shirt that hides absolutely none of his athletic frame, he could be a movie star he’s so pretty—not a far-fetched notion at all, because a lot of movie stars are werewolves. (Something the world was shocked to learn when werewolves came out.) 
 
    Cauley isn’t on the big screen though. Instead, he’s a territory boss, and in his spare time he runs the Pack-owned pub where I work, The Gargled Werewolf. I sort of know what he does at the pub (he’s a problem fixer—everything from dealing with an unruly customer to jumping in to wait tables whenever we need the extra hands). 
 
    But what does he do for his territory boss gig? Believe me, I’ve searched the heck out of the Internet to find out what an alpha in a Pack of werewolves does (especially in the last twenty-four hours) but it’s hard to know what to believe. There’s a ton of information posted online that may or may not be true about these creatures of legend come to real life. 
 
    Cauley flicks his fingers. “Is it okay if he comes inside? He’ll calm down quicker.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, slapping a hand to my cheek in shock and chagrin. “Yes, come in! Where are my manners? Sorry.” 
 
    The as-yet unintroduced man—werewolf—who looks like he wishes he could disappear never raises his gaze. In fact, it looks like he might have his eyes squeezed shut. It’s hard to tell, with the way he’s doing his best to fold in on himself. He’s in a lightweight heather green long-sleeve and some type of black workout pants. His hair is dark brown. So are his beard, eyebrows, and mustache, all of which are very… full. Like… beginning to cover his face full. He’s either very rugged-looking, or he’s seconds away from turning from a man into an animal.  
 
    Cauley shoots me a sexy smile. “Relax, Sue.” His grin goes lopsided, which makes my stomach flip. “Trust me, swayt hart. This is going to be fine.” 
 
    It takes my brain the tiniest moment to recognize the endearment as ‘sweetheart.’ But my body responds to the endearment the moment it rolls out of his mouth. I should tell you right here that Cauley is Irish. 
 
    (If you’re thinking, “But he’s so tall!” that’s pretty much everybody’s first reaction. I’m sure he just loves to keep hearing the short jokes.) 
 
    He’s really, really Irish though, and when his accent gets thick, it makes women stupid. It makes women do whatever he tells them to do, makes them agree with whatever he’d like us to agree with—moi included. “Right,” I concur on an exhale. 
 
    When the hunched werewolf only crouches lower and shivers, Cauley wraps his hand around the back of the man’s (male’s? How does one refer to a werewolf?) neck and hauls him inside. 
 
    Stomach twisting with nerves, I close the door and turn to face them. “Have a seat anywhere you like.” I gesture to my living room, which is off to the right. My townhouse is humble, but clean and well-maintained. There’s one sectional sofa that dominates the space in front of the TV, and I expect the men to take it, but Cauley walks the frightened-looking wolfman into the kitchen on our left, letting the man sag to the floor by the island. His big body knocks the barstools to the side, making screeching noises on the linoleum flooring. 
 
    “Is he all right—” I start, worried. Okay, if I’m being honest, I’m quickly shifting from naturally worried to straight up freaked out. I was already nervous about bringing a stranger—let alone a werewolf stranger—into our house; this isn’t helping. 
 
    “Awf, for the sweet love of Jaysus,” Cauley murmurs to himself—or to God. “He’ll be fine,” he assures (‘Heel b’fyne!’ is what my ears first hear before my brain can translate), righting the stools and propping the man up before throwing me his patented sex-charged smile. But my eyes hone in on the gleam to Cauley’s teeth. I’d swear, they almost look… sharp. His eyes do too. And for the first time, I feel a little bit unsafe with him. 
 
    The absolute besheeshus is scared out of me when Cauley whips his head up, bares his teeth, and turns a hard smile on me. “Susan? Getting scared with a werewolf isn’t a helpful thing. So don’t be scared, okay?” 
 
    Fear rips through me, but I get a throttlehold on it, and try for an apologetic grin that I don’t feel and nobody believes. Faintly, I murmur, “Got it. Sorry.” 
 
    Cauley gives me an appreciative nod. “This,” he says, squeezing the nape of the now-shivering man, “is Lucan. But everyone calls him Deek. And she,” he says firmly, giving the man a shake that makes me unconsciously hug myself in shock (ironically, almost the same move is made by the werewolf being shaken on the floor), “is Susan Taylor. Say her name.” 
 
    The shaking wolf—Lucan—stammers my name on a panted whisper. He draws his wrists closer to his chest, protectively and submissively, projecting the strange impression that he’s more beaten dog than man. “Su-susan.” 
 
    “Good,” Cauley says, and without releasing the man’s nape, his other hand gruffly pets the top of the werewolf’s head, mussing the thick hair between his rapidly changing ears. They aren’t a man’s ears anymore. They’re furry and triangle-shaped, and they’re moving—sliding higher up on his skull. “For the foreseeable future, Susan is your alpha. Repeat after me.” 
 
    “S-s-susan is my alpha,” the trembling man whispers. 
 
    “MOM! Can we see him?” Maggie, my six-year-old, shouts excitedly from the living room where she is not supposed to be. She was told that she was to wait in her room until Cauley gave me the a-okay. 
 
    I expect that her older sister at least obeyed the directive. Charlotte is fourteen, and she is, in a word, dependable. Capable too. She wanted to oppose this plan to bring a werewolf stranger into our house for the purpose of babysitting Maggie—yes, that’s what this Deek guy is here for, and I know how crazy that sounds—but Charlotte is enrolled in advanced courses in summer school and thus can’t babysit her little sister herself. 
 
    Just how, exactly, did we arrive at this moment, where we’ve elected to have a shapeshifter watch over my six-year-old? 
 
    The day before yesterday, the pub was uncharacteristically dead, so Cauley let me head home early. Normally, I always opt to stay for my full shift because I need the paycheck. I’m a single mom with two kids: money is always tight. Because it’s almost Labor Day though—directly after which school begins—it means that Maggie is stuck with a babysitter during the day hours, and she’s miserable. 
 
    We’ve had some terrible babysitters. 
 
    Being the child of divorced parents myself, I remember all too well how some babysitters acted once my mom had to leave for work. Some were great, but most sitters were hell. And if even half of what Maggie was reporting could be believed, I knew she’d appreciate the rescue. 
 
    I pulled up in front of our townhouse, parked at my spot at the curb, grabbed my purse, locked up the car, and groaned as I made my feet take my weight for the two dozen or so steps of sidewalk it takes to make it to the house. 
 
    I wasn’t quiet when I unlocked the door. But apparently, the girl I was paying my hard-earned dollars to watch Maggie couldn’t hear me over the blaring TV. I walked in to find the kitchen a mess (typical—sitters don’t clean up nowadays, even though I distinctly remember doing dishes and wiping down counters every day when I was a babysitter myself), there were kale chips spilled out on the floor—what looked like darn near the full bag of them (just what the heck had happened in here? Wasting food? Not in my house, heck no!), and the sitter, Bella, was parked comfy as you please watching television and eating a pan of macaroni and cheese. Seriously, straight out of the pan. Which wouldn’t bother me (one less dish to wash later)—but it begged the question: what was Maggie eating? 
 
    Maggie was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Maggie had been claiming that Bella would lock her in her room without lunch. Knowing that Maggie can exaggerate details from time to time, I gave Bella the benefit of the doubt and asked for her version of events, which never ended with Maggie going hungry. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to believe. 
 
    But when I marched to Maggie’s room, found a chair wedged under the handle so she couldn’t leave her room, and found her inside, asleep with tears dried on her face, without so much as a bottle of water as Bella sputtered behind me that she’d locked Maggie in for just two minutes— 
 
    I. Was. Livid. 
 
    Let me mention another point: Bella isn’t a kid. Well, she isn’t a young kid, at any rate. She’s twenty-freaking-one. There’s no excuse for this. I’m paying her to walk Maggie to the park once or twice a week, make sure she isn’t kidnapped, feed her when she’s hungry, and prevent her from burning the house down. That’s all I want. A pet sitter is expected to do better. And Maggie is a good kid, I swear—this is not a difficult job. 
 
    Unable to trust that Bella would do a better job in the future—and also very concerned that she might act out some form of misdirected retaliation on Maggie—I fired her on the spot. It left me in a lurch, but I didn’t see how Bella was an option anymore anyway. It seemed we were already in a lurch. 
 
    I was fuming about how I’d essentially been paying a girl to treat Maggie the way she did when I went into work the next day. Cauley had taken one look at me, pulled me aside, and asked, “Sue, what’s wrong?” 
 
    I’d told him. I’d shared too that in order for me to come into work, Charlotte skipped a full day of heavy-homework-loaded classes to watch Maggie herself since there’s no babysitters available on short notice. As it was, we’d had a heck of a time getting Bella. And since that turned out so well, I didn’t know what in the world we were going to do to make it another week until school started. 
 
    (But even then, although the school would be watching Maggie ‘til 3pm, the junior high didn’t release their kids until 3:35. This meant that Maggie would be stepping off the bus at our house before Charlotte’s bus ever arrived. Sure, Maggie was six and she could become a latchkey kid. But lost keys, bus delays, and she was so outgoing and extroverted that talking to strangers was a real concern.) 
 
    Cauley had let me vent. I didn’t even know how badly I’d needed to until I felt the prick of tears as I wrapped up how frustrated and out of options I was feeling. 
 
    “Gosh, I’m sorry,” I’d groaned, wiping at my face, embarrassed that I’d just blurted out all of the day's events to one of my bosses. How professional. 
 
    Cauley had searched both of my eyes, his face uncharacteristically serious. “Give me Bella’s last name and I’ll take care of her. In the meantime, what about your cheater fleabag ex? Jillian, right?” 
 
    I laughed a little. “You’re terrible—but I appreciate the support. My ex-husband is Julién, and he works fourteen-hour shifts. He really can’t help watch Maggie—” I’d started to say. 
 
    But Cauley was too busy to really hear the whys of it. He was shaking his head. “That was your first clue that he was a gobshite.” He made a face. “‘Julién.’” 
 
    Then he’d taken me by the shoulders, looked deep into my eyes, and said the most attractive thing a woman raising two kids on a shoestring paycheck could ever hear: “Swayt hart, don’t you worry anymore.” 
 
    He’d searched my face with determination, “You have me.” 
 
    My heart had lurched, desperate to have someone who I could truly depend on. 
 
    He’d continued, all uncharacteristic seriousness. “And I’m going to make this problem disappear.” 
 
    I’d been so overcome with how incredible that would be—it was such a beautiful fantasy—my mouth ignored my brain (which was yelling something I couldn’t make out at the time), and what came out of my mouth had been a heartfelt, “Thank you, Cauley.” 
 
    Thank you? What I should have said was, You’re very sweet, but this isn’t your problem. You employ me, or your Pack does, and therefore I’ve been keeping you firmly at arm’s length where I think you should continue to stay. No, I don’t believe I can accept any help from you although I appreciate the offer immensely. Oh, and I need to get back to work now. Excuse me. 
 
    I should have said all of that, but I didn’t, and so here we are—with Cauley’s solution to our problems being a live-in submissive werewolf, because submissive werewolves are apparently amazing with children. 
 
    Now if you’re thinking ‘Stop right there—who the heck lets a complete stranger, an adult MAN no less, into their home to watch over their defenseless little girl?’ 
 
    The notion is completely crazy, and not in a million years would I be okay with it. 
 
    But I really mean it when I say that werewolves are different. Suspend your disbelief if you’ve not met one yet. They’re so different that you’d be sold on them too, honest. Plus, I work with a Pack alpha. I feel safe with shapeshifters primarily because Cauley is a great ambassador, the most trustworthy guy you’ll ever meet. He acts like the fun-loving prankster, but you should see him around women and kids. When he tells me he’s got a werewolf I can trust, I believe him. To add to that, I’ve seen a lot of interactions working the ‘family’ hours at the pub, where kids and parents and werewolves are all thrown together. Werewolves really do seem to have an affinity with children. 
 
    “He’ll need somewhere cool and dark to sleep, preferably, and you just tell him to do what you want him to do and he’ll follow your orders to the letter. Believe me,” Cauley had boasted when he told me who he was bringing to my house. “And you will never have to worry about him mistreating your little Maggie. No feckin’ way—that’s a promise.” 
 
    It sounded so good that I’d agreed. 
 
    But in the face of this man who’s acting like an abused animal, my doubts and concerns are reaching floodwater proportions. 
 
    Also reaching floodwater proportions is Maggie’s excitement. Like a dam bursting, she squeal-shouts an excited, “I get to meet my first werewolf!” 
 
    And even though she’s in the living room, it’s still an ear-piercing sound to those of us in the kitchen. 
 
    It’s too much for our new shapeshifter. Her boisterous holler breaks Deek. 
 
    Right before my eyes, he transforms into a wolf. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    “WHOA!” I shout before I slam my hand over my mouth. I wince and shoot Cauley an apologetic glance. 
 
    Cauley’s smile is grim. “Easy.” Although his smile is directed at me, I’m not sure if he’s reassuring me or the massive creature beside him, who looks like he’s hugging the tiled floor. 
 
    With care, Cauley strips the long-sleeve shirt and black pants and boxers off of the miserable-looking wolf and sets them beside the cringing animal. 
 
    Erm, man? 
 
    For a man who’s not remarkably large in his man form, Deek’s paws are huge. Actually, all of him is huge. The same shade of tree bark brown as his hair was, that’s the color he is all over. His coat is thick and plush, and he’s very majestic for an animal that looks like he’s about to pee himself in fright. For all his fearful posture though, he’s otherwise endlessly impressive—he’s almost the size of a miniature pony. As a man, I’d guess he weighs somewhere around a muscular two hundred pounds. As a wolf, he has to be nearly the same. He’s just enormous. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you guys to be so big,” I whisper. 
 
    “Some of us are bigger,” Cauley says with an easier grin in my direction, and he even adds a roguish wink. 
 
    The effect is lost on me today though. “Wow,” I puff, shocked. My gaze leaves Cauley’s flirtatious eyes after only the briefest contact—and then they become glued to the wolf. 
 
    I can’t help but stare at him. 
 
    Deek risks a glance up, catches me looking at him—and he whimpers and bows his head even lower, so that his jaw is touching the floor, and he crawls to press himself into Cauley’s leg. It’s clear the animal— 
 
    Or the werewolf-man, rather. 
 
    —desperately wants to be anywhere but here. 
 
    “Are you sure—” I start. 
 
    “Sue,” Cauley cuts in, and just a hint of an Irish accent touching my name has my insides purring even as my brain is locked on the mythological creature prostrated on the floor, “I can’t be arsed to take him back to the dens—he’s yours.” He flashes me a smile that’s supposed to be calming. “Let’s do introductions and then let him settle in.” Cauley scruffs the wolf’s dark ruff and murmurs his next words more to him than anyone else, I think. “Real quick, he’s going to suck it up and quit being a geebag.” 
 
    The wolf shivers and his jaws part in the saddest, silent whine. 
 
    “Mommm,” Maggie cajoles. 
 
    I growl—because she knows better. She was supposed to wait, no matter how excited she is. At my warning sound, she goes obediently silent. But my growl also makes the wolf thump itself over Cauley’s feet. 
 
    Cauley sighs a heartfelt, “Holy mother of Jaysus,” and he draws something from his pocket, bends down, and slips a nylon loop around Deek’s neck. To me, he jerks his chin in the direction of the other room. “Call your brood. And don’t look embarrassed about the little piper. I was raised with litters and litters of werewolves. One thing I know is that no children have rearing on them when exciting things are involved.” He grins at me, and I hear a click. 
 
    He just snapped a collar on his lycanthrope-affected friend. 
 
    Usually, I’m stunned by the sheer beauty of Cauley’s smiles. Right now though, with a collared werewolf in my kitchen, I’m too stunned to be stunned more. I clear my throat. “Charlotte, Maggie—come in here. Slowly,” I warn. 
 
    Maggie flies to my side, beside herself to see a werewolf in person for the first time ever. Charlotte moseys in, arms crossed, with the practiced apathy only a teenager can affect. 
 
    When she gets a look at Deek though, she’s the perfect image of Maggie: her eyes are as round as saucers. 
 
    “Hallo,” Cauley greets them, and my daughters are young but not immune to Cauley’s charm—evident when both immediately smile back at him, wearing silly, affected grins. “I’m your mom’s friend Finn, and this here,” he drags the wolf up by his collar until the creature is sitting, “is Deek.” 
 
    “He’s so cute!” Maggie coos. “Can I please pet him?” 
 
    “He looks scared,” Charlotte notes, a worried frown wrinkling her brow. She shoots Maggie a superior look. “He’s not a dog, Maggs.” 
 
    This takes some of the spike out of Maggie’s punch. She frowns, but considers Deek for only a heartbeat before declaring, “He looks like one.” She beams a wheedling sort of smile up at Cauley. “May I please pet him, Mr. Finn?” 
 
    “Sure you can!” Cauley says magnanimously of his friend. 
 
    Perhaps in disagreement or in some sort of bracing preparation, the wolf bolts forward hard, slamming flat over Cauley’s feet again—which causes the collar to snap like it offered no more resistance than a single thread. 
 
    “Oh, feckin’ handy that was,” Cauley mutters, gripping the broken collar in his fist. Shaking his head, he gives us all a patient look. “Like I told you, Deek here is a submissive, which as far as the lot of you are concerned, means he couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag. He’d never hurt you,” he promises my girls and I. Then his gaze drops to Deek. He bends down enough to scritch affectionately at the wolf’s ear. “This, what you see here, is just his natural nervousness in a new place and new situation.” He extracts his boots out from under his friend’s head gently. “As much as it looks like this one couldn’t kick snow off a rope, he’s a good lad. He’ll watch over you all like you’re Pack.” Cauley hunkers down to say this last bit, and he gently tugs the wolf’s ear like he’s telling Deek to watch over us like we’re ‘Pack.’ 
 
    Cauley’s bright eyes move back on the three of us. “Now here are some rules. And these are important, so listen up. You’d do well to leave off on the direct eye contact—at least for the first few days. Submissive wolves have a real hard time with it, especially when they’re adjusting to new people and places.” 
 
    He pauses, smiles, waits for us to nod dutifully, and continues. “Next, give ol’ Deek here direct commands, and he’ll follow every one to the letter. But don’t send him off running errands. No shopping mall trips,” he pins Charlotte with a pointed look—misguided, because Charlotte is a bookworm, not a shopaholic, “no social stuff outside of this immediate family, at least at first.” Cauley holds up three fingers. “Three: he can go outside as much as he wants, but he’ll probably only want to be out in your backyard, where there’s a privacy fence. Like a good number of submissives, this one’s spent a donkey’s years in the pack dens, and so everything’s pretty much going to be new to him. Also, he gets carsick.” Cauley grimaces and mutters, “Real carsick. Especially around corners.” Then his expression melts into his usual grin, his eyes warming. “But he’ll be awful good to you. Just go slowly, eh?” 
 
    We all nod, and then Charlotte asks, “What’s a donkey’s years?” 
 
    A question I’d been pondering myself. And I’ve heard a lot of interesting Irishisms working at The Gargled Werewolf, where the owners and much of the staff are directly from the Emerald Isle. 
 
    “A long time,” Cauley replies, standing. He nudges Deek’s furry shoulder with his boot. “This one’s whole life, actually. Poor bast—” He glances at the girls and grins sheepishly. “Poor sod,” he finishes instead. Then his gaze shifts to me. “Walk me out, will you, a stór?” 
 
    My treasure. Which, if overheard by the casual observer, would lead them to believe that Cauley is really sweet on me. 
 
    But I’ve heard him use it on a thousand women. 
 
    Still. He did bring my family a babysitting werewolf. As gestures go, it means something. If our new babysitting werewolf turns out to be even halfway as good as Internet research says he’ll be, he’s a Godsend. 
 
    I lead the way to the front door, and Cauley places his hand at the small of my back as we step out. I stop though, resisting his guiding hand just outside of the doorway. “Should we really leave…” A werewolf alone with children, I want to say, but that’s just instinct trying to override what Google told me: werewolves are perfectly safe. You have absolutely nothing to be nervous about where werewolf childcare workers are concerned. 
 
    Of course we can believe everything Google says. 
 
    And my head warns, You already agreed to let him watch Maggie alone so shut your mouth before you offend your boss—an alpha wereshifter, I’ll remind you, Mouth. 
 
    Cauley’s eyes crinkle at the corners. “Awf, they’ll be fine. They’re behaving like lambs with him.” 
 
    It strikes me that he genuinely thinks I was more worried about what my girls will do to the werewolf. He’s so confident that I find myself relaxing, blowing out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. 
 
    “There you go,” Cauley says in his pretty way, drawing me against his side playfully. “Come on. Leave the door of the gaff open if it pleases you. We just need to get his things out of the car.” 
 
    Not sure what to do with my hands or arms in this situation but clasp them in front of me, I lick my lips and try not to pull away. “Thank you again for this. For bringing Mr. Deek.” 
 
    Finn waves his hand, the one that was resting on my hip, dismissively. “No ‘mister.’ Just call him Deek. Nearly everybody does.” 
 
    We’ve reached the curb where nobody could miss Cauley’s car. It’s a Joker purple Chevrolet Chevelle SS with a nearly fluorescent green interior, and he’s fiercely proud of it. 
 
    It’s hideous. 
 
    He stops us, and his fingers take my chin, tipping my face up to look at him. “And think nothing of it, Sue. You’ve been working for the Pack for years. You’ve been good to us.” His eyes search mine, and he has to see I’m uncomfortable. He lets me go before I can finish pulling away. He turns, fishing into the trunk of his car until he hauls out a duffel and a leather case engraved with what looks like a Bible verse. 
 
    I watch him, pressing my lips together for a moment before I just say it. “Look, I really appreciate this. I do. But I’m also… I feel like you might…” I clear my throat, shaking my head, and meet his gaze, forcing myself to soldier on. “A lot of the girls at work need sitters for their kids. I’ve never heard of you offering to drop a werewolf off at their door before. Are you in the habit of loaning wolves?” 
 
    Cauley pauses. “No.” 
 
    I lick my lips, nerves tight. “Why haven’t you stepped in for them before? Why are you doing this for me?” 
 
    He pins me with a quick but very significant look, and very seriously says, “Well, I wasn’t hoping to eat crackers out of their knickers.” 
 
    I blink at him. 
 
    He grins. 
 
    “Cauley—” 
 
    “Finn,” he corrects, and he’s in front of me now, the Bible-like case under his arm, the duffel’s handle in one hand, the strong fingers of his other hand smoothing over my shoulder, kneading my muscles a little. “We do help the garls at work, just not with their own werewolf. But this isn’t a favor with strings. I’m a friend, not the mafia. I don’t expect a thing from you except to see you worrying less. And if I’m hoping for an outcome, it’s honestly that you’ll be back to smiling like sunshine at work. That’s all.” And he uses his gentle grip on my shoulder to jerk me close enough to plant a kiss on my forehead. 
 
    “Cau—” I start again, but the pad of his thumb inserts itself between us and gently presses over my lips. 
 
    I go very still. 
 
    With our faces close enough to taste each other’s breath (he drinks Folgers, by the way, and on him, it’s a very nice smell), I can feel him looking at me. I think he’s waiting for me to look up—but I won’t. “Finn,” he repeats softly. 
 
    I’ve read as recently as yesterday that werewolves can hear heartbeats, and I wonder if he can hear mine racing. I don’t tip my head back to meet his eyes because I’ve got the sense that if I do, he’ll see it as an invitation to kiss me somewhere other than that tingling spot on my forehead. 
 
    And although that could lead to the stuff fairytales are made of—the gorgeous Irish businessman sweeps a waitress off her feet kind—I don’t trust it. 
 
    Because I don’t trust any guy anymore. 
 
    After finally ditching my ex-husband and his endless affairs, I’ve told myself that not every man lets women treat his dick like it’s a Meijer pony ride— 
 
    (For those of you who aren’t familiar with Meijer, there’s a mechanical pony in front of every store, and for a penny, you can ride it. Shoppers frequently leave spare pennies on the machine, covering it with change so that everyone who wants a go can have as many free rides as they like. Apparently, my former husband had limitless pennies and a long line of ladies waiting for a turn.) 
 
    —but no matter what my head logically tries to assure me, inside, I’m not just gun-shy. I’m broken. 
 
    My trust in the opposite gender’s ability to be a faithful, supportive partner is well and truly gone. 
 
    So I like Finn, sure. But so does every woman who meets him. And for me, that’s a problem. 
 
    Finnegan Cauley is on his own level of hot. And he’s also achieved an expert level of flirt. He’s every woman’s dream man—he’s got the million-dollar smile, the laughing eyes, and hair styled either intentionally or by activity (it always looks like some woman has just used it to hang the hell on; it’s a good look on him and it seems designed to signal sex to females on a primal level). 
 
    As if his looks weren’t enough of a gift to any one person, he seems like a genuinely great guy. He always says the nicest things and he has a great sense of humor. He’s… pretty perfect. 
 
    But there’s no way in hell I’d be able to trust that in two months, or three, or whenever the shine starts to wear off of a relationship (that’s if he even wants to commit to one; I don’t actually know because I’ve never asked), that he wouldn’t be too tempted to sample one of the women who come on to him every day at work. 
 
    And that’s just when he’s working, where I’ve seen women make plays for him. I have no doubt that he gets offers and endless attention everywhere he goes, where I’m not there to see. 
 
    Do you hear (or read, whatever) how crazy that statement sounds? I do. Ahhh, betrayal and its ugly scar tissue. I wish I could curb my crazy thoughts, but… I spent too many years in a marriage that chewed me up and spit me out. 
 
    That’s what taking a chance on love does to you. 
 
    And on the off chance that Finn is absolutely as wonderful of a guy in a relationship as he is a boss and work-friend-who-I-keep-at-a-distance, then he deserves so much better than me. He deserves to be with a woman who treats him like a beloved partner—not one who is constantly wondering if he's the werewolf equivalent of a whoring tomcat. 
 
    Something of my internal battle must be showing on my face, because Finn groans, drops the duffel bag to land with a heavy smack beside us on the sidewalk, and wraps his arms around me. “Sue,” he says against my hair. “If I ever see that melter you were married to, I will bust his teeth so crooked he’ll be able to eat an apple through a tennis racket.” 
 
    Despite myself, I snurf a laugh. I drop my head forward a fraction, only jumping a little when he leans in that much closer so that I’m resting against his chest. 
 
    Clearing my throat as I draw back, I share, “I think we’re about to learn some really unique phrases if Deek is anything like you.” 
 
    Finn rocks me side to side and scoffs. “No one is like me—and Deek was born here. He’s American. Not Irish.” 
 
    I stare up at him. I can’t help the silly disappointment that leaks out of the one word I manage in answer. “Oh.” 
 
    Finn’s snicker is a little evil, and he gives me a final squeeze before pulling back and holding me at arm’s length from him. “I knew you had a thing for this accent! You think I’d plant a pup in the gaff who could supplant me? Never.” 
 
    Smiling, I shake my head at him. “You don’t give up, do you?” 
 
    Finn’s face grows too serious. I feel my spine straighten—and I watch his eyes take note of my stiffened posture. He gives me a smile, but it isn’t one of his big genuine ones. It’s tight, and a little sad. “When I want something, I throw everything I’ve got at it. And Sue?” 
 
    Staring into his eyes, I breathe, “Yeah?” 
 
    He leans in until our noses almost brush. “I want you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Finn brings Deek’s duffel and leather case into the house and sets them at the basement door. Deek’s room will be downstairs, a former man-cave turned into an apartment, complete with a full-size bed, a mini-fridge, a hot plate and counter, a walk-in shower, and a toilet. 
 
    “He’ll have a nice space down there. The giant plasma screen went with my ex, but we’ll get Deek something else on my next paycheck,” I’m saying to Finn as I eye Deek still lying prone on the kitchen floor. 
 
    The wolf cracks open his eyes only to dart wild looks from me to each of the girls, with several pleading looks aimed at Finn. 
 
    Finn’s lips quirk up, and he tilts his head at the creature—erm, the man—sympathetically. To me, he says, “Don’t waste your money. He’s not into piped telly. But—shite, I almost forgot this. Sorry, Deek.” He inhales, and I look to Finn to find he’s waiting for my attention before he says, “Deek needs one day off a week to go to church.” 
 
    I stare at him, waiting for him to laugh… but he doesn’t. I blink rapidly. “Werewolves go to church?” 
 
    “Sure,” Finn says, and he sips the cranberry juice Maggie politely offered him which he very politely accepted. He bounces his eyebrows at me. “You’d be surprised at all the things we do like you.” 
 
    “Finn,” I chide. Because last year, when he started asking me out on dates, I very carefully declined. Being that he’s Pack, I was afraid for my job if things didn’t… well, if we didn’t work out. He understood the reason for my concern, and he was quick to promise me that dating or not dating him wouldn’t affect my employment in the slightest. 
 
    Thankfully, this has proven true. And lately, he’s upped his ask-out game and I’ve flat out told him I’m having a hard enough time finding sitters to cover day shifts—forget about date nights. 
 
    Now the Pack has loaned me a live-in babysitting wolf. 
 
    I wanted to say no… but like I’ve already said, it’s no easy feat to secure reliable child care. And again: the Internet says submissive wolves are wonderful with children. All children. Any children. Even human children. Werewolf nannies are all the rage with people who can actually afford a nanny. 
 
    Not in my wildest dreams did I think that would ever be us. 
 
    And although we’re providing room and board, the Pack is helping out where the boarding is concerned too. A delivery—meat, boxes and boxes of meat—arrived a few days before the werenanny himself, which stocked the mini-fridge in the basement as well as filling our freezer upstairs. 
 
    This was, so the delivery werewolf told me, being done so that our soon-to-arrive werenanny would stay ‘well fed.’” 
 
    I almost chickened out right then. But Finn gave me his word that the live-in wolf would be 100% safe, and he does not make promises lightly. 
 
    And when I sat down and figured the money I’d save if I didn’t have to pay out to a sitter… 
 
    I nearly cried. 
 
    My gaze refocuses to the present as Finn catches me by the elbows and draws me closer to him. Behind us, there’s a hush as both of my girls stare at my back, no doubt curious and maybe feeling lots of things as they watch me with the first man who is not their father touching me like he’s interested in me. 
 
    I stare up into Finn’s eyes. Green, I realize. I’ve looked at them, but never really noticed them before. 
 
    My sharpened attention is not missed. Finn’s lips curl up in a victorious, sexy smirk. “You said my name. I feel like we’re finally getting somewhere, a stór.” 
 
    And with that, he pulls me in for a chaste kiss that has the girls sucking in their breath—with shock, or maybe disapproval. 
 
    I can’t turn off my brain from them to enjoy Finn’s kiss; it’s too brief and I’m too tense, and Finn has bumped up the intensity of his pursuit so much that I’m struggling on how to handle it. 
 
    Either sensing my hesitation or feeling like a bit of a spectacle himself, Finn runs his hands along my arms once and lets me go, walking backward. “I’ll see you at work on Monday.” 
 
    Jerkily, I nod. “Thanks again, Finn.” 
 
    His slash of a smile at me finally capitulating and using his first name is triumphant. “Oh, no need to thank me. Guess who is the Pack liaison for your nanny here?” He grins full-out. “I’ll be dropping by on a regular basis to check on how Deek’s doing. So I’ll be seeing you outside of work real soon, Sue.” He gives a puckish wave. “‘Til then, eh?” 
 
    He sees himself out, which is good, because I’m frozen in place for a few beats longer than I needed to be in order to get the door for him myself. 
 
    And when he’s gone, it’s like the tension increases by a thousand. I turn, feeling a strong, strong sense of dread—and I realize, it’s not my own. As my gaze lands on the werewolf still lying on the floor, he shivers and slams his eyes shut and turns his head so that he’s not directly looking at me anymore. 
 
    My girls (and by ‘girls’ I mean Maggie) are being surprisingly self-controlled. They’re standing where the carpet turns into tile, right at the midline between the living room and the kitchen, which is giving the clearly terrified wolf some space, but it still allows them to stare at this new and interesting creature. 
 
    Not sure what to do, I glance at them, then drop to a crouch and clear my throat to get the werewolf’s attention. “Um, Mr. Deek?” 
 
    (Yes, I know what Finn said about not referring to him as ‘mister.’ But it just seems so impolite.) 
 
    Miserably, Deek arches his neck enough that his eyes are raised—but he keeps his nose between his paws, almost like he can’t help but hide his face. He doesn’t look at me directly, but he is looking in my direction. 
 
    “I’m going to open the basement door,” I tell him. “And you’re welcome to head downstairs and settle in. We’ll try to be quiet up here. You’ve got the rest of tonight and all of tomorrow to yourself. Ah, since it’ll be Sunday, I can drive you to church if you’d like. I can drive you wherever if you need. Just say where and when. I’d like to go over a few things with you before I leave for work on Monday, but until then, just… settle in,” I finish lamely, and try for a smile. 
 
    The wolf makes a despairing sort of chuff, and jerks his chin down, which makes it look like there’s a wolf bobbing its head in answer in my kitchen. 
 
    What a crazy sight. 
 
    I get up, cross to the basement door—and I barely have it open when the forest brown wolf darts past me and flies down the stairs. 
 
    Quietly, biting my lips and feeling serious concern, I close the basement door and turn to face the girls. “Nobody opens this door. Leave the werewolf alone when he’s in the basement, okay?” 
 
    The chorus of “Yes, Mom,” comes easily, even from Maggie—mostly I think because Deek has proven to be a bit of a disappointment for her. Instead of being an exciting playmate/pet like she was hoping, he’s more like a broken, beaten dog. 
 
    I frown, uncomfortable with the thought that the Pack might be mistreating its submissive members. Thoughtfully, feeling troubled, my gaze travels to the basement door, where our new werewolf stays completely silent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    It’s just after 10 p.m. when I’m heating up water for tea. The girls are in bed, and I’m getting ready to nod off myself. We haven’t heard a peep from our new guest. Not one sound. It’s not that I’ve forgotten he’s with us so much as it is that I’m not expecting him—so when I turn around with my steaming hot mug and find Deek as a human man, I nearly jump out of my skin. 
 
    Nearly-boiling teawater slaps me, making me gasp in pain to follow my gasp of shock. 
 
    “Sorry!” Deek yelps. 
 
    A sound that is unsettlingly more like the bark of a startled dog than the cry of a human man. 
 
    His eyes are wide. “I’m so sorry!” His hands come up like he might help, but then he cringes back. 
 
    “It’s fine—this is no big deal,” I assure him, peeling the fabric of my nightshirt away from my stomach. My skin feels more steamed than a lobster, but I don’t peek at it to see how bad the burn is. I just head for the freezer and pull out… a beef ribeye, or so the plastic shroud says. 
 
    Shrugging, I smack it to my front and sigh at the immediate relief. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Deek asks from behind me, voice strained. Then lower, I think I hear him mutter, “The only dinosaur who loved drinking tea was the tea-rex?” 
 
    To my surprise, he laughs softly. 
 
    I glance at my coffee mug display, with all of their funny, snarky faces visible thanks to the graduated hanging rack—where yes, a punny mug with a T-Rex shows the tiny words. 
 
    Werewolves must have great eyesight. 
 
    “Yep, I’m fine,” I tell him, turning around and trying on a smile. “And… hi. Are you hungry?” 
 
    He keeps his eyes studiously averted and his lips peel back from his teeth—the cuspids of which are oddly prominent and excessively pointy. “Yes,” he breathes. 
 
    “I happen to be thawing some steak right now,” I say, injecting a smile into my voice since he won’t look at my face. “Want some?” 
 
    He winces. “I am sorry.” He swallows. “That you got hurt, I mean.” He darts a look and manages to glance at my chin before averting his eyes. I still have no idea what his eyes look like or even what color they are. But I bet they’re kind. He seems… He just gives off a gentle vibe. Along with a deeply uncomfortable one, but still. He’s almost calming to be around, if he could just relax a little bit. 
 
    “You shaved,” I blurt. Because his beard is sort of gone. I mean, yes, technically it could only be one or the other—he has a beard or he doesn’t—except that his cheeks are heavily stubbled and growing more stubble right before my very eyes. 
 
    Deek ducks, and his wide shoulders fight not to hunch. “I tried,” he admits. “In the den, I stay shaved, but here…” 
 
    “You grow it when you’re stressed?” I guess. 
 
    His head jerks in a nod. 
 
    “No big deal as far as we’re concerned,” I assure him. “Nobody’s gonna care, and you’ll settle in.” 
 
    “Yeah...” 
 
    In one word, he’s interjected all the despair he’s rapidly approaching on that front. 
 
    I move for a kitchen stool and plop myself down with my tea and my ribeye. “Can I pry?” 
 
    Not expecting me to move, he flinches when I go for the stool and takes a huge step back before he realizes I’ve only sat down, not hauled out a barbed-wire wrapped baseball bat or whatever equally frightening thing he must have been expecting. Eyes only making it as far as my mug of tea, he’s all wariness as he asks, “About Finn?” 
 
    “Finn?” I blink. “No. I mean, we can talk about him if you’d rather. But I’d like to know a bit about you.” 
 
    This does not relax him. In fact, this prospect seems like it’s akin to skinning him alive with a paring knife. The dull one that’s still swimming around in the drawer even though nobody ever uses it. “Finn says you’re the alpha here. Ask me whatever you want and I’ll answer you.” 
 
    His response troubles me. 
 
    I decide my stomach feels fine—it wasn’t a bad burn, really. I set the ribeye on the counter and push to my feet, being mindful not to glance in Deek’s direction as I take down my cast iron pan and get it heating on the stove. 
 
    “You don’t have to cook for me,” Deek starts, being so polite. 
 
    “Eh, I’m up and you’re still a guest until Monday, so let me make you supper. You like garlic?” 
 
    “Garlic?” Deek asks—and he sounds so thrown that his voice isn’t hesitant at all. 
 
    I almost turn to look at him, to make eye contact, but I catch myself just in time. I keep my gaze firmly on my hands as I grab garlic and retrieve butter from the fridge. “Yep. Ever had pan-seared butter steak?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “It will make you see heaven. Want to try it?” 
 
    I feel like I’ve won something when I catch the sound of a smile in Deek’s reply. “Okay. Thanks… Susan.” 
 
    It seems like the quiet is becoming more soothing than tense as I prep the ingredients. Absently, I murmur, “Want broccoli or potatoes?” 
 
    “Can… May I have both?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I grab a lemon to change the recipe to lemon garlic butter. It’ll go great with the potatoes, but it will change his world when it’s coating the broccoli. 
 
    The sound of the meat frying is food-music to my ears, and the smell makes my stomach perk up. But I never eat this late. And a meal this heavy? If I wolf down— 
 
    ...Ha. 
 
    If I wolf down any, I’ll regret it. 
 
    But it really does smell divine. It isn’t long before Deek asks raggedly, “Why does that smell so good?” 
 
    Privately, I smile. “That nutty flavor?” 
 
    “Yes,” he agrees with feeling. 
 
    “It’s browned butter. When it heats, it turns to magic. Plus the lemon and garlic and you’ve got—” 
 
    “I’m going to eat the whole pan. Iron included,” he declares. 
 
    I laugh at that, and flip his steak. I keep flipping it, doing it often enough that a crust forms, which will keep the meat nice and moist inside. “How done do you want it to be?” I ask. 
 
    “Anything,” he says. Then he amends, “I prefer well-done, if it isn’t too much trouble.” 
 
    “Not at all. Although… can I make a comment without coming off as insensitive or rude?” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re rude,” he says with a surprising amount of conviction. “Or insensitive.” 
 
    “In popular media, werewolves… eat food raw,” I start carefully. “Is it normal to eat meat well-done then, or…?” Hurriedly, I add, “And you can tell me to mind my own business.” 
 
    I’m very careful to keep my eyes on the food and not on him, and my mindfulness is rewarded with Deek sounding so relaxed you’d think he was a normal person, not a man who was so stressed he was turning into a wolf a few short hours ago. 
 
    “We mostly like to cook our meat when we’re in human form. When we’re wolves though…” 
 
    “Different rules?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thanks for satisfying my curiosity,” I tell him brightly. I add the broccoli, turning all the heads until they’re buttered and crisping. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    I get a plate down from the cupboard and fish a steak knife and fork out of the silverware drawer. “Do you have any questions so far?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.” 
 
    I tip my head, keeping my attention down. “Fair enough. And this is done.” I serve it all up on the plate and move the pan to a cool burner. 
 
    “It smells wonderful,” he praises. Hungrily, he adds, “Looks wonderful too.” 
 
    I grin at the yearning in his voice. “Want to eat alone?” 
 
    I’m surprised by the pause. I’m even more surprised when he ventures, “No… I don’t mind if you stay. If you like.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” I tell him. But then I’m not sure where I should stand or if I should sit. Will it make him too uncomfortable to have me sitting across from him? I decide to ask. “Where would you like to eat? Standing at the counter, sitting at the bar…” 
 
    “Across from you at the bar is fine,” he murmurs, just the littlest bit of hesitation creeping back into his voice. 
 
    But he’s making an effort. And it really would make me feel better to know him better before I leave Maggie alone in his care. 
 
    I rearrange the stools so that he has one on his side of the bar before I plop down and sip my now-cool tea. When Deek tentatively sinks onto the seat, I keep my stare focused on the fridge which is off to the side of him. It helps that I purposely positioned his stool so that we aren’t directly across from each other. 
 
    Deek slowly cuts into his steak, and the moment he fits that first bite into his mouth to savor— 
 
    The groan he lets out is heartfelt and gratifying. “Frigging hell,” he moans around his mouthful, prompting me to burst out laughing. 
 
    “Sorry,” he grunts sheepishly. He tries a broccoli crown next and sounds like he could cry. “I didn’t know food could taste like this…” 
 
    “It’s the browned butter,” I say sagely. “Tomorrow I can make you cookies with it that will change your life.” 
 
    He actually woofs. 
 
    Grinning into my tea, I take a breath. “Speaking of tomorrow. Let’s see, that’s Sunday, so just let me know where I should take you for church. And then Monday, I leave for my shift at seven-thirty. Charlotte leaves at about the same time for school. It’s the tail end of summer break, and I don’t know how much Finn told you, but Maggie will be home all day with you.” 
 
    When Deek continues taking slow, savoring bites of his food rather than answering, like he can’t tear himself away from it, I smile and keep talking. “Charlotte will be back and forth. She’s got a lot of activities she’s involved in this year, including academic decathlon meetings. Her friend Ginny is here whenever Charlotte is, just so you know. But she’s a good kid.” She has a shit parent, but she’s a good kid. 
 
    Deek catches me off guard by asking, “What was that look?” 
 
    Startled, my eyes fly to his, effectively chasing his gaze away—but not before I catch his eyes for one tiny moment. 
 
    They’re butterscotch. His eyes are a brown sugar gold, and they are as lovely as his face is. He’s not as overtly pretty as Finn, but as far as ruggedly handsome goes, he’s doing just fine. In other words, no one in their right mind would kick him out of bed. 
 
    Don’t think of your borrowed nanny in bed—that’s so inappropriate! 
 
    “Ah,” I pip, trying to regain my equilibrium. “Ginny.” I force my eyes off of his popping and clenching jaw and move it back to the safety of the fridge, which has magnets that spell Welcome, Deek! on it. I didn’t even realize Maggie had done that before bed, but that was sweet of her. Maggie knows how to spell her name and your typical consonant-vowel-consonant words, so I think Charlotte must have helped. 
 
    That was very sweet of Charlotte too. 
 
    “What about Ginny?” Deek prompts softly. “Your face looked… sad.” 
 
    I grimace and almost make the mistake of glancing at him again, but I manage to catch myself. “She’s… her mom needs help. Ginny’s mom tells everyone she meets that the love of her life died before Ginny was born, and losing him ruined her. And maybe it did. She must have really loved him because she’s gone off the rails. I knew her when we were growing up and she wasn’t a bad person. But now she struggles with serious addiction problems. And she attracts the worst boyfriends. I think—” I hesitate. I shake my head a little. “I think some of them have hurt Ginny.” 
 
    Deek has gone very still, no longer devouring his steak and vegetable manna. “And Ginny has to stay with her mom?” 
 
    “CPS—Child Protection Services—have stepped in before. She always ends up back at her mom’s though. And things get better until the next boyfriend enters the picture. Suffice it to say, when Ginny wants to spend the night, she’s always welcome. And if there’s ever a day that she says someone hurt her, believe the girl,” I add with an inward frown. 
 
    “You’re just going to wait for her to be… hurt?” 
 
    I can’t stop myself from looking at him then. And to my distant surprise, Deek holds my eye contact. Not only that, he’s doing it with a surprising amount of force. 
 
    I shrug helplessly. “The law can’t protect her from circumstances that might happen. They can only punish or take action on what’s able to be proven or reasonably proven. And whatever has happened to her in the past is apparently not violation enough to remove her entirely. So she’s at the mercy of her mom’s choices. Poor kid,” I add sadly. It’s me who breaks our gazes. 
 
    It’s a good length of time before Deek returns to eating. 
 
    I get up and round the island on the opposite side to start cleaning the cast iron. I’m drying it and preparing to coat it with oil when Deek stands and says, “Susan?” 
 
    Surprised that he’d address me, I glance over my shoulder. “Yeah?” 
 
    Eyes fixed somewhere around my chin again, he says with sincerity, “Thank you. This was very kind of you.” 
 
    “It was no trouble,” I assure him. “And just leave your plate. I’ll get it tomorrow.” I send him a smile. 
 
    His dark gold eyes flash up, meeting mine once, and his lips curve up for a brief moment. “Thanks again. And goodnight.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    He leaves the kitchen, quietly padding on bare feet down the basement steps. 
 
    And in the morning when I shuffle to the sink to fill the coffee pot, I find his plate and silverware washed and set in the drying rack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    “Signal.” 
 
    “MOM, I know,” Charlotte stresses. With a frustrated shake of her head, she flicks her fingers up to activate the blinker. 
 
    “Deek? Did you see her? This is my horse,” Maggie loudly whispers to Deek, who is situated in the right rear seat, behind me. He’s dressed nicely for church, complete with a tie. When I voiced surprise—and shock—that he’s wrinkle-free despite his things arriving in a duffel, he explained that simply hanging clothing in the bathroom during your shower works as a pretty decent steamer. 
 
    Huh. The things you learn. 
 
    He’s got the window rolled all the way down hoping fresh air will keep him from hurling. (And to stop the other windows from making that awful thumping noise from the air pressure as we speed along the road, everybody else has their windows cracked open.) He’s also gripping a salad bowl on his lap… just in case he has to toss his cookies. 
 
    Maggie’s in her car seat on the left, oblivious to the level of his misery. (To be fair, he’s being a really good sport about being driven around in a car that makes him want to die.) She’s showing him her handheld game. 
 
    “That’s a very nice horse,” Deek replies, voice so much lower in decibel than hers. “I like the pink bow in her forelock.” 
 
    The words strike me as funny—something about the polite sentiment delivered in his masculine voice. I stifle a snicker. 
 
    Charlotte glances into the rearview mirror. “Which way, Deek?” 
 
    “Keep going straight,” he responds. “Do you know where Culvers is?” 
 
    Maggie shouts, “CULVERS!” 
 
    “Shhhh, Maggie—” I start. 
 
    “Ice cream…” Maggie whimpers. 
 
    “Maggie?” I say. 
 
    Her whimpering stops. “Yes, Mom?” 
 
    “Not now, and remember the rule while Charlotte is practicing?” 
 
    “Be quiet,” sighs Maggie. 
 
    “That’s right. Thank you,” I confirm. 
 
    “Yeah, Snow Pea,” adds Charlotte. “I’m driving.” 
 
    Maggie giggles. 
 
    “Why… Snow Pea?” Deek asks haltingly. 
 
    “She used to tell me she’d snap me like a snow pea,” Maggie shares. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “How’s your legroom situation?” I ask him. I don’t twist to look over my shoulder at him like I would anyone else. It’s a little strange, but I’ve only known him a few hours and I’m already getting the hang of it. I notice though that Maggie’s direct attention is no problem for him at all. She looks right at him and he doesn’t seem nearly as affected. He’ll look over at her if she asks him a question and everything. I guess she’s perceived by him to be less threatening? A child has little to no social hierarchy. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he claims. 
 
    In our ancient Ford Fiesta, his long legs are crammed up to his chin; he’s a polite liar. But he can’t sit in the front because he isn’t a licensed driver himself, and while Charlotte is working toward her fifty hours of certified driving, the law requires a licensed individual to be seated beside her. (Unfortunately, our schedules are such that we can’t always have her drive before I go to work and I’m often too tired after work to get back in the car and stay alert enough to watch the road (although we have managed to complete her ten hours of night driving), so it’s the daytime hours on weekends when we can log her time in.) 
 
    Thus, we’re crippling our werewolf. 
 
    “Ice cream,” Maggie sing-songs to herself as we pass Culvers. 
 
    “Turn right at the stoplight,” Deek directs. 
 
    Charlotte shoots me a brief look and pointedly flicks on the blinker. “Got it.” 
 
    Smiling, I tell her, “Good job.” Although I wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea of my fourteen-year-old driving, our State allows kids her age to get a permit, and Charlotte is very good behind the wheel. I really just need to check myself to prevent me from being a back-seat driver. 
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” she says dryly. 
 
    Deek shifts, his knees pressing so tight to my seat and therefore my spine that I could draw you a topographical map of his patellas. “You’ll follow Wolf’s Hollow Road til the end.” He’s panting slightly, and from the slice of him I can see out of the side mirror, he’s white-knuckling the bowl he’s clutching. 
 
    “Got it,” Charlotte chirps, and our bodies start to feel the change in our state of motion strongly as we take the tight curve to a tree-lined road. 
 
    Deek gags at the four-second relentless tug of gravity. 
 
    Meanwhile, I want to stop and take photos. “This is breathtaking.” The way the sun lights up the end of the road makes it feel like we’re driving through a tunnel of green. Even the tree bark is green, some kind of lichen that—fungus aside—makes the entire place a picture. 
 
    Deek coughs. After a moment of recovery, he agrees softly, “I’ve always thought so too.” 
 
    Charlotte is nodding. “It is really pretty.” 
 
    “Are there any horses?” Charlotte asks dubiously. 
 
    I feel my mouth quirk. This girl and horses. “Sorry, kiddo. Horses don’t grow on trees.” 
 
    “Ha,” honks Charlotte as the forest-lined road stands tall before us like a verdant wall. 
 
    Deek shifts again, his knees jammed hard against me with not a centimeter of space and therefore no relief. He makes an odd grunt. 
 
    I know it makes him uncomfortable, but I risk a peek back at him. “Still okay?” I whisper. 
 
    His eyes meet mine and then flicker away. “I’ll be fine, Susan. We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Maybe once Charlotte gets her license, she should teach you to drive,” Maggie offers. “Then you can sit in the front. Okay, now look at my horse. See her blanket?” 
 
    “That’s a very nice blanket. And the red bow is also nice.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Maggie agrees, a worldly tone present in her six-year-old voice that has me silently laughing. 
 
    “We could,” Charlotte begins, “instead of that plan, just get a bigger car.” 
 
    I pat her knee. “When you get a job, we’ll talk about an upgrade. Right now, we’re strapped tight, and this gets the job done.” 
 
    Charlotte nods, understanding our circumstances perfectly. “First: permit. Next: job.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I confirm. 
 
    “It will be just up ahead,” Deek announces. And then the trees stop and the world opens up into a meadow and our quiet two-lane road turns into a gravel path that weaves up to the most incredible stone structure I have ever seen. 
 
    A square bell tower sits impressively in front of a humbly-sized church, both structures made entirely of Gothic stone—with the exception of stained glass windows in the latter, all depicting wolves and lambs. 
 
    “Why aren’t there lions? There shouldn’t be wolfs,” Maggie observes, peering out her window as Charlotte follows the winding road. 
 
    “Wolves, not ‘wolfs,’” Charlotte corrects. “And you’re right, Maggs.” 
 
    “Actually,” Deek says cautiously, as if he’s afraid of being reprimanded. “A lion lying down beside a lamb isn’t in the Bible at all. It’s a wolf that dwells with the lamb, the leopard lies down with a kid, and a calf and a young lion are what’s mentioned.” 
 
    “Huh,” Charlotte says. 
 
    “I didn’t realize that,” I murmur. 
 
    Charlotte coasts to a stop in the gravel parking lot, which has a surprising number of cars packed into it. As in, Sam’s Club on Black Friday packed. 
 
    I guess werewolves go to church. 
 
    Deek’s seatbelt clicks. “Thank you for the ride. And you drove excellently, Charlotte.” 
 
    She beams and turns in her seat. “Thanks!” 
 
    “It was no problem to drive you,” I tell him as he unfolds himself and escapes the confines of his temporary sardine can. He places his borrowed salad bowl on his empty seat. 
 
    I roll down my window all the way so we’re not obstructed. “What time should we pick you up?” 
 
    “Oh,” he’s pinned his eyes to my throat. “I can ask for a ride back to your house with someone else if it would be easier—” 
 
    “Deek, we’re going to do grocery shopping and stuff. Don’t worry. We can get you… unless you have a friend with a bigger backseat. We totally understand if you don’t want to play clown car with us twice. What time?” 
 
    His lip quirks at the clown comment. “Noon.” 
 
    “Okay.” I try to send him a reassuring smile, but he still can’t meet my eyes. “We’ll be here. Bye for now.” 
 
    He manages a tentative smile of his own. “All right.” 
 
    Charlotte and Maggie wave and we start to roll forward—but then I tap Charlotte’s arm. “Stop.” 
 
    She does. I lean out the window. “Deek!” 
 
    He turns, looking confused. He trots to us, and I notice the way his thigh muscles bunch in his dark jeans. He’s wearing a rust-colored sport coat that brings out the color of his eyes—and I’m able to admire this fact for about the length of a heartbeat before he lowers his gaze and stops by my side of the car. “Yes?” 
 
    “What’s your cell phone number?” I ask him. 
 
    He frowns again. “I don’t know.” He reaches into his pocket and draws it out like it’s the remote to a spaceship. 
 
    He hands it to me. 
 
    “Oh,” I croak—handling it like it’s a remote to a spaceship. “I don’t do technology. Hang on.” I start to pass it over. 
 
    Charlotte’s already snatching it, snickering. “Give it here.” 
 
    I tip my head to Deek. “The eldest child wields the tech in our household.” 
 
    “But I’m in training,” Maggie pipes up. 
 
    Deek’s lips curve upwards, and his eyes crinkle, his gaze flicking in her direction. 
 
    “She’s in training,” I confirm. “How do you not know your phone number?” 
 
    His shrug holds a world of bafflement. “I’ve never needed one. It’s new. I’ve never looked at it.” I’ve never seen a spaceship before. I don’t know how anyone expects me to fly it; I’m not qualified for something this advanced. 
 
    I really feel him on this. It took me a month to get used to my latest phone, and for half of it, I just handed the stupid thing to Charlotte and asked her to figure it out. “Ah.” 
 
    “Done,” Charlotte announces, and passes the phone to my hand and I in turn hold it out for Deek. 
 
    “‘Preciate it,” he murmurs, tucking it back into his pocket. 
 
    “Have a good service,” I tell him. “Bye for real.” 
 
    He meets my eyes. “See you again soon.” 
 
    With that, we pull away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Deek texts us one word: Ready. 
 
    The return trip to the werewolf church is uneventful, and because Charlotte got plenty of driving time while we tooled around town, I’m in the driver’s seat, which means the circumstances are set for a much more merciful excursion where Deek’s legs are concerned: he gets the front seat and four more generous inches of legroom. 
 
    “DO YOU WANT ICE CREAM?” Maggie orders more than asks the moment his butt hits the passenger seat. 
 
    “Umm…” He sends me a look asking for help without ever actually making eye contact. 
 
    Werewolves are really interesting. “It’s okay,” I tell him, snickering. “She doesn’t need ice cream. We reminded her what Finn said about new places and told her you probably wouldn’t be up for it.” 
 
    “Only if it’s my treat,” Deek declares. 
 
    Surprised, I glance over and— 
 
    Deek’s staring right at me. “I pay.” 
 
    “Are you sure—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “YAY!” Maggie cries. 
 
    Charlotte groans. “Maggs, turn it down, okay? My ear is like two feet from your car seat, and you’re going to make me deaf.” She sits forward and pats my shoulder. “Mom?” 
 
    It’s me who looks away from Deek this time. “Hmm?” 
 
    “Can we pick up Ginny? She’s at the park.” 
 
    My heart lurches for her, wondering what—or more like who—drove her out of her home this time. “Sure.” 
 
    “Can she spend the night?” Charlotte asks. 
 
    “Susan!” calls a familiar voice from outside of the vehicle. 
 
    Her mom might cause trouble, but whenever possible, we try to offer Ginny safe harbor, especially at night. “Of course she can, tell her she knows she is always welcome,” I answer, craning around Deek who is facing forward, eyes pointed to the dashboard. 
 
    It’s Finn, jogging up to our idling car. “Howeyeh, Deek’s keepers! Fancy seeing all of you here!” He’s grinning as he bends down to fit himself at the window. “Howeyeh again, Deek.” 
 
    Deek jerks his chin, the only indication that he heard his friend. 
 
    Finn waves to me, Maggie, and Charlotte. “Where are you headed to next?” 
 
    “We’re going to pick up Charlotte’s friend—” I start. 
 
    “Ice cream!” Maggie bursts out. 
 
    Charlotte reaches across the backseat and covers her sister’s mouth. “That was still too loud.” 
 
    “Smrry,” Maggie says against her palm. Then she must lick her, because Charlotte squeaks and jerks back saying, “Gross!” 
 
    Finn’s glowing smile broadens. “How about I take you all out for ice cream?” 
 
    “Yes, please!” Maggie chirps—at an auditory level we can all stand this time. 
 
    “I’m taking them,” Deek says. And something about the way he says it makes everyone fall quiet. 
 
    He turns his head, and I can’t tell if he’s meeting Finn’s eyes, but Finn is sure staring down at him. At work, he’s got a vibe of authority that few people would push against. Here, now, with Deek, he’s wearing an even more commanding vibe than even I’m used to seeing. 
 
    If influence can be physically felt, I’d swear our vehicle is feeling Finn’s will pushing into Deek’s. But shockingly, Deek doesn’t back down. “Susan made me supper last night. I’m repaying the treat.” 
 
    “Ah,” Finn’s whole manner relaxes. He inclines his head. “And it’ll be good for you to practice being out and about. Fair play to ya, lad.” He claps him on the shoulder and steps back from the car—then his eyes pin mine. “I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, Sue.” 
 
    I give him a smile. “Yep. I’ll be in at eight.” 
 
    “O’ course. Well, you have a good time. Enjoy ice cream,” he says with an especially indulgent wink for Maggie. 
 
    “We will,” she assures him. 
 
    “If you’re not satisfied after this, we’re going to bury you in a carton of ice cream,” Charlotte warns her. 
 
    “I would like that,” Maggie says. 
 
    “Bye, Finn,” I call. 
 
    He blows me a cheeky kiss that’s somehow not dorky in the slightest—just attractive—and we wave as I pull out and follow the other churchgoers’ cars down the picturesque road. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ginny is a watchful-eyed fourteen-year-old with a face and curves so pretty, her biggest problem in life should be having to beat modeling agencies away from her door with a stick. 
 
    In reality, it’s child-preying monsters she needs the stick for. 
 
    Deek’s eyes are narrowed as he stares down at the table… Or at the bruises on her wrists. 
 
    Despite the heat outside, she’s dressed in a baggy, stained hoodie. This in itself could be taken as a strange sign for anyone, but for Ginny, it’s especially concerning. She’s got the warmest blood out of all my girls—not that she’s mine-mine, but she practically grew up at our house and even has a bed of her own in Charlotte’s room. She must be sweating like crazy under her layers, and the fact that she’s keeping the hoodie on regardless of her discomfort means she’s deliberately using it in order to hide. 
 
    By the way Deek’s scowl has darkened as he stares at her wrists (which Ginny keeps trying to hide with the ragged cuffs of her sleeves), maybe he can guess that her visible bruises probably aren’t the worst of her problems. 
 
    Ginny isn’t unaware of where his attention is; she’s exceptionally good at ignoring people’s concern. Apparently, even a werewolf’s concern. Deek tried to gently inquire if she needed help, but she shut him down hard, and he dropped his line of questioning. 
 
    If I had to guess, I’d say she’s suffering from the devil you know versus the devil you don’t syndrome: if people report the abuse, she’ll be completely uprooted. Plus, it will make her mother feel betrayed (and therefore, make her angry at Ginny), and there’s the big possibility that Ginny will end up in worse circumstances than she’s in now. 
 
    It’s scary when you can’t trust that you’ve got a safety net to catch you. 
 
    So Ginny sits sandwiched beside me and Charlotte, and across from her is an oblivious Maggie and a quietly incensed werewolf. 
 
    The only upside to the circumstances? Having something to focus his attention on is keeping Deek from freaking out. He admitted that public places push too much stimuli; all the sounds, smells, and eyes of too many people. 
 
    It must be a submissive thing. I know lots of werewolves from the pub, and they love people. Socializing is like a need. I think they’d shrivel up and die if they couldn’t mingle with the public. See: Finn Cauley. 
 
    But for Deek, it’s a different thing, and that’s okay. And although the distraction is good for him, the reason he’s distracted is just… sad. Gah, my heart aches for Ginny. And it’s obvious that her circumstances aren’t sitting well with Deek either. 
 
    His righteous anger over the state of her bruised wrists and wary posture is understandable. It’s appreciated that he’s also keeping his opinion on her welfare to himself though. Because if Ginny feels cornered, she’ll run. Right now, she’s working on a triple stack burger like she hasn’t eaten in two days. She didn’t even bother with dessert—and only the desperate souls skip the fun stuff. 
 
    “I can’t eat any more,” Maggie declares, sitting with her nose almost planted in her bowl. “But I can’t waste it!” 
 
    Deek jerks his chin at her melting mountain of vanilla dairy coated in caramel and chocolate. “Pass it over. I’ll finish it.” 
 
    She slides it over to him. “Thanks.” 
 
    A dimple appears on the side of his mouth. 
 
    I’m so distracted by the sight of it, I tip my cone. The top scoop of ice cream plops to the table. 
 
    “Oh NO,” Maggie declares, like this is the absolute worst tragedy she can imagine. 
 
    “Napkins,” Charlotte says. 
 
    Ginny is already passing them over. “I can smell the cherries in yours, Sue. They smell really good. What a waste.” 
 
    “I know,” I lament. “And dang, girl. You can smell the cherries? You’ve always had a good nose.” I snatch up the napkins. “Thanks, guys,” I start to say. 
 
    Deek catches Ginny by her fingertips, startling everyone. 
 
    “Sorry,” he says—but he pulls her hand closer instead of letting her go. Indignantly, she stands up, trying to free herself as he dips his nose down over her wrist. 
 
    He’s already releasing her when she manages to gather herself enough to snarl, “Let me go!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says again, head down, appearing to mean it. 
 
    “What the hell!?” she demands. 
 
    Maggie gasps. 
 
    Charlotte winces. 
 
    Ginny does too, and she tosses me an apologetic glance. “Sorry, Sue.” 
 
    I hold up a finger. “I’ll let that one go.” I throw a look to our werewolf, but he’s still hunkered low in his seat, unaware of the slight commotion he’s caused around us. Because other diners are glancing over, wondering what the fuss is about. 
 
    Or maybe Deek is aware of it, and that’s also why he’s looking so ashamed. 
 
    “I won’t do that again,” Deek promises. “You can finish your food. Why couldn’t the green pepper practice archery?” 
 
    His question is delivered to the table’s surface so flatly and so on the heels of a topic in a whole other field that nobody says anything. We do stare at him though. 
 
    He mumbles, “Because it didn't habenero. What do mermaids use to wash their tails?” 
 
    “I love mermaids!” Maggie chirps. 
 
    “Tide,” Deek murmurs uncomfortably, finishing his anxiously delivered joke. 
 
    “Okaaay…” Giving him serious side-eye, Ginny eases back down into her seat and picks up her burger. “What’s wrong with you?” she asks him. 
 
    “He’s nervous,” Charlotte replies just as Maggie gasps, “There’s nothing wrong with Deek!” 
 
    I wipe up the mess I’ve made and finish my cone, staring hard enough at Deek he should be able to feel it. Why did you grab Ginny like that? 
 
    Proving he might indeed be sensitive to my pointed attention, he darts one imploring look at me before starting in on Maggie’s ice cream like the faster he inhales it, the quicker we’ll all move on from this moment. 
 
    And along his jaw, the stubble is growing, turning tufted. Like the most serious mutton chops ever. Or fur. 
 
    “Do you need anything from town?” I ask Ginny in an effort to break the tension and redirect everyone’s attention. 
 
    Her cheeks color a little, and she adopts the same posture Deek has over his food. “Um, No. Charlotte’s bathroom should have everything I need.” 
 
    I mentally call up the supplies stocked in Charlotte’s bathroom: pads to bandages, she should be covered. “Okay.” 
 
    It’s a quiet ride home. When we all file inside with our insulated grocery bags, the girls split up to go to their rooms—and Ginny asks me if it’s okay if Charlotte locks her door tonight. 
 
    Deek hunches. “I won’t hurt you,” he announces. 
 
    This, to a girl whose eyes say she’s heard the line before, does nothing to thaw her. She doesn’t scoff, but the beat of silence stretches uncomfortably before she turns and marches for Charlotte’s room. 
 
    Charlotte throws a disbelieving look at Deek that he doesn’t see because he’s crouched on the floor now. 
 
    “If I didn’t believe you, I’d be on the phone with Finn right now,” I sigh, and pull the milk out of the bag and set it on the top shelf in the fridge. “But I do trust you.” To Charlotte, I motion for her to be with Ginny. 
 
    She’s nodding, already on her way, following her friend. 
 
    I begin pulling items from bags and setting them on the island for sorting. “Oh my goodness—we need to watch the bagger next time. They put canned goods in with avocados.” I grimace, examining the fruit and seeing deep divots in the dark skins, exposing green flesh. “Who does that?” 
 
    “Heathens,” Deek says so seriously from the floor that I burst out laughing. 
 
    His powerful frame relaxes, and after a moment of me going back and forth between the cupboards, he slinks over to help me without ever gaining his feet. 
 
    It’s too weird for me. 
 
    “Deek,” I start. 
 
    There’s a knock at the door. 
 
    Deek stays low and somehow crosses the distance from the grocery bags at my feet all the way to our entryway in the space of a blink—where he promptly stands tall to answer the door. 
 
    He drags it open like the house is on fire and there’s salvation on the other side. 
 
    “Who is it?” I ask. 
 
    He’s slumping with relief as he reveals another man I know very well. “It’s Finn.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Finn’s eyes are strange. “Sue,” he says, flashing teeth that look a little too sharp to be mistaken for human. He hands me a bouquet of flowers in a glass vase, colorful raffia ribbon artfully arranged around the lower half of it. 
 
    “Oh, wow! Thank you.” I accept them, four million thoughts running through my head, starting with these are pretty, invariably leading to my ex-husband he’d always apologize with flowers, like a couple of lilies and sunflowers were a proper trespass offering after he defiled our marriage bond and this was nice of Finn. But why is he REALLY here? 
 
    I set the vase on the counter. The spray of color instantly brightens up the kitchen. 
 
    Charlotte peeks her head out of the hallway—and visibly relaxes. “It’s just Finn!” she calls. 
 
    Ginny pops her head around the corner too. “Who’s Fi—” 
 
    She gapes. 
 
    Finn’s gaze is pinned on her. So is his smile—which, if possible, turns on even more charm. “Well, who is this lovely crayture?” 
 
    His accent is suddenly so thick, you could frost cupcakes with it. Green ones with shamrock-shaped sprinkles. 
 
    Ginny’s jaw drops. 
 
    It’s so the accent. 
 
    “It’s dangerous to females of all ages,” Deek murmurs to me, prompting me to realize I shared my thought out loud. 
 
    Finn tosses me a naughty grin but turns a much more wholesome smile back on Ginny. He takes a step forward and holds out his hand, adding a slight bow as his brows go up in inquiry. “So nice to meet you…?” 
 
    Straight out of a playbook from a long-ago era, Ginny floats to him and sets her hand in his. 
 
    He drops his face over the back of her hand, and when he turns her limb over to expose her palm—and her bruised wrist—I shoot a look at Deek. 
 
    He ducks and turns into a wolf. 
 
    “HOLY SHIT!” Ginny shrieks, jerking completely out of Finn’s hold. 
 
    It’s one thing to be told that your friend’s family’s borrowed nanny is a werewolf. It’s a whole different thing to see him Change. 
 
    “I’ve got the basement door,” Maggie announces, stepping around the grocery bags to give Deek an escape route. 
 
    “Wait,” I sigh. “Let me get your clothes before you ruin them.” 
 
    The wolf is the picture of shame as he hugs the floor, submissively flattens his ears, and manages to be both limp and tense as I begin to maneuver his limbs out of his church coat, tie, and dress shirt. It’s a process. 
 
    With her hand over her heart, Ginny turns a horrified expression on me. “I didn’t mean to swear.” 
 
    Fighting the jean’s snap that’s pinched at Deek’s wolven waistline, I pretend to grumble. “You get another pass. But, Ginny, I’m starting to think werewolves have a not-so-good effect on your vocabulary.” 
 
    Finn winks at her, making her—and Charlotte’s—eyes widen. Ginny blushes to the roots of her hair. Finn bites his lip and whispers, “Ya need to start deliverin’ all your curses in an Irish accent, m’dear. If you say it Irish, you can practically get away with murder.” 
 
    “I bet,” Ginny says dazedly. 
 
    Charlotte sighs almost dreamily in agreement. 
 
    “So, Finn,” I say slowly. “What brings you here?” 
 
    He gives me a very innocent look. 
 
    The wolf under my hands whines in apology. 
 
    “Hmm.” I pat Deek’s dark, furry head. “Can you roll over?” 
 
    This gets him to make eye contact. For a wolf prostrating himself on my floor, it’s awful haughty. He rolls over. 
 
    Maggie claps her hands. “Our werewolf can do tricks!” Her delight is ear-splitting. 
 
    “Maggs, inside voice,” Ginny calls to her, and Charlotte is nodding. “Yeah.” 
 
    I manage to work Deek’s belt and zipper much easier this way and it’s not long before I’m shucking him out of his pants, releasing the puffed length of his tail, which had been crammed pretty uncomfortably-looking at the seat of his clothing. 
 
    “Better?” I ask him, chuckling despite myself. Because man, that had to be painful. 
 
    His ears flick up and down once, like assent. 
 
    “Ginny,” Finn says conversationally. “Do you look like your mam?” 
 
    Ginny’s voice sobers. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do I know her? What’s her last name?” 
 
    I send Finn a sharp glance. 
 
    “Connolly,” Ginny says dully. “Brooke Connolly.” 
 
    Finn brightens—from the looks and sound of it, completely genuinely. “Connolly!” He places his hand on his chest. “You must have Irish roots.” 
 
    Ginny shrugs. “I guess so.” 
 
    Finn gives her a smile that could charm the most terrified cat out of a tree and straight into his arms. “All the best of us do.” 
 
    Affected by his attention, the laugh Ginny makes can only be described as a giggle—and by the way she jerks back, she’s appalled at herself. 
 
    Deek’s cell phone falls out of the tangle of his jeans. I raise it up, intending to set it over my head on the island. But I give in to the urge to flip it up to activate the screen. I don’t try to unlock it; I don’t have to. I see the last incoming text displayed: “Be right over. We best pray Sue won’t eat the head off of us but look at you going out to dine, meeting new people, being assertive. You are suckin’ diesel. Good on ya.” 
 
    I squint, trying to translate. I’ve heard all three of these phrases once or twice in the pub but sometimes Irish vernacular just feels like some form of alien. 
 
    “We best pray Sue won’t eat the head off of us…” Translation? Gosh, I hope Sue won’t ream our ass. 
 
    “You are suckin’ diesel.” You are making great progress. 
 
    “Good on ya.” Good job. 
 
    My gaze transfers to the werewolf whose hocks and rear paws are still bound by his boxers and the ankles of his jeans. I feel above me with the cell phone, sliding it onto the island when I make contact with the top of it. 
 
    Deek braves one look up at my face—and then he begins kicking wildly and flipping over. 
 
    “Just wait…” I chide, but he’s kicked free of his clothes and is gone, the sound of claws clicking across the kitchen then down the steps like multiple impact bullets are being discharged all the way to the basement. 
 
    Finn’s jean-clad leg appears in my peripheral. I look up to find him offering his hand. 
 
    I clasp it, accepting his help to get to my feet. 
 
    “Take that puss off your face,” he says under his breath, which is Irish for ‘get that look off your face.’ He infuses his own mug with brightness when he raises his brows at Maggie. “Did you murder an ice cream?” 
 
    Maggie doesn’t even pause. “I did. Deek helped too.” 
 
    Finn’s smile relaxes into something more genuine. “He’s a good lad.” 
 
    Oddly, hearing him speak approvingly of our hiding werewolf makes something inside me ease. 
 
    “Speaking of that mutt, we better go check on him,” Finn says, his thumb brushing over my knuckles. He looks back to Ginny and Charlotte, who are pretending not to watch us as they stand at the mouth of the hallway with a clear view into the kitchen, clearly keeping Finn in their sights. And who can blame them? If I’d had Finn to look at when I was fourteen, I probably wouldn’t have papered my walls with so many N*SYNC posters. “Will you ladies be all right up here while your mam and me head to the basement?” 
 
    At three chimes of assent, Finn tugs on our linked hands to lead me down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    “Owh, it’s nice down here,” Finn comments. 
 
    I take this to mean he appreciates the decorating until his shoulders lower with his exhale and he says, “Nice and cool down here.” He tosses a look at me over his shoulder. “We run a little hotter than you.” 
 
    I scan below us. “Uh-huh. Where is our hot werewolf?” I ask. 
 
    Finn misses a step. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He chuckles at himself. “Jus’ grand. And he’s under the bed.” 
 
    I stare at the back of his head hard enough he has to feel it. He reaches the bottom step, glances up, and laughs at the look on my face. “It’s not magic or anything. I can hear his claws scrabbling.” 
 
    He turns, ambles to the bed, reaches under it, and hauls out a werewolf. 
 
    He drags the long, leggy creature to the middle of the duvet and drops down next to him, falling back. When Deek tries to bolt for the deep recesses of the bed again, Finn hauls him next to him again and reclines on him. 
 
    To my surprise, this makes Deek go still. 
 
    Sending me an expectant look, Finn pats the spot on the other side of Deek’s shoulder. “Come on, Sue. Get over here. He needs reassurance.” 
 
    Easing down beside Deek’s shivering form, I tentatively brush my fingers in the deep fur starting between and just behind his ears. 
 
    Deek exhales through a parted muzzle and burrows hard against my thigh. 
 
    Finn taps the back of my hand. “Why the clenched fist?” 
 
    I release the grip I had in Deek’s fur—but he only shoves himself against me harder, as if trying to get me to touch him again. I do, hoping to reassure him. 
 
    And to my relief, it works. He nuzzles his nose under my knee until he can tuck it there, and sighs. 
 
    Swallowing, I risk a glance up at Finn. “What do they do to them in the Pack den?” 
 
    Finn’s smile turns puzzled. Then he’s all-out frowning. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I indicate the mess of a werewolf squishing himself into me. “Look at him.” 
 
    “I am,” says Finn, who’s not in fact looking at Deek. He’s looking at me—a direct stare. A very direct one. “And I see a submissive wolf.” He reaches over Deek to lay his hand on the top of my knee. “He’s not been abused, Sue. This is just how submissives are.” 
 
    I must look too skeptical, because he pinches the bridge of his nose. “Oh, jays, Lucan.” 
 
    I’m momentarily confused until I remember that Deek’s name is actually Lucan. 
 
    Finn mutters something that I think is unflattering in regards to Deek. “Buck eejit,” “banjaxed wulf! Stop the lights!” and also the incomprehensible statement, “Any more of this and there’ll be less of it!” 
 
    During the banjaxed wulf, something interesting happens: Deek wags his tail. 
 
    Immediately, the knot of concern that I’ve been feeling for him eases. I go back to petting him. “He just seems afraid a lot.” 
 
    “Well, he is,” Finn agrees. “You’re scaring him.” 
 
    More in disbelief than outrage, I squeak, “Me?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widen and he leans back, surprised. “Well, yeah.” At my skeptical look, he adds, “I’m not codding you!” He shakes his head. Then he plants a finger on the wide swath of space between Deek’s low-pinned ears. “For now, you are this wolf’s alpha. Deek knew you’d be miffed if he tattled about Ginny’s situation, but he couldn’t not do something about that so he got anxious.” He gestures to the wolf between us. “When you back a submissive wolf into a corner, this is what happens. Plus, he went out today. That was a big deal.” 
 
    I’d really like to discuss the part about Ginny’s situation, but I take the unnaturally still werewolf in, considering Finn’s words. 
 
    Finn takes one of my hands and implores me with his gaze. “Sue, a stór, I’m bleedin’ serious—no one’s been hurting ‘im. He’s just like this. All submissives are like—are like this. That’s why you only ever see alphas out and about with the rest of you.” 
 
    He releases my hand and grabs up Deek’s ruff, lifting this loose-skinned, thickly furred part of his pelt, dragging it back and forth like he’s shaking it for emphasis. Deek’s fur gleams and ripples with health, almost fluid as it’s being manipulated this way. 
 
    “Imagine being born with a personality that makes you inclined to bend to a leader figure’s higher authority. Imagine the desire to submit is mad strong. Now imagine yourself out in a world of people who operate as their own independent authorities most of the time. You’d be bombarded trying to please everyone. And no one can do that, you have to think for yourself.” He releases Deek’s ruff in favor of patting him between the shoulder blades. “This one can think for himself, but we protect our submissives in quiet places. Places away from human whims and human confusion. You think he’s abused, but what he is is shell-shocked. He’s never been out with you people before, and it’s a lot for him to take in.” 
 
    The Internet made some mentions of Packs having their own little general stores and general doctors and basically being hidden-away towns so that werewolves who don’t want to leave never have to. 
 
    I guess Deek’s behavior makes sense. 
 
    “Okay,” I say finally. Then I pin Finn with my gaze. “What does Deek think you’re going to do for Ginny?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Finn asks, brows raised politely. 
 
    My eyes narrow. Deek shivers between us and burrows harder. “Deek sees Ginny’s bruises and he sends an SOS text. You show up in minutes. On a Sunday. What’s going on?” 
 
    Finn gives me perhaps his most shining, charismatic smile yet. It’s a thing of beauty, true, and it’s dangerously good at stunning me. Me with my unprepared ovaries. 
 
    “Susan,” Finn purrs, leaning over Deek to get into my space. “I’ve got you in a bed on a Sunday afternoon and there’s no children in the room. Let me enjoy this, please.” 
 
    He leans in, slides his hand around the nape of my neck, and kisses me softly on the mouth. 
 
    His lips are firm, and I know in the span of a breath that he should stop now and register himself as a deadly weapon. The looks, the lilting words, the lips. 
 
    Finn Cauley is pretty, pretty danger. 
 
    But the kiss is over so quick, I barely taste him; I get the barest exhale of his mint-scented breath and the unforgettable sensation of lips meeting mine and then he’s gone. 
 
    I’m so totally unprepared that it throws me off to the point that he’s able to pull away, pat the werewolf between us, and call over his shoulder, “See ya tomorrow, Sue.” 
 
    And then he’s heading up the stairs at an athletic clip, i.e., he’s gone before I can do more than admire his fine form (his butt, okay?) as he escapes my question. 
 
    The quiet click of the front door lets me know that I won’t be getting an answer from him today about him and Deek’s reaction toward Ginny. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    The peal of my alarm heralds the beginning of Monday. Groaning, I roll out of bed and trip over a werewolf. 
 
    I do catch myself before I crack my knees on the hardwood floor of my bedroom. But… “Deek? What are you doing?” I ask, voice scratchy and hoarse with sleep. 
 
    Deek is properly apologetic that he was not only in my room but also that he blended in with the flooring. 
 
    Slapping at the alarm until it cuts the noise, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I distractedly reach down to Deek, who’s prostrate on his front, his typical pose it seems. I run an absent pat on his back and then down to his sleek-coated ribs, making him shiver. 
 
    I step around him and head for the bathroom, shutting the door so I don’t have to see the strange, oversize creature who is really a man taking up my bedroom floorspace. 
 
    Done with the morning needs, I pad out to the kitchen in my t-shirt and shorts, and knock back eight ounces of water while the coffee brews. 
 
    “Do you want coffee?” I ask Deek, who trailed me to the kitchen, his shoulder almost attached to my hip. He’s laying over my feet now as I fill my coffee mug, warming me nicely. 
 
    At my question, he raises his head and his eyes tap mine before he jerks his head down in a very unnatural-looking nod. 
 
    “Do you want it in a bowl or are you going to…” 
 
    He transforms into a man. A really naked man. 
 
    And oh my gosh, Deek’s body is… nice. It’s really, really nice. 
 
    But I do not live in a house where naked men, no matter how well-proportioned and muscular their backs and backsides appear, can crawl around at will. I clear my throat. “As much as I think you were wonderfully created and all that, there are three underage girls in this house—” 
 
    Deek reaches past my leg, opens the cupboard on the island, and pulls out a pair of sweatpants. 
 
    “Ah,” I pip. 
 
    He stands, and back to me, he steps into them. 
 
    I set my gaze on the coffee pot with a firmness that takes effort. Major effort. But I persevere, helped along by the fact that even though I looked away, the image of Deek’s sculpted butt cheeks will be burned in my brain forever. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” he says. 
 
    I nod and move to pull down a mug for him. It has a colorful fox printed on it with the words ‘Oh for’ over its head and ‘sake!’ under it. “Here.” 
 
    He takes it with an amused smirk and a murmured thanks, and pours himself some liquid life. 
 
    “Did you… did you go around last night stuffing emergency pants around the house?” I question. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All riiighty.” Because what else can I say? “When you’re sufficiently caffeinated, let me know. We’ll talk schedules.” 
 
    He nods. His body is facing slightly away from me, giving me his profile and plenty of his back. I feel a little pressed to fill the silence, but I settle for sipping from my mug and enjoying the scenery since he’s not watching me watch him. And this doesn’t feel as wrong as ogling his butt; appreciating the strong lines of his back is just— 
 
    I’m merely admiring art. The pursuit of the aesthetic is a perfectly acceptable pastime. Some people pay for season tickets to the Met; this is like that, but with a man’s live back muscles. 
 
    I’m saved from having to justify my actions to myself further when Maggie staggers out of the hall and into the kitchen, sleepy but greeting the day anyway, no alarm clock or caffeine needed. Frankly, it’s unnatural, and she doesn’t get this from me. Not from her dad either. Was there some freak early riser in one of our families somewhere? We don’t know. 
 
    “Morning, Maggs,” I greet her. 
 
    “Good morning,” she says back. Then, seeing Deek, she brightens. “Hi!” 
 
    Deek turns, spoiling the last of my ogling free-for-all, and sends a soft smile in Maggie’s direction. “Hi, Maggie. Morning.” 
 
    “Can we go to the park today?” Maggie asks him, stepping right up until she’s nearly toe-to-toe with him. 
 
    “Umm,” he says, and glances at my collarbones. “What does your mom say?” 
 
    I finish my coffee and turn around to pour myself a second cup. “How comfortable are you with the idea?” Mug in hand, I lean back against the counter, facing them. “Maggie always asks her babysitters if they’ll take her to the park—” 
 
    “And they never do!” Maggie exclaims. 
 
    I smile into my coffee. “They’ll go maybe once.” I give Deek a sympathetic look. “It’s a lot of kids and a lot of nothing for you to do but pace while she plays with whoever else shows up.” 
 
    “What if no one shows up?” Deek asks, looking back and forth between my throat and Maggie’s toes. 
 
    “Sometimes I’m all by myself,” Maggie sighs. 
 
    “Adults aren’t allowed on the equipment,” I explain. “And it’s probably going to be pretty quiet today. Mondays usually are.” 
 
    After a moment, Deek raises a shoulder in a tentative fashion. His words are cautious. “The park sounds okay.” 
 
    Maggie throws her hands in the air like she’s won something. “Yaaaay!” 
 
    “Shhhh,” I hush her. “It’s too early to be this excited.” 
 
    Matter-of-factly, she responds, “I can’t help it.” 
 
    Deek smiles full-out at her. 
 
    It’s such a surprise to see him doing it that I wobble my mug on its way up to my lips. 
 
    He transfers his attention from Maggie’s happy face to me. “What’s the plan for the day?” 
 
    “The park,” Maggie supplies. As if he could forget. 
 
    “The park,” he says dutifully, eyebrows hopping up once, his gaze staying lowered. It makes him seem really serious, to always be looking down. “And besides the park?” 
 
    I check the clock on the microwave. “I’m going to hit the shower in an hour. Then I’m off to work.” I gesture in the direction of Charlotte’s room. “Charlotte gets picked up by a bus in a bit, and she gets back around three. Ginny might need us to drive her to her house for her school stuff, but she runs on the same advanced summer school schedule.” I look at Maggie. “Want a quick breakfast?” 
 
    “Scrambled eggs, please.” 
 
    I motion to Deek. “Want eggs and bacon for breakfast?” 
 
    Gripping his coffee, he nods. “Please.” 
 
    “Okay.” I move for the skillets and haul out the milk, cheese, spinach, and eggs. “Tomatoes, anyone?” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” says Deek. There’s a pause. Then, “You don’t like tomatoes?” 
 
    I’m smiling as the skillet heats and the butter begins to melt and slide across the pan. (Our floor tilts ever so slightly. You have to watch what you put on the counter, like an apple or loose eggs, for example, because they can roll right off.) 
 
    “Not unless they’re the yellow ones,” Maggie tells him. 
 
    “The Sunspot cherry variety,” I share. I crack two eggs into a bowl and add cottage cheese, then beat it into a mix. I get the bacon going in a second skillet. “But she likes ketchup. You know, the typical red kind.” 
 
    “I love ketchup,” Maggie agrees emphatically. 
 
    Deek’s chuckle is a surprise. A nice one. It’s a sound I haven’t heard in the mornings since… since the girls’ dad was around. 
 
    “We make our own,” Maggie informs him. “You can make it with us next time if you want to.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to help if I have hands,” Deek promises. 
 
    I turn back to them, holding the spatula aloft, and watch Maggie’s expression transform to a confused curiosity. “You have hands.” 
 
    His smile is gentle. “Sometimes, they’re paws.” 
 
    Realization makes her grin up at him. “Oh.” Then she confides, “I like having you as a pet.” 
 
    “Maggie!” I exclaim. “He’s not a pet!” 
 
    Deek meets my horrified gaze, and smiles. “It’s okay, Susan.” To Maggie, he says gently, “But I’m not really a pet. Keep that in mind if you meet many werewolves.” 
 
    Maggie shrugs. “Okay.” 
 
    “Scrambled eggs are done,” I announce, and plate up Maggie’s bacon and eggs, sans anything interesting, like tomato. I wave my spatula in Deek’s direction. “How do you want your eggs?” I step away from the stove to help Maggie get up on a barstool—but Deek’s right there, and he takes her plate and lifts her up on one. 
 
    To me, he murmurs, “Over easy, please.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    To Maggie, he asks, “Do you normally sit in the living room?” 
 
    She must nod. The next thing she says is, “I wanted to be with you guys.” 
 
    “Deek, take this.” I pass him a plate of bacon. “If it looks weird to you it’s because it’s turkey.” 
 
    “I like turkey,” he says. 
 
    “Great! Speaking of, there’s deli meat in the fridge—including turkey—along with all the other fixings for sandwiches. Bread’s in the bread box. I figured sandwiches would be easy lunch options for you and Maggs.” 
 
    “I can handle sandwiches,” he says with very little confidence. 
 
    Even the six-year-old picks up on it. “I’ll show you how, Deek!” She sounds unbelievably excited at the prospect. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be anything fancy,” I assure him. “Just listen to her when she says she doesn’t want something, and you’re good to go.” 
 
    “I’ve been told I’m a good listener. And I’m a submissive: I follow orders very well,” he promises. 
 
    Maggie heaves a relieved breath. “Good. I hate onions, and everyone tries to hide them. But I know,” she says sagely. “I always find them.” 
 
    “I won’t hide any onions in your food,” he vows. 
 
    “Okay,” she says archly, like Deek is on probation. 
 
    “Eggs are done,” I say, flipping them to a plate. “Deek? Want toast, juice, anything interesting?” 
 
    “I’ll be good with this,” he says. 
 
    I make myself a spinach omelet, and make another for Ginny, who is an early riser and surely up by now. I leave Deek with the spatula to tap on Charlotte’s door and let Ginny know there’s food for her. She zips out for it, says thanks, and closes herself in Charlotte’s room again. 
 
    “She doesn’t eat with the family?” Deek asks. 
 
    “She…” I glance at him, hesitating. 
 
    His gaze is trained on my shoulder, and jumps to maybe my ear. “She usually does?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, she’s like one of my kids and eats in the kitchen or the living room. But don’t feel bad. It isn’t you, you know?” 
 
    A muscle in Deek’s jaw jumps. “It’s not right that she’s afraid.” 
 
    I shake my head sadly. “No. It isn’t right. But there’s nothing we can do about that.” 
 
    A jolt travels up my spine when Deek meets my eyes and makes every word distinct as he says, “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    “Be good for Deek today, please?” Susan implores her daughter. In a more hushed voice that probably couldn’t carry to a man who was not also a werewolf, she adds, “And remember: he’s not a dog. Okay? He’s a man.” 
 
    “I know,” Maggie says. “And I’ll be good.” 
 
    Susan tugs her into her arms and gives the top of her head a loud kiss. Then she stands, her keys jangling, her purse dragging down one of her shoulders, her hair put up and artfully arranged so a few strands fall prettily around her face— 
 
    But somehow, her messy bed-flattened hair was just as pretty this morning. So was her makeup-less face. 
 
    She’s even more striking with makeup on though. I thought I knew why Finn is so bent on claiming her; she has a big heart, along with a great sense of humor and three (two biological) wonderfully sweet, well-raised kids. He says he noticed her and admired her for the fact that she can handle anything, doesn’t buckle under his steam-roller personality, and she makes him smile. I should have expected that she’d be beautiful too. I risk a glance up to her eyes and find them lined with black, painted softly on the lids with something shimmery and alluring. I drop my gaze and end up at the level of her chest, where a heavy necklace swings above the scoop neck of her lace-trimmed blouse. 
 
    The Pack’s pub where she works doesn’t have a uniform for their employees, and Susan is in jeans and white sneakers with bright yellow laces that will probably serve her as comfortably as she can be during a long day shift on her feet. 
 
    When my eyes dart up to hers again, she’s smiling warmly, but the lines between her brows also speak to the slight level of stress she’s feeling. “Don’t hesitate to call or text me. For anything. Even if you think it’s a stupid question or situation, don’t feel bad. I won’t get in trouble at work for answering. Your Pack is the best about that,” she says with genuine appreciation. “Any last questions?” 
 
    “Not that I can think of,” I tell her. “Have a good day at work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she breaths. “You too.” She checks her phone. “Takeoff time.” She waves to me and Maggie and jogs out the door and down the front steps. 
 
    Ginny and Charlotte already left so it’s just me and Maggie now. I turn to her. “What would you like to do first today?” 
 
    Her eyes light up and her smile is like sunshine. “The park!” 
 
    We lock up, and I slip the key into my track pants and hold out my hand. “Lead the way.” 
 
    She gazes up at me in surprise. “You don’t know where it is?” 
 
    “No,” I tell her. “I’ve never been to a park.” 
 
    She stares up at me like I’ve just told her I turn into… well, something more shocking than a werewolf. Because that never fazed her. This though, this is unconscionable. 
 
    “Your parents should be ashamed of themselves,” she declares, outraged on my behalf. “They should have let you out to go to the park.” 
 
    I snort, and when she starts tugging on my hand, I follow. “My parents turned me loose to play with the rest of the Pack, just like every other werewolf. Someday, maybe I’ll show you the dens. I think you’d like them.” 
 
    Maggie traverses our path with confidence, aware of all the road rules with stoplights and looking both directions before crossing. She leads us down the wrong street at one point but doesn’t get flustered. I tell her bad jokes (which she laughs at—every one of them) while we backtrack and in two more blocks, we’re at the park.  
 
    “Ben and Vicky are here!” she announces happily. Then she glances up at me, and starts to look worried. “Are you okay, Deek?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I lie. I make her hand slip from mine. “You go play with Ben and Vicky. Have fun.” 
 
    “Okay,” she says, but she’s eyeing me with concern. “Are you scared?” 
 
    I think about lying again, but I can tell she’s too aware to believe me, so there’s no point. “Nervous would be more applicable.” 
 
    “What does applicable mean?” she asks. 
 
    “Maggie!” a young voice calls. The Vicky who Maggie was so excited about, I assume. “Are you coming to play with us?” 
 
    “Just a minute!” she calls back. “I’m helping Deek. He’s scared to be here.” 
 
    I feel my eyes widen. “Nervous,” I correct. “And applicable means it applies here.” 
 
    “I’ll race you to the slides!” a young boy calls. “If you lose, you’re a boogerface!” he announces with glee and starts running. 
 
    Maggie rolls her eyes and sighs. “That’s Ben. He’s immature.” 
 
    “BEN!” hollers a woman with all the force and volume of a drill sergeant. “Don’t call the girls boogerfaces, you boogerface!” 
 
    And against my will, my eyes are drawn to the group of adults on the far side of the playground. There are five women here; two are watching their children play, one is standing with a baby stroller, and two are walking laps around the park with strollers. 
 
    All of them are looking at me. 
 
    I drop to the ground. 
 
    “Oh no! Deek, are you hurt?” Maggie asks too loudly, concerned. 
 
    “Fine! I’m good. Fine,” I assure her, shifting so that it looks like I’m kneeling in front of her instead of lying prone on the ground. “Go have fun. I’ll be fine here.” 
 
    I will not be fine here, and I do not want her to leave me. But she’s six. For the Lord’s sake, how appropriate is it to use her as my crutch? 
 
    I need to call Finn. 
 
    And then it hits me: I forgot the cell phone. The cell phone he gave me with instructions to call him when I feel like I’m losing control. Day one, hour one, and I forgot the phone and I am losing control. 
 
    “Maggggie!” Vicky calls imploringly from a tower with a ladder and two slides coming off of it. “Hurrrrry or the sharks will get you!” 
 
    Maggie waves to her, and when she faces me again, she’s clearly torn. “Are you sure you’re—” 
 
    “You’re very sweet, Maggie. Go play.” 
 
    “Okaaay…” watching me, she backs away. But then she’s running for her friends, and the kids squeal and shout and run and climb and she waves to me and I wave back and I pretend not to notice the attention of the adults present. I pretend not to notice them moving closer. Closing in on me. 
 
    Against my will, I shiver with anxiety. I clench my jaw to stop my teeth from clicking together. Nerves and stress. Dangerous to a werewolf, especially a submissive one. My control will never be at the same level as an alpha’s, and under these conditions, if werewolves weren’t public yet, I’d be a danger to the Pack’s secrecy. 
 
    Thankfully though, the world is aware of werewolf existence, and while some are still a little wary, most people are excited by our novelty. 
 
    Just keep it together, Lucan, my inner self chants. I’d resent the fact that my inner voice sounds like Finn, but right now, just pretending that he's saying the words to me is a massively needed comfort. 
 
    I don’t look up when the stroller walkers pass me. I do murmur polite hellos back to them, even if I never turn my head from where my eyes are pinned to Maggie. 
 
    I stay that way, hunched as I stay kneeled, staring. Willing myself to calm down and stay human. This is fine. I’m fine. Stop that whining noise, Deek—you’re FINE. And stay human! 
 
    “You look so worried about her,” a woman laughs, her voice drifting down to me. It takes me a beat to confirm she’s really speaking to me. It would be easier to verify this if I looked up to catch the visual cues, but I can’t make myself look at these people I don’t know. I’m so uncomfortable, my skin starts to itch. 
 
    Don’t Change. Do NOT Change! 
 
    “I’m not worried about her,” I think to say after a moment of silence feels extra uncomfortable, and I realize I should respond. “She’s playing.” 
 
    “You’re Maggie’s new babysitter?” the woman asks, her sneakers—lime green with magenta laces—taking a step forward, bringing her even closer to me. Her perfume drifts to my nose. It’s nice. But not as nice as Susan’s scent was this morning when she got out of bed. When she tripped on me, I inhaled, and my lungs filled with this warm, comforting, pretty smell. 
 
    I really liked it. 
 
    “I’m her nanny,” I manage. 
 
    “Whoa,” she says so quietly under her breath, I couldn’t have heard her if I wasn’t a werewolf. “A live-in or a live-out?” 
 
    “What?” I pant, clawing at the collar of my shirt. The backs of my fingers brush fear-stiff hairs on my chest. Longer, more numerous than normal hairs. I’m shifting. 
 
    “Do you, um, live with Maggie’s mom, or…” 
 
    “Yes.” From our other side, the pair of strollers are in view again. Both are in leggings. One grey set, one black. The black set is in blue shoes with purple and pink laces. The grey leggings are in white sneakers with pink accents on the sides. They’re slowing. 
 
    They stop. “Is that Maggie’s new babysitter?” 
 
    “He’s a live-in nanny,” the woman next to me says with extra weight on the words. 
 
    “Susan is a lucky bitch,” one whispers nearly inaudibly. 
 
    Another breathes, “I want one of those.” 
 
    I try to concentrate on my surroundings, not on the people. It helps to touch trees, dirt, wild. Here though, there are no trees. There’s no dirt or wild, either. Beneath me is some sort of spongey rubber mat with a pungent, unpleasant smell. Nauseatingly strong. I’m not sure how anyone can stand it—but maybe I’m the only one hyperaware of it. 
 
    My heartbeat is drumming in my ears. I watch the back of my hand, keeping it pressed to the rubber material, and as my knuckles disappear under an excess of sprouting hairs, I’m filled with climbing dismay. 
 
    The third stroller appears. “Did I hear you right? You’re a nanny?” 
 
    "I swallow once. Twice. “Uh-huh.” Uncomfortable, I sit up and strip off my shirt. 
 
    A hushed whisper. “I would have bet money on him being a model. Can you imagine having that in your house all day? I need the number of his agency.” 
 
    Someone murmurs, “If the other nannies look half as hot as him, your husband is going to say no.” 
 
    An infant squalls—and I jerk in reaction. A baby’s cry makes a submissive wolf like me instinctively want to investigate and drives me to soothe it. It’s coming from a baby in one of the nearby strollers. The baby sounds upset. 
 
    Take care of the baby. 
 
    TAKE CARE OF THE BABY. 
 
    My nerves stretch like piano wires. 
 
    THE BABY. DON’T CHANGE: CHECK ON THE BABY. 
 
    I start to move but catch myself, flinching. No! YOU STAY. WATCH MAGGIE! 
 
    The boy on the playground, Ben, throws sand at Vicky. His mother, standing beside me, bellows, “BENJAMIN! Get your tail over here THIS! INSTANT!” 
 
    I appreciate that she immediately corrected him. 
 
    Her shout though has the effect of a cattle prod. I burst into a wolf. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    The startled screams of women and the continuous cry of the baby don’t do anything to bring me back to a calm state. I kick free of my track pants and boxers, snarling when the house key goes flying from my pocket. 
 
    The only easy thing about my Change is my sneakers; they’re not a problem since they don’t hold onto rear paws. 
 
    The women, understandably, are scared. So I rush for the playground equipment to get Maggie. 
 
    The women start screaming. 
 
    Maggie and Vicky look around in alarm. When Maggie sees me coming for her though, her face clears and she points to me and says, “I told you he was a werewolf.” 
 
    Vicky’s eyes are huge. “That is the coolest babysitter ever!” 
 
    “I know,” Maggie declares with admirable humbleness. “Maybe your mom will let you have one. He gets to stay in our house. He slept in my mom’s room.” 
 
    I nose Maggie and back away a step. When she doesn’t immediately follow me, I bow, resting my weight on my elbows, staying bent, staring at her. Follow me! 
 
    Laughing, she takes a step in my direction. So does a giggling Vicky and an amazed Ben. 
 
    I can’t really bark, but I make a noise that’s a close cousin to a woof as I tear off for where the key lies on the ground. 
 
    The women have converged on us though, and although they let me run past them, they catch Vicky and Ben and detain Maggie, cell phones out, some of them filming me, some of them talking excitedly on them. 
 
    “—a real werewolf!” 
 
    “I know, right?! I’ve never seen one before today! He’s HUGE!” 
 
    “He hasn’t bitten anybody and I know they say they’re kid-friendly, but honest to God, I heard him growl before he ran for the kids. It was the scariest moment of my life—” 
 
    I rush at the one blocking Maggie. 
 
    She shrieks, drops her phone, and jumps out of the way. 
 
    Maggie, looking nonplussed at the commotion, tries to advise, “Stay calm—he’s just a werewolf.” 
 
    But either nobody is listening to her, or that doesn’t soothe their concerns. Either way, I bound up to her until I have her attention again, and then I race over to the key and my clothes. 
 
    She’s not barred from following me this time, and she sees the problem immediately. “This is the key to our house! Oh, Deek, you can’t Change if you’re going to carry our key. If we get locked out, my mom will have to call my dad.” She shakes her head. “Then he’ll yell at her and call her names.” 
 
    Growling, I trot a circle around my things. I snatch my track pants and boxers in my teeth, but from experience, I know that carrying a cotton shirt in your mouth makes you feel like you’re going to die of thirst. I’m already panting from stress and the climbing heat of the day. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Maggie offers helpfully—and I drop my pants in favor of reaching out and nuzzling her cheek in thanks. 
 
    But I take them back. I appreciate her help immensely—but no six-year-old is carrying my underwear and pants around. Just no. 
 
    She giggles, squirming until she can drag her cheek on her shoulder, wiping my nose-smear away, and as she easily gathers my shirt and moves for my shoes, I realize that having such a sensible person follow you around after you Change is really handy. 
 
    We turn—and immediately, we’re met with the Mom Brigade. 
 
    “I’m going to take Deek home,” Maggie informs them. She waves to Vicky. “Bye!” She waves to Ben, who’s in the middle of begging his mom to let her pet me. “Bye, Ben!” 
 
    And with that, Maggie tosses my shirt over her shoulder, lets my sneakers dangle from her fingers, clutches the key in her other hand, and throws her arm around my neck. “Come on, Deek. I’ll take you home.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    I hid for hours in Maggie’s room under her activity table as she played with blocks, colored in her coloring books, and read to me. 
 
    She reads good. I can now recite Steven Kellogg’s Is Your Mama A Llama by heart. 
 
    Maggie apologized to me that there was no wolf featured in the lineup of animal characters in the book. To make up for this gross injustice, she drew two pictures, both depicting me in my wolf form, and placed one in the book and set the other one on the floor by my paw. 
 
    Then she asked if she could brush my hair. 
 
    I wurfed a despondent yes. 
 
    I don’t know how her mom will feel about the fact that her daughter’s boar-bristle brush is full of werewolf hair, but this little girl brushes me until my coat gleams. 
 
    She also uses every one of her barrette hairbows on me. She had a pack of fifty. She declared the pink polka dot ones go best with my coloring. 
 
    There’s a knock at the front door. 
 
    Maggie goes very still. 
 
    I stand up, upending the activity table she’d been crouched under with me. I storm for the entryway, hair raising. 
 
    “We’re not supposed to open the door for strangers,” Maggie whispers to me, following quickly after me and trying to catch at my withers, only dislodging some of the bigger bows she fitted me with. 
 
    The knock comes again, louder. Then again, more insistent. 
 
    By the way Maggie’s hands clench in my neck ruff, I’d know she was getting scared. But because I’m a wolf, I can also smell it. 
 
    A ferocious snarl rips from my chest. 
 
    The knocking stops immediately. A surprised, “Is that feckin’ you, Lucan?” voiced by none other than Finn is barked through the door, followed by his loud laugh. 
 
    I wurf in agreement. Although, he has to know it’s me. It’s not like Susan ran out and bought a full-grown Alsatian. 
 
     “You don’t sound like the Lucan I know. Sounds like a bleedin’ Harley Davidson is about to come through this door!” 
 
    I snort. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” he asks, sounding more serious. “I know you’re awful dryshite, but when you didn’t answer your feckin’ phone, I didn’t know what to think.” 
 
    I jump up on the door, my only way of communicating. I can Change, but I need to grab my pants and go to another room, and hope Maggie doesn’t follow me. But now that she’s scared, she’ll probably grow more scared if she’s left alone. If I grow agitated because she’s scared, I might not be able to Change. 
 
    “Is… that good or bad?” Finn asks warily. “Jaysus, man, how about one woof for yes, two for no, all right? And it’d better only be one woof, ya pox bottle.” 
 
    I woof once. 
 
    “Little Miss Maggie is all right?” 
 
    I woof once more. 
 
    Finn heaves out a breath. “Good. Jays, this is harder than I thought it’d be, leaving you here. But all right. When you can, get to your phone and let me know why the hell you can’t Change—” 
 
    Maggie reaches up and throws back the door’s bolt. She turns the handle and peeks out. “Mr. Finn?” 
 
    “Howsagoin, little Maggie!” Finn executes a move that must put a terrible crick in his neck, peering around the jamb like he is. “Everything okay in there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maggie confirms. “I’m not supposed to open the door for strangers though.” 
 
    “That’s a good rule you should always, always follow, and I’m going to leave now. I just needed to be sure everything was okay.” 
 
    “It is. Deek turned into a wolf at the park, but I got the key and he picked up his pants. I carried his shirt.” 
 
    “Oh. Good,” Finn replies, sounding a little strained. A little louder he asks, “Did you by chance pick up your kex, or are some poor blights going to find them and wonder why a man was stripping them off at a child’s playground, you gobshite?” 
 
    Kex is Irish for underwear. And now I’m really glad I retrieved mine. 
 
    I press up against Maggie, pressing open the door a little farther, making another barrette fall off, and I wurf once to confirm that no children will be finding men’s underwear near the playground equipment. 
 
    Finn takes one look at me and guffaws. 
 
    Startled, Maggie almost slams the door shut on my nose—but once his initial burst of sound registers as laughter, she recovers. She bends to pick up one of the fallen barrettes. She replaces it on my cheek fur, the bow so large I can see it out of the corner of my eye. One of the glittery pink ones. 
 
    “What the feck!” Finn cries, slapping at his pockets until he finds and retrieves his phone. He holds it up, trying to suppress his loud chuckles so that his camera isn’t bouncing. “Hold still, hold still. Oh, this is class!” 
 
    I sneeze. 
 
    Maggie makes a dismayed noise as several barrettes fall. 
 
    Finn is crying. 
 
    He wipes his face and stomps his fat thumbs on his phone, chortling to himself. “I’m sending this to your da, my da, my mam—all the cousins. You poor sap, you will never live this down!” he wheezes. 
 
    Maggie puffs out a slightly aggravated but still ladylike breath. She makes the tiniest tsking sound. “Well, it’s time for lunch. I’m going to feed Deek sandwiches. I know how to make them by myself.” 
 
    “That’s good, sweetheart,” he manages in his thick accent. Then, with obvious, hopefully painful effort, he struggles and manages to get himself under control. “Awright, you two have a good lunch then. If you need me, find Deek’s phone and call me or your mam. Okay?” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Finn smiles at her. “Close and lock the door now.” 
 
    Maggie does. 
 
    “Good garl!” he calls. “I’m off. Bye you two.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” Maggie calls back. Then she huffs and puts her hand on my shoulder, turning and indicating I should turn with her and follow her into the kitchen. 
 
    Without protest, I do. But I keep my pace dutifully matched to hers so she can replace my barrettes as we go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    The clock on the wall chimes little singsong cheeps at three. Shortly after, keys rattle outside the door, and girls’ laughter can be heard as Charlotte shoves open the door and walks in with Ginny. 
 
    They both stop short when they get a look at the transformation of the living room. All the sofa cushions, from here and from the couch in the basement, have formed fort walls. A bedsheet messily drapes over this, and inside it all is Maggie, sleeping collapsed over my side. 
 
    I’m stretched out, my muzzle on my paws, my ears relaxed. I’m trying not to pant, but this little girl stopped feeling warm and cute about a half an hour ago (okay, she’s still cute) and now she just feels like she’s reached that stage right before we both turn into molten lava. 
 
    “Hey Deek,” Charlotte whispers, reaching behind herself very slowly. “Don’t move. I have to take a picture of this for Mom.” 
 
    Seems the sight of little girls, werewolves, and bows brings out the budding photographer in everyone. 
 
    “Got it,” she whispers, grinning. She slides it back into her pocket. 
 
    “Wait,” Ginny murmurs. “I’m taking some too.” To my surprise, she’s also smiling. “There! Thanks.” 
 
    I close my eyes. 
 
    “Awwww,” they breathe. I hear cell phones come back out of pockets. “He looks like he’s sleeping now. That makes the picture so much cuter.” 
 
    I chuff at them, making them laugh softly. 
 
    The girls unload their backpacks and get after-school snacks and lunch. Maggie wakes up and greets them, gets lunchmeat from the fridge, and bribes me with it so she can attempt braiding the fur on my tail again. 
 
    It’s too short, but she’s determined. 
 
    She and I eventually make our way to the backyard, where I water the family’s two piddly trees, and Maggie and I play hide-and-go-seek. Which is more like just chase me because there’s really nothing to hide behind. 
 
    When we head back inside, Charlotte suggests setting the room back to rights, and Maggie begins to do that. I tug some cushions over, surprised when Ginny brushes past me to help. She even scritches my head like she can’t help herself. 
 
    I guess she’s either forgiven me for grabbing her yesterday, or I don’t seem as threatening to her when I’m in my wolf form. 
 
    That a girl has learned to fear men but trust wolves is… sad. 
 
    We all sit on the restored L-shaped couch and the ladies admire my bows until someone knocks on the door. 
 
    “Who is it now?” Maggie exclaims like the house has had more traffic than Grand Central Station. 
 
    Ginny has gone still beside me. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Charlotte whispers. 
 
    Ginny swipes her backpack from the floor and swiftly disappears. 
 
    I trot to the door with Charlotte, and when she cracks it open, the smell of the woman on the other side has all my attention. 
 
    I can tell from similar scent markers that it’s Ginny’s mom. 
 
    Scent markers also indicate that Ginny’s mom is half Jack Daniels at the moment. 
 
    “Hi, Ms. Connolly,” Charlotte says with false brightness. 
 
    Looking unkempt, unwell, and too thin, the woman weaves on her feet and asks, “Is Ginny here?” 
 
    She almost knocks me off my feet with her breath. My God. She’s a walking distillery. 
 
    “It’s just me and Maggie watching TV,” Charlotte replies. Which, considering Ginny ducked into Charlotte’s room, is almost not quite a lie. 
 
    “Have you seen her?” Ms. Connolly asks. Her eyes glint with a soft, liquor glassiness. 
 
    Charlotte nods. “She was at school today. Have you tried calling her?” 
 
    The soft glaze in Ms. Connolly’s eyes sharpens to belligerence. “Phone’s off. Has been for two days, ever since—” she cuts herself off, shaking her head hard enough to make herself stagger. She catches herself, sways forward, and accuses, “That lying little bitch is hiding here and we both know it!” 
 
    The stench of fear bolts off Charlotte, and she nudges the door shut. 
 
    Me, behind her leg, pushes past her and noses the door back open. 
 
    Ms. Connolly uses the opportunity to hook her hands over the door and shove it in. 
 
    I twist my neck, open my jaws, and nip her thigh. 
 
    Ms. Connolly doesn’t seem to hardly notice—until she can’t shuffle forward and she looks down to see why. 
 
    She screams. 
 
    She screams bloody murder. 
 
    With a vicious snarl, I lunge forward, pouncing at her—and she falls back, scrabbles out of the door, and falls off the stoop. 
 
    It’s maybe a three-foot drop. Soft woodchips and Chrysanthemums cushion her fall. 
 
    I leap out after her, dropping out of sight of the door. I Change. 
 
    Flashing the whole street and the woman suffering from substance abuse, I peek my head around the jam to see a shaken Charlotte, Maggie, and hanging furthest back, trying to stay out sight, is an extremely worried Ginny. 
 
    “Get my phone,” I tell them. “Basement bedside table. Call Finn.” 
 
    Ginny is the one who dashes for it. 
 
    Charlotte’s worried throat convulses as she whispers, “If the police show up, we can get into trouble for hiding Ginny. Like,” a tear falls down her cheek, “a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “There won’t be that kind of trouble,” I promise. “Not if Finn can get here first. Lock the door.” 
 
    Finn arrives five minutes later, and with my hand over Ms. Connolly’s mouth, nobody has been bothered by her attempts to keep screaming. It doesn’t seem like anyone has called the police. 
 
    One of the girls was kind enough to retrieve a pair of my sweats, and Charlotte cracked open a window to toss them to me, so it was just a werewolf pinning a woman down outside, not a naked one. That fact must have been the clincher that allowed the neighborhood to relax about it all. 
 
    Yes, I’m being sarcastic. I’m a little appalled at how studiously everyone seems to be ignoring the show. Nobody stops. Nobody seems outraged at the scene. Double-takes aplenty as people drove by, but no one stopped to step in. Yet on the other hand, I’m relieved damage control won’t have too much more to deal with. 
 
    “All day,” Finn starts, “I been hard at work. Meanwhile, look at you, lad. If work were a bed, you’d be sleeping on the floor.” He stops when he reaches us and crouches at Ms. Connolly’s head, blocking her a little more from the street’s view. “Chrisht, this cow is gee-eyed. And she smells like an exploded pharmacy.” 
 
    “It’s rude to call American women cows,” I inform him, teeth chattering from stress. 
 
    “Cunt, then.” 
 
    I tip my head in acknowledgement. “Never mind. Go back to cows before you get yourself killed.” 
 
    Finn grins, but it lacks his usual deep humor. “Nah, I always explain that things are different in Ireland, and the ladies love the accent. Ahhh, Yanks. I can almost get away with anything.” He draws a finger gently along the dirty hair plastered to Ms. Connolly’s temple. “How did this all happen, I wonder?” 
 
    “I don’t think Ginny knows,” I tell him. 
 
    “Didn’t seem to have any inkling,” he agrees. He meets my eyes, not bothered at all when I immediately drop my gaze. As an alpha, he expects it. His palm smacks down gently on top of my head. “You going to make it? P.S., you’ve got some hairy feckin’ knuckles.” 
 
    If he’d been two minutes later, I’d probably be a wolf right now, and I don’t know how I would have kept Ms. Connolly subdued without hurting her since my control options would be limited to teeth and claws and sheer weight. I exhale mightily, reassured by the presence and touch of a dominant wolf. “Yeah, Finn. Thanks.” 
 
    “There’s a lad. Now, about Ginny, tell her not to run. Let her know the Pack will—” 
 
    I give my head the smallest shake. “You better be the one to tell her. She’s not afraid of you.” 
 
    “Poor little thing doesn’t have the sharpest instincts yet, does she?” Finn asks, amused. 
 
    Because of the two of us, he is by far the most dangerous. 
 
    He claps a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll make sure she gets them. Help me get her gargled mam in the boot, and I’ll have a chat with our Ginny.” 
 
    I glance up at him before just as quickly breaking our gazelock. “You can’t put a woman in the trunk of a car! It’s broad daylight!” 
 
    Finn grimaces. “Aw, fine. I’ll move the tarp to the back seats.” He sighs. “If she shites, vomits, or pisses, I’m going to make her regret it.” 
 
    I nod, believing him. And then I help heft her up and haul her to his car where we duct tape her wrists and ankles together and tape off her mouth. 
 
    For what it’s worth, she’s beginning to look much more sober. 
 
    “There now,” Finn declares when we step back and shut the doors. “She’ll keep.” With that, he strolls back to the house. 
 
    His windows are cracked enough that she’ll have a bit of a breeze, which is better than she’d have had in his trunk. Since this woman has let men hurt her daughter—and rather than defend her, only hurts her more by chasing her down and calling her a lying bitch, a word that’s much more loaded when uttered by a human—I don’t particularly care how comfortable she is so long as she survives. I turn and dutifully follow Finn.  
 
    He knocks politely on the door, and I wait behind him on the steps, feeling the heat of the concrete seep into my bare feet. 
 
    The door cracks open. Only part of Charlotte’s face and eye is visible. “Hello?” 
 
    “All’s taken care of, love,” Finn tells her kindly. “May I come in and speak to Ginny, please? Send her out if you’d rather, but let me in the backyard then. We need just a little bit of privacy if it wouldn’t be a bother.” 
 
    A long pause ensues. Not where Charlotte is communicating with Ginny either. 
 
    Finn steps back with one foot and knocks me in the head with his elbow. “Boyo, she’s waiting for you to tell her that you vouch for my character.” 
 
    Shocked, my gaze flies up to Charlotte’s. She is indeed waiting… because she wants to know if she can let Finn in, and she’s trusting me to tell her. 
 
    Dumbly, I bob my chin. 
 
    Finn sighs and knocks me in the head again on purpose as he turns back to her. “That’s a big fat yes, if you couldn’t tell.” 
 
    Smiling sheepishly, Charlotte opens the door and invites us back inside. 
 
    “Ginny,” Finn calls. “Can I have a word with you?” 
 
    Ginny comes up cautiously from the basement. “What?” 
 
    Finn gestures. “We can talk down there, or in Charlotte’s room or the back—” 
 
    “Tell me here,” she says, wary as all get out and staring at him hard. “I’m not going anywhere alone with you.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes lower from hers. An extremely rare thing from an alpha. “I don’t blame you, faolán.” 
 
    Little wolf. 
 
    He meets her gaze again, face serious. “Do you happen to know who your father was?” 
 
    Ginny’s chin goes up, her jaw turning hard. “Not really. Why do you care?” 
 
    “Because your mam’s got some werewolf blood in her.” Finn tips his head, studying her. “But you have more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14  
 
    SUSAN 
 
    To be honest, I was dreading working with Finn today. I was half-convinced that because he’d solved the obstacle of a babysitter, he’d pounce on me the minute he found the opportunity, and ask to go out on a date. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Twice he approached me during my shift, but he was distracted both times and the second, he was literally called away. From his expression, whoever was on the phone with him was telling him something of urgent importance. 
 
    “Star of the County Down” is blaring from the stage where we have live musicians playing the banjo, a mandolin, a bodhran drum, a guitar, and an honest-to-God accordion. 
 
    One of the pub’s bouncers, a guy everyone calls Rooker, is the one wielding the last instrument, and he’s doing it really, really well. His arms look huge as he squeezes and yanks on that thing, his thick fingers nimbly flying. Before this gig, my only experience with anyone playing an accordion was watching Steve Urkel on Family Matters. 
 
    In real life? Accordion players are kind of badass. 
 
    “He really likes you,” Kelly, another (human) waitress, tells me as Finn hustles out of the pub to take his call where he can hear the other party. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Finn!” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I say noncommittally, stacking glasses. A signed dollar bill flutters down from the wall, and I pause to tack it back up. Our pub, like a few other famous Irish pubs, adopted a tradition of having dollar bills autographed and taped or tacked to every surface in the bar, right up to the rafters and even papering the ceiling. The money is counted as an asset (and therefore, insured) as it adds to the pub’s ambiance and experience. There’re more than one million signed dollar bills papering this place. Because everybody leaves a dollar bill here with their John Hancock on it. Even me. On my first day, my very first dollar of tip money came from Finn. 
 
    He was running me through possible drink orders, pretending to be a customer. When I passed his tests, the crazy werewolf tipped me and made obnoxious drumroll noises until I took his marker and signed my dollar bill. 
 
    He pasted it to the door that leads to the management’s office, where previously, only Pack members’ signed money made the space. 
 
    Kelly makes a bah noise. “Don’t pretend you haven’t noticed!” 
 
    Not wanting to have this conversation, I spin around and lay it out for her. “Finn’s a nice guy. I’ve literally watched him give the shirt off his back to people—” 
 
    Kelly smirks. “Women. He likes to give his shirt to ladies who get spilled on.” 
 
    Yes, he does, and he’s become sort of famous for it. Especially around New Years when he made everybody laugh by bringing a box of shirts to put on then strip off for the unfortunate. Now it’s become something of a schtick. Fewer and fewer of the spills are accidents—and who can blame these women? For a chance to watch Finn work the bar half-naked, it’s worth getting beer stains on your blouse. 
 
    But the first time he did it, he was just being nice. 
 
    That’s Finn. 
 
    “Like I was saying,” I say to Kelly. “Finn’s great. He’s also got some serious animal magnetism working for him, no pun intended. But that charm he sprinkles like confetti for everything with XX chromosomes makes me nervous.” 
 
    Kelly’s nose wrinkles. “This about that dirtbag you divorced?” 
 
    My shoulder raises up in a half-hearted shrug. “After my ex-husband dicked around with everything that had a clamshell, I’ve kind of been soured on the handsome, charming type, yeah.” 
 
    Kelly frowns. “So, what? You’re only going to consider ugly, unappealing men?” 
 
    I grimace. “I’m not considering anyone. I don’t have it in me to trust anyone again.” 
 
    “Not even Finn?” Kelly asks sadly. 
 
    I move past her, picking up my tray and towel. Bills flutter along the walls as I pass them. My eye clocks the signatures absently, celebrities and average joes named on endless rectangles of green. “Tell me this: if he were yours, what would it do to you to watch him flirting up the bar every night?” 
 
    Kelly makes a hissing noise. 
 
    My smile is grim. “It’d make me mental. No matter how awesome he is, he’s not for me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    By the end of my shift, I’m dead beat. At one point today, I stepped into the kitchen to grab someone’s fried pickles that didn’t make it onto their plate. The moment I latched on to the fryer handle, lava-hot oil spat up at me good, burning my cheek and my arm and staining my blouse with grease. 
 
    I didn’t think anything could kill my love for fried pickles. Apparently, I just need to wear their juice around for about six hours. 
 
    The highlight of my afternoon—heck, my month, maybe more—was getting the text from Charlotte with the most heart-melting picture of Maggie asleep on her new best friend. 
 
    I’d laughed for a full solid minute at what she did to his fur. 
 
    And then I’d profusely thanked the Good Lord and struggled not to tear up as I mentally ran a montage of all the worried, angry, frustrated text messages and calls I’ve gotten from my girls who are stuck under the fickle rule of women who I pay to boss my kids around unfairly and abuse their employment. 
 
    It’s only day one, I know, but man—there are babysitters so bad, I’ve wished I could fire them within the first two hours and would have if I weren’t stuck at work with no way to do my job, bring home the paycheck and be the one at home to watch and protect my kids. 
 
    Pulling up in front of the house, I do a double-take when I see the vehicle near my spot. I guess you can say of the garish paint job that it’s recognizable. Finn’s car. I park on the street right behind the blindingly purple and acid green monstrosity. I don’t wonder why Finn is here. He said his job was to watch out for Deek while he’s here, and it’s the first day. It makes sense to me that he’d be here at the end of his workday. 
 
    Which also happens to be at the end of mine. With a groan, I shove open my car door and put weight on first one foot, then the other. They hate me for it, but nobody is going to carry me inside, so they’re just going to have to suck it up. And they’re not the only things that are complaining. My body is hurting all over—the PMS fun has begun. Lower back tightness and pain, bloating, and a slight headache, all present and punishing me for having a uterus. I’ll mark it on the calendar when I get inside later that all the warning symptoms have joined the party. (And I do mean all: stabbing shocks to the ovaries, aggressive cramping, and the most public fun of all, gas.) Note to self: Bleeding will commence in about a week. Joy. 
 
    Also note to self: the werewolf living with us will notice the special time of the month. All the werewolves at the pub do—it was probably the hardest thing to get used to, to know that they know. They know when it’s coming on and they know when you’re bleeding. It’s awkward. But they’re also really great, with someone stocking the breakroom fridge with chocolate silk pies suspiciously around the week I’d kill to have chocolate the most. Also? A lot of wolves tip waitresses more if they’re on the rag. The sympathy somehow makes surviving your whole crampy, bloaty shift a little easier. Weird but true. 
 
    Anyway, for the rest of tonight, I don’t have to hardly be on my feet, and a heating pad and some shuteye does wonders for my monthly woes. For the rest of tonight, I don’t have to worry about taking orders, messed up orders, closing out tabs, busting ass for tips, or counting tills. 
 
    I’m home. 
 
    My keys are in my hand and I’m reaching for the lock when the front door opens, and Finn steps out. “Welcome home, a stór.” 
 
    “Hey, Finn,” I smile wearily. “You here to check on Deek?” 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Finn’s face looks troubled and his gaze sinks to the level of my thighs. He brings a hand to the back of his hair and shoves his fingers through it, sort of half-scratching, half clutching. “Um, Sue...” 
 
    I’m staring at him, my fatigue being rapidly replaced by concern. “What’s wrong? Did something happ—” I don’t even finish asking him. I push against his shoulder, shoving past him into the house. 
 
    “Sue, it’s going like clappers—wait, no, you can’t use that phrase in regards to children. Let’s see. It’s going all good, rather. Wholesome good!” 
 
    I hold up a hand in his direction, not even sparing him another glance. “I don’t even want to know what you just said.” I point to Ginny, and watch her eyes go wide—she wasn’t expecting me to pick her. “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    Charlotte raises the remote and kills the TV, the glow from the screen ebbing from their faces and the room. 
 
    Still wide-eyed, Ginny looks behind me at Finn. “My—” 
 
    Maggie sighs and shoves off from the couch. “It all started when Deek needed help at the park. He lost his clothes. And the key fell out of his pants. I carried his shirt,” she thinks she’s explaining, “and then I made him five sandwiches,” she stresses, “I brushed his hair but couldn’t braid it and—” 
 
    “Maggie,” I start. “Did I ask Ginny—” 
 
    “—then Deek bit Miss Connolly on the leg and he held her mouth so she’d stop screaming and then he put her in Finn’s car before Finn told Ginny we’re werewolves too,” Maggie finishes. She looks up at me wearing a hopeful expression. “Mom? Can I have a cookie?” 
 
    “WHAT?” I shout. 
 
    Maggie’s face crumples. “Please?” 
 
    I clap my hands over my now pounding temples, shaking my head violently. “Wh-whoa—just!” 
 
    Finn’s arms come gently around me, and his hands close over my arms. “Although that was technically an accurate summary of the day, allow me to assure you that it wasn’t as bad as it sounds.” 
 
    “And we’re not werewolves,” Charlotte says to Maggie. “Just Ginny.” 
 
    “No,” Maggie insists. “Ginny, and Miss Connolly, and Deek, and Finn and now us!” 
 
    Charlotte crosses her arms. “Not us, Snow Pea. You’re wrong.” 
 
    Maggie gasps and straightens, bracing her hand on Deek’s tall lupine shoulder so that she looks like some tiny fairy queen who commands a Dire Wolf. “I am not! Ask Finn! He said so!” 
 
    “He did not.” 
 
    “He did TOO!” Maggie shouts. 
 
    I pull out of Finn’s hold and catch Maggie. “You do not need to get louder to be heard. And,” I take her chastised face in my hand. “I’m sorry, honey, but we are not werewolves.” 
 
    Maggie’s expression turns ravaged. She also turns this look on Finn. “Then why did you call me your pup?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes pop wide. “Oh!” He laughs self-consciously, and throws a look at me and Charlotte before squatting down until he’s nearer to her face level. 
 
    Immediately, Deek flattens to the floor. 
 
    Staying lower than the alpha, I realize. 
 
    Finn absently pats him on the head, and his shoulder brushes mine as he takes one of Maggie’s hands. “That word means… well, when I used it, I was really telling you that you were being uppity but cute.” 
 
    “Uppity?” Maggie asks. 
 
    Finn continues to murmur an explanation to her. I stand and rivet my attention back on Ginny—and on Charlotte. I spread my hands. “Explain the day to me.” 
 
    They do, their retelling ending by Ginny getting emotional as she explains that Finn took her mom to the Pack, where she’ll detox and get rehab by trustworthy individuals who know what they’re doing. 
 
    I move to take the seat beside her on the couch, and tug her to my chest, cupping my hands over her head. “Oh, honey. I’m sorry about your mom. I hope this really helps her.” 
 
    Sniffling into me, she cries, “She’s tried rehab before and it never sticks! B-bu-but F-ff-Finn says she doesn’t have a chu-choice this time. They’ll make her clean up for good—or else!” she sobs. 
 
    I send a shocked, scathing look at Finn. 
 
    For the first time, his roguish charm is not on display. His features are serious, edging into stern. “Susan, you know I think the world of you. Respect the hell out of your spirit. But you aren’t Pack. You don’t understand how and why we operate how we do.” He nods to the broken girl in my arms. “She’s going to learn, and her mam is about to too.” 
 
    Deek, still low on the floor by Maggie, somehow manages to ambulate without standing—he crawls with the speed and agility of a centipede, snaking quickly into the kitchen and slamming into the basement door. 
 
    Maggie makes a sad little worried noise. “Hang on, Deek. I’ll let you down there to hide.” 
 
    Finn throws him a mildly disapproving look. “You’ve got the six-year-old looking out for you like a battery counselor, Jaysus.” 
 
    I stare at him. 
 
    Finn sees my look and holds up his hands. “That was a joke. We do not batter our wolves.” When I don’t thaw, he drops his face into his hands and groans long and low. “This night has gone so tits up it isn’t funny.” 
 
    “I’m ruining your work shirt,” Ginny whimpers to me, still crying. Charlotte passes her a Kleenex. 
 
    “It was already ruined, sweetheart. Don’t worry,” I tell her. I reach over her and rub Charlotte’s arm, because she looks as if she’s about two seconds from crying for her friend. Maggie returns from letting Deek in the basement to escape the drama. 
 
    “This is jus’ grand,” Finn says, and he squeezes the bridge of his nose before dropping his hand and pinning me with a look. “I need you to shelve the máthair béar for me. All right?” He gestures to Ginny. “Her mam shows up at your house today demanding Charlotte send her out. She starts hollerin’ and makin’ a right show of herself. Now if she wasn’t werewolf, if our girl Ginny here wasn’t wolf, guess where this night would see them?” 
 
    A rock rolls into my stomach, because I know exactly what would have happened if Finn and Deek hadn’t intervened. Ginny would have to go with her mom. The only way to avoid that would be to involve the authorities—Child Protective Services will make a record of everything Ginny tells them. 
 
    But two outcomes come from hauling in the police and CPS: Ginny makes her mom mad and potentially gets sent to a temporary foster home until it gets legally sorted out and decided on, or Ginny is sent home with her angry mom… and Ginny’s mom’s angry boyfriend. 
 
    I circle Ginny’s arm and slide my fingers down to her bruised wrist. Wordlessly, I hold her hand up, and over her head, I pointedly look at Finn. What about the jerk who did this to this girl? 
 
    Finn’s smile is a slash of shocking cruelty—and satisfaction. “Awf, you don’t have to worry about that bleedin’ tick. He’s done.” 
 
    I can’t drum up a lick of remorse if Finn is saying he hurt him. I really like the idea. I give Finn a grateful bowing of my head. 
 
    His shoulders relax, dropping below the level of his ears, and his smile turns much less feral. “All right, that set the mood. Now here’s the rest of it: all werewolves are Pack. Like tribal courts for Native Americans, we have civil and criminal jurisdiction over all our Pack members. For us, it doesn’t matter where it goes down or who-all else is involved—if a werewolf gets mixed up in it, Pack steps in and the law sides with whatever we decide.” 
 
    I clear my throat. “That’s some power.” I rub Ginny’s back. 
 
    Finn watches me comforting her, and nods. “Yeah, it is. And we also exercise jurisdiction when it comes to custody issues for all Pack children.” He tips his head at Ginny. “Now that we know she exists, she’s ours. We get full say over where she goes and who has access to her, her own mother included.” He takes a breath. “If you want to take her on as your own, you can.” 
 
    Out of my periphery, Charlotte’s head whips to the side, her eyes slamming onto my face. Imploring. 
 
    Against me, Ginny has gone still, her arms gripping me like I might shove her away otherwise. 
 
    “Ginny has always been welcome to stay, and if she can legally make it binding, then it’s up to her if she wants to move in officially,” I tell him, and her, and Charlotte. “What’s the ‘but’?” 
 
    Finn tips his head one way, then the other. “She’s going to need to visit the Pack regularly. We think she’s going to Change, and if she can, she’s going to need training.” 
 
    At this, Ginny sits up, looking at Finn. “What if I don’t want to go there?” 
 
    Finn holds her gaze. She doesn’t drop hers, although he stays silent long enough it’s obvious he’s waiting, or maybe testing. “On that, my dear, you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    With this, Finn crosses to us, makes it clear he’s going to make room for himself on the couch if we don’t scoot— 
 
    The three of us scooch over, and Finn throws himself back into the couch, body brushing the side of mine and he groans, sounding exhausted. “Bleedin’ Mary and Joseff, I’m knackered!” He rolls his head so that he can eye me. “If you told me right now that I could get a leg over, I think I’d be too flahed to give it a go,” he shares sadly. 
 
    I pat his knee. “Poor baby. If you wanted to give it a go after I’ve sweated and marinated in fried-pickle clothes all day, you’d deserve what you get.” 
 
    He smiles tiredly. “You underestimate your appeal.” The back of his hand is suddenly brushing over my cheek. “At the end of today, any day, I’d have you. And Sue, I’d take you flavored with fried pickles any time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Finn squeezes my hand, then excuses himself, saying he’d better make his way to his own gaff for the night. He tosses me a wink as I close the door behind him, and then it’s just me, a shell-shocked Ginny, a worried Charlotte, and an oblivious Maggie, who is concentrating on picking up her scattered hairbows. 
 
    “You know what this night needs?” I ask them. 
 
    “No. What?” Charlotte asks as gamely as she can, her smile strained. 
 
    “Please tell me it’s ice cream,” Ginny says hollowly. 
 
    Maggie stops hunting her lupine emasculation devices. “Ice cream?!” 
 
    I smile at them tiredly. “Beet ice cream and a surprise.” 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    “No, Mom, that’s gross.” 
 
    “Ewww…” Then, “What’s the surprise?” 
 
    This last from Maggie. 
 
    I walk to Ginny and Charlotte, catch them by the hands to haul them up, and drag them into the kitchen. “Maggs, grab me the roasted beets from the fridge, please. Charlotte, can you be a doll and get me Grandma’s recipe book?” 
 
    With a look of skepticism, she retrieves it, and Maggie plops the Ziploc bag of beets on the counter. 
 
    “Ginny,” I open the book, flipping until I get to ice creams, “could you please find the whole cream and a lemon? Charlotte, we need mixing bowls. Maggie, do you know where to find the candy thermometer?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replies. She screws up her face. “We should be making fudge instead.” 
 
    “Nah. You’re going to love this. Grandma made this for me whenever I needed it.” 
 
    “Like a punishment?” Ginny asks, bewildered. 
 
    I huff a laugh and drag over a barstool. “No, it takes your mind off of everything else.” 
 
    I reach into the cupboard for the blender, plop myself on the stool’s seat, and peel open the bag of beets, releasing a waft of geosmin. 
 
    “I’m going to throw up,” Maggie complains, slapping a hand over her nose and a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Ginny shudders. “I can’t believe you’re really going to ruin ice cream with beets. Here. Take the cream.” She shoves it toward me along with a giant lemon. 
 
    “Guys, it’s good!” I insist. 
 
    Charlotte passes me a mixing bowl with eyes that speak to the depths to which she does not trust that root vegetables can be good in dessert. 
 
    Laughing, I pour the beets into the blender. “I need apple cider vinegar, please.” When that gets plopped in front of me, I add it to the blender and push purée. 
 
    “Why do they smell so bad?” Maggie wails over the sound of the blender. 
 
    “You can’t even smell them anymore,” I contend. “And it’s not bad.” 
 
    “It’s not good,” Charlotte intones. 
 
    I turn to Ginny. “You’re my tie-breaker.” 
 
    She gives me an apologetic face. “I’m sorry. It reeks in here. It smells like—” 
 
    “Earth,” Deek supplies, making us all jump. 
 
    He twitches when we all turn to look at him. 
 
    “Hi, Deek,” I greet. 
 
    He gives me a cautious smile. “Hey.” He indicates the army of bowls and supplies with a chin tip. “Can I help?” 
 
    I give him the warmest of smiles. “Do you like the smell of Earth?” 
 
    “I do,” he agrees. He casts a considering look at the other three females in the room. “You’re all nuts.” 
 
    “Oooh!” I crow, and clap my hands. “I like you—you are now my favorite helper.” 
 
    “He’s about to be your only one,” Charlotte mutters, and I see all three girls are gearing up for mutiny. 
 
    I tsk at them. “Give this a chance, you bunch of whiners. Okay, first up: who wants to make the mascarpone?” 
 
    We spend a good hour making mascarpone and the sugary beet slurry that we then combine to make ice cream. 
 
    “Now what?” Ginny asks. 
 
    “Now we put it in the freezer and get to the surprise part of the evening,” I announce, shoving the quart of pink goodness onto the freezer rack. “To the backyard, let’s go!” 
 
    “If I were home, that charge would have ended with ‘you mutts!’” Deek shares. 
 
    I point to him. “I like that.” I wave at the children. “Let’s go, you mutts!” 
 
    Chuckling, they tromp to the backyard where, under the patio table that we never bothered to untarp this year, I managed to hide a box. 
 
    “I was going to ask you what this was,” Maggie says. “Deek and I found it today when we were playing hide-and-go-seek.” 
 
    I waggle a box cutter. “Let’s find out, shall we?” I hand it to Deek. 
 
    Momentary surprise eclipses his thoughtful expression, but he takes the box cutter, slices through the crazy-thick cardboard, and reveals… 
 
    “A bunch of poles?” Charlotte asks, bemused. She nudges the box, and it bursts, spilling humongous springs. 
 
    “Mom, what was it supposed to be?” Maggie asks, wincing like maybe whatever I ordered arrived horribly broken. 
 
    “It’s going to be—” I start. 
 
    Ginny claps her hands on her cheeks. “OH! I know what this is!” She turns to me, thrilled. “Can I say?” 
 
    I wave to her. “Go ahead.” 
 
    She jumps up and down. “IT’S A TRAMPOLINE!” 
 
    Charlotte and Maggie both make shocked exclamations—and then they’re tearing the poles out of the box. 
 
    “Careful,” I caution, searching for the flimsy sheet of instructions. I try to lift the netting. I tug on it. I really tug on it. “Gosh, for being see-through, this is heavy.” This is why I love our UPS man. He went above and beyond on delivery day, offering to carry it to our backyard like a trooper because there was no way I could heft the box. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Deek says. “Back up, and I’ll unfold this.” 
 
    I catch the tiny piece of paper that was tucked into the folds of what will soon hopefully be the trampoline’s net. A peek at it tells me it’s a waste of paper. “Oh, great. An incomprehensible line drawing.” 
 
    “Here, let me see,” Charlotte says. “Wow.” 
 
    Maggie reaches up for it, and we pass her the sheet. “I could draw this,” she declares. “Mom, I could draw this blindfolded.” 
 
    “We don’t need the directions,” Ginny announces. 
 
    Charlotte looks at her friend, nonplussed. “You know how to put together a trampoline?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Ginny jerks her thumb at Deek. “But we’ll figure it out, and we’ve got him.” 
 
    Deek almost takes a step back when our attention swivels to him. 
 
    “Everyone says werewolves are super strong,” Ginny says speculatively, eyeing Deek’s arms. 
 
    His fingers find his sleeve, and he tries to tug it down once before he catches himself and straightens. Glancing around at us nervously, he admits, “Almost all shapeshifters are strong.” He meets my eyes, and adds, “Finn is stronger than most.” 
 
    He quickly drops his gaze. 
 
    I wave to the box. “Since the product didn’t indicate that a shapeshifter is required for assembly, I think you’re going to rock the strongman part all on your own.” I flash him a smile he surprises me by looking up to see. “Ready to get started?” 
 
    He doesn’t immediately look away. “Just tell me when you want me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Deek makes the springs look like they have all the resistance of twist ties as he latches them on the net’s hooks and attaches them to the trampoline’s frame—which we assembled fairly easily without too much of his power needed. (Until it came time to close the frame into a circle—this thing did NOT want to close without some serious power, which our werewolf provided, thankfully.) 
 
    The springs though? We all try them mostly to get an appreciation for Deek’s muscle. Although Ginny is stronger than Charlotte, and even me, she’s no match for the adult male werewolf in our yard. And after we’re done testing what strength we have against his considerable, quiet brawn, we all look at Deek with new eyes. 
 
    He is singularly uncomfortable with the attention. 
 
    Thankfully, we don’t make him so nervous that he Changes, and once the trampoline is assembled, the girls are scrambling to hop on and—well? Hop. 
 
    The girls are all laughing, giggling, excited. It’s a happy moment that begins with one bounce each from Charlotte and Ginny—and Maggie goes flying. 
 
    Like a Slinky sent zooming down the stairs, Maggie makes an impressive arc, catapulting through the air, and head-first she plummets to the ground. 
 
    I make an “AH!” and dive for her. But I never would have made it to her landing spot in time to save her. I’m too far away. I’m too slow, even booking it. 
 
    Deek gets there in time. With reflexes like a super cat, he leaps, rolls, and catches her before her head cracks into the ground. 
 
    “OhmyGodThankYouThankYou THANK YOU!” I chant through my hands, genuinely thanking the good Lord above for sending the werewolf I’m rushing to. I drop down beside Deek, who is on his back on the ground, Maggie hugged to his chest. I throw myself on both him and Maggie. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Ginny and Charlotte cry at the same time. 
 
    I pull back and check her over. Physically, she’s fine. But she’s shaken; Maggie starts to cry. 
 
    Carefully, easing up by degrees, Deek curls up to meet her eyes. Because her back is to his front and she’s smaller than he is, he’s hanging over her, staring at her upside down. “Hey. You’re okay.” His big hand almost covers her whole arm. He rubs up and down gently. “That was quite the Superman you pulled.” 
 
    Maggie stands herself up in his lap and whirls around to throw her arms around his neck. 
 
    Giving me a worried smile, Deek’s gaze grazes mine and then he’s hugging Maggie back. With little effort, he gets his feet under himself and stands, holding her easily. Then he offers me a hand up. 
 
    I take it. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem,” he says, like it wasn’t. 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I wave to the girls. “Maybe, from now on, only one at a time.” 
 
    Apprehensively, they each take turns, and despite the harrowing launch of the baby through the air at the beginning, the girls start to have fun. Maggie holds on to Deek’s hands when she jumps at first, but then she’s hopping around with no trouble at all. She stops though, looking a bit downhearted. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    She waves to Charlotte and Ginny. “It was more fun together.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Deek says. And then he walks toward the house. 
 
    Not a minute later, a massive brown wolf races back out and vaults onto the trampoline with Maggie. 
 
    The picture of the two of them together is insane: she’s just over three feet tall. He’s that at his shoulders, at the very least. 
 
    Surprisingly, despite his weight, his arrival doesn’t send her springing off. In fact, as she begins to shriek in delight and bounce around him, he only braces his paws and hunkers into the force that she’s generating from the springs’ recoil—she’s not affected by his mass at all. 
 
    She is, however, thrilled at his presence. 
 
    “Watch, Mom! Deek’s playing with me!” she shouts loudly enough they can probably hear her all the way in Yemen. 
 
    “That’s great, honey,” I say back, thinking that Deek’s a wolf who’s doing a great impression of cream in the process of being turned into butter by way she’s shaking the daylights out of him. 
 
    When it’s Charlotte’s turn again, to everyone’s surprise, Deek doesn’t hop down. He even woofs at Charlotte to encourage her to get up there with him. 
 
    Her first jump is tentative. 
 
    He lunges at her, and pounces down like a fox smashing through snow. 
 
    Surprised, Charlotte whoops and bounces backward. Then her eyes narrow, and she grins at him. “Oh, this is so game on.” She leaps at him. 
 
    He wurfs, dodging her, and soon they’ve timed their bounces so that she’s not flying off, and he’s riding motion rather than suffering it. 
 
    He does the same for Ginny, who loses her breath laughing and has to stop. 
 
    Maggie is leaned up against my leg, getting sleepy, I think. It has been quite the day for her, by the sounds of it. I run my fingers through her hair until Charlotte bumps me. 
 
    “Mom. Deek wants you.” 
 
    Startled, I look up—and I’m face to face with a werewolf. He’s leaning off the side of the trampoline, so tall he has to bend his neck to meet my eye level. 
 
    His eyes are wolf’s eyes, but they’re still the same arresting deep golden color. 
 
    When he sees that he has my full attention, he backs up, his tail swaying playfully. 
 
    “C’mere, Maggs,” Charlotte says, and guides her to stand with her and Ginny. “Get up there, Mom!” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom, play with Deek!” Maggie suggests, reanimating at the excitement of it. 
 
    I grimace. “I haven’t been on a trampoline in—” 
 
    Deek sneezes. 
 
    Then he growls at me, making the girls—and me—gasp and laugh. 
 
    I throw my hands up. “All right! You get your way, but if I end up taking a header or breaking my back, we’re going to have words, Wolfman.” 
 
    Deek snaps his teeth good-naturedly. 
 
    I toe off my sneakers and haul myself up. 
 
    Immediately, I feel self-conscious. 
 
    Deek rushes me—the fox spring maneuver, just like with Charlotte—and lands just in front of me, raising me up with his bounding leap. 
 
    Despite my nerves, I’m laughing—and then I’m bouncing with him as he chases me, with him fooling around like he doesn’t care what he looks like… until I don’t care either. I just have fun. 
 
    The girls and I chuckle, shout, and tease as we play together, this regal-looking creature springing and prancing with me. He keeps it up until I’m winded and calling for a ceasefire. 
 
    “What’s a sees fire?” Maggie asks. 
 
    “Cease, as in stop,” Charlotte explains. “And fire, for this word, means shooting. So cease fire means stop shooting.” 
 
    “In this case, it means stop jumping,” Ginny adds. 
 
    Maggie looks contemplative. 
 
    Charlotte smirks up at me. “She’s going to use this later.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I agree. “At some perfectly random time.” 
 
    Ginny is nodding. “Wait for it.” 
 
    Maggie forgets the whole topic as something occurs to her. “Is it time for ice cream?” 
 
    I reach into my back pocket for my cell phone. I take a look at the time. “Should be firm, if not frozen.” I grin at them. “Ready to change your mind about beets?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    “How have we never tried this?” Charlotte exclaims to everyone, then shoves another spoonful of beet ice cream into her mouth. “Mom, why didn’t you show us Grandma’s recipe before?” 
 
    Susan is wearing a very cat-that-got-the-cream expression. It’s exceedingly satisfied and a little tiny bit smug. “I should have recorded you guys’ complaining while we were making it,” she almost singsongs. 
 
    “We were wrong,” Ginny says, licking off her spoon. “So, so wrong.” She peers into her bowl. “Why does dirt-root taste so good?” 
 
    I’m sitting on a barstool adjacent to Susan, who is basking in this moment of sweet vindication. I nudge her sock-clad foot with my bare one. 
 
    Her attention swings to me. 
 
    I nod to Maggie, who is slumped over her ice cream—out cold. 
 
    Susan covers her laugh with her hand and hops off her stool to carefully take her youngest down. 
 
    “Want help carrying her?” I ask. 
 
    Susan smiles. “I’ve got her, but thanks.” She takes in Maggie’s innocent little ice cream-smeared face. “I have to enjoy these moments when I can. She’s growing up so fast.” She looks at Charlotte, and sends a smile to Ginny too. “They all do.” She sighs and takes Maggie to her room. 
 
    When I tear my gaze away from where Susan disappeared, I turn to face my empty bowl—and meet the very direct stare of Ginny. 
 
    I look down. 
 
    “Am I going to be a submissive wolf, like you?” she asks. 
 
    “You are not submissive,” I tell her. “You’ll be exactly who you are now.” 
 
    Her voice holds wonder and her seat creaks when she sits straighter. “I’m an alpha?” 
 
    Wordlessly, I nod. I stand and take my bowl and Maggie’s to the sink. 
 
    “How cool,” Charlotte says. 
 
    “Yeah,” breathes Ginny. 
 
    “What’s cool?” Susan asks, reentering the kitchen. “Deek, you didn’t have to take care of Maggie’s. But thank you,” she adds, and the way she says it makes me feel a phantom stroke of appreciation, right down my spine. 
 
    I shiver. And it is so not in a bad way. But Susan is Finn’s girl. His mot, as the Irish like to say of a girlfriend. Shaking myself, I roughly clear my throat. “You shouldn’t thank me.” I tilt Maggie’s dish so that the melting concoction slides right into my mouth. I set the emptied bowl into the sink, swallow, and explain, “I had an ulterior motive.” 
 
    Susan laughs softly. 
 
    Ginny gets up, and I step aside to give her room as she walks her own bowl to the sink. I keep my eyes lowered, my gaze drifting to Susan’s socks. They’re white at the toe and the heel, and blue in the middle. “Deek says I’m an alpha,” Ginny responds, answering Susan’s earlier question. “So I won’t be like…” 
 
    The silence has a weight to it, and I glance up to see all three sets of eyes on me. 
 
    Yesterday, I would have dropped to the floor. Tonight, I feel more confident of my place here. Still, I have to lock my knees. “You won’t be like me,” I tell her. 
 
    Ginny hurriedly mutters, “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to sound like there’s something wrong with you.” 
 
    I shrug. “If I was an alpha, I would be all wrong. But I’m not. Submissives are a different thing.” 
 
    Charlotte passes me to get to the sink and surprises me by patting my arm. “If you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it’s stupid.” 
 
    “Albert Einstein,” Ginny says. “Nice.” 
 
    “It’s a great quote,” Charlotte agrees. “Sounds like that’s the difference between alphas and submissives, right? Fish to squirrels?” 
 
    More like sharks to squirrels. “That’s not a bad way of looking at it.” I stare at their bare feet. I note their toenails are painted in matching colors, blue or purple, maybe. I note this somewhat absently, because as a submissive, I spend a lot of time looking at feet. And paws. 
 
    “Welp,” says Susan mildly. Which confuses me for a second because where I was raised, whelp is how you address a child you’re two seconds from baring your teeth at. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m headed for a relaxing soak in the tub. Then it’s bedtime for me.” 
 
    “Can we hang out on the trampoline?” Charlotte asks her mother. 
 
    Susan starts to nod, then winces. “Yes—but don’t fall asleep out there. All right?” 
 
    I frown, gaze jumping up to her eyes before quickly shifting to the safety of her throat. 
 
    Susan must catch my minute expression or shift because she glances at me and explains, “My dad was a police officer. He’d come home with all the stories of kidnappings and violent crimes that take place right in backyards, and it would shock you how often it happened.” She looks to the girls. “So have fun out there, but if you get sleepy, hustle inside.” 
 
    “Are we really going to get sleepy on a trampoline?” Charlotte asks. 
 
    Susan shrugs. “I did when I was your age, up until a drunk guy wandered into the backyard. Blessedly, my dad was home then and took care of the situation. That was the last time I fell asleep outside. But it was nice. Used to spend all night stretched out under the stars. I would wake up at three in the morning, covered in dew and chilled.” I watch her eyes glow with the memory.  
 
    “That’s me and my packmates,” I share, feeling a kinship. Relaxing under a blanket of stars feels wonderful. 
 
    All three females look at me, and I lower my gaze. “Sometimes on a trampoline, but anywhere, really. A porch, a good hill. A rocky outcropping.” 
 
    “Pack territory sounds nice,” Ginny says wistfully. 
 
    I incline my head. “And you’ll get to experience it soon.” I move my eyes to the level of Susan’s necklace. “I’ll check on them to make sure they get inside.” 
 
    “Thanks, Deek. Night, girls.” 
 
    Charlotte stops her mom from leaving the kitchen by throwing her arms around her in a squeezing hug. Ginny follows this, and the three part ways for the evening. 
 
    I head down to the basement, leaving the door ajar for myself. I strip and Change, ascend the steps again, and nose the door open enough to leave. I trot to the door leading to the backyard, and because it’s closed, I furtively Change, open it, and Change back. In wolf form, I slide around to the side of the door I intend to be on, and shoulder the thing closed. Soundlessly, I pace to the trampoline, and although it’s dusk, it isn’t so dark that the girls don’t see me coming. 
 
    The girls’ talking hushes at my arrival, but when I only lay down and place my muzzle on my paws, for all the world looking like nothing more than a strange dog, they eventually go back to talking. 
 
    I tune their words out, listening instead to their voices to absorb the camaraderie. It reminds me of home. Of Pack. 
 
    I don’t doze. And when the girls’ words slur with sleepiness, I get to my feet and wurf at them, circling the trampoline like they need to be herded. 
 
    They laugh and get down, heading for the house, patting me as they pass me, even Ginny. I follow. 
 
    They retire to Charlotte’s room for the night. 
 
    And to my desperate relief, Susan’s door stands open. She doesn’t know it, but I’ve spent every night with her since I arrived. (Yes, that would be a grand total of two.) Until this morning, I was able to sneak out before she woke. 
 
    I’m hovering near her door because it’s like Finn said—for now, Susan is my alpha. She’s the rock that keeps me anchored; she’s comfort, she’s reassurance, she’s protection—even if, technically, my body is stronger than hers. 
 
    It’s the instinct of a submissive to seek the alpha. 
 
    I curl up on her hardwood floor, tuck my nose under the tip of my tail, and mean to sleep. But my nose catches the scent of Susan’s sweat. 
 
    It’s a nice smell. Tropical, and mildly sweet like kiwi. A little metallic. 
 
    Also like fried salty pickles. 
 
    Since I’m not yet settled enough to find sleep, quietly, I pad to the source of the scent (the secondary one, since she, on the bed, is the primary producer of her unique smell) and find a blouse wadded up next to a hamper. I take it in my teeth, walk it back to the center of the room, and curl up on it. 
 
    It’s the best sleep I’ve had since I came here. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    When my alarm goes off, I roll over in time to blearily watch a tail disappear around the doorway. It’s so swift that when I blink, it’s gone and I wonder if I imagined it. 
 
    But then I get out of bed and find my dirty shirt spread out on the floor where I know I didn’t leave it. 
 
    Blinking, I toss it in the sink and search the cupboard for dish soap. I keep a small container in my bathroom for the purpose of stain removal, and when I locate the bottle, I squirt a generous amount on the grease stains and let it soak. 
 
    Then it’s yesterday’s routine on replay—breakfast, visit with Deek and kids, shower, dress, rush out—until I reach work. 
 
    “Sue, a word?” calls Finn all of two seconds after I punch in. 
 
    I shut my purse in my locker and put my back to it. I find Finn in the doorway of the staff room, hand gripping the frame, weight braced forward, making his impressive chest look broader, more cut. His t-shirt hides no secrets, and he’s a man who stays fit. Very fit. I ignore the handsomeness of his face and meet his lively green eyes, really looking at them today. “What do you need?” 
 
    He strolls over to me and leans a shoulder into the locker units, crossing his arms, displaying so much lovely male wrist and forearm real estate. “What’s your weekend look like?” 
 
    My gaze freezes on his. Dread rolls slowly over me, like honey: sweet, but I feel like I’m in a jam. 
 
    I guess I don’t hide my reaction well. Or at all. Finn’s gaze shutters, and he holds up a hand. “I’m not coming on to ya. I mean for bringing Ginny by the dens.” He raises a shoulder. “I figure she’ll be more comfortable if you come along.” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest too. “Sure,” I reply. “Saturday would probably be best if Deek is planning to do church again on Sunday?” 
 
    Finn’s lips curve up in a smile, but his eyes look a little sad. “Oh, he will. And all right then. I’ll see you and the fam on Saturday. Say when, and Deek will tell you where to go.” 
 
    I frown as something occurs to me. “If he’s never been out before, how does he know where to go?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes study me for a moment. “He may never have been shopping before, but he’s been out plenty. He runs as a wolf in the wee hours. Running in town is nice when there’s no people. And it’s dead as hags at three in the morning. Have a great shift, Sue.” 
 
    He’s ambling for the door when he casually calls over. “Hey?” 
 
    Slipping my phone, which I’d peeked at for last messages—none—back into my pocket, I ask, “Yeah?” 
 
    “Did the bloke you divorced have the last name of Bennet?” 
 
    I frown. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Eh. No reason.” 
 
    With that, Finn leaves. 
 
    *** 
 
    The week passes by blessedly easy, with Deek taking Maggie to the park faithfully every day (he simply goes as a wolf now, and stays in wolf form for the duration of the trip) and Charlotte and Ginny’s time being swallowed up by school and academic activities. Every night, I come home to a sink that has no dishes piled in it. The floors have been mopped. On Wednesday morning when I trot down to the basement to start a load of laundry, I find it’s already been done, and not only that, everything’s stone dry in the quiet dryer. 
 
    Someone did the laundry yesterday and didn’t say a thing. 
 
    The smoothness of it all makes the weekend feel like it comes up fast. On Saturday morning, Ginny is a ball of nerves as we load into the car. I drive, since it would be cruel to stuff Deek into the backseat with two girls and a car seat. So by default, he lands in the passenger seat beside me, giving me directions to the Pack dens. 
 
    It turns out the long, long driveway to the Pack headquarters is just past the tree-lined driveway that leads to the Pack church.  
 
    I was, of course, half expecting these dens to be caves. My imagination ran with all sorts of questions about what a werewolf headquarters might look like. 
 
    I was way off. 
 
    A rambling two-story stone house, old but well kept, fills our view when we drive around a curve. The stone is a mix of white, greys, and dark reds, and the roof has clearly been updated: it’s an unusual evergreen-shaded metal. 
 
    The house is humongous. 
 
    “That’s the place,” Deek says, and his voice holds a dreamy sort of relief. Like just seeing home makes him unbelievably happy. 
 
    He’s been like this all morning; his excitement to see home actually went a long way toward easing Ginny’s nerves about visiting here at all. 
 
    We pull up in front of the manor, where I idle in the circular gravel driveway, seeing no other cars. “Can I park here?” I glance around, trying not to gawk. In the middle of the driveway’s circle, where I’d expect a stately fountain to match the grandeur of the house, there looks to be a low-sided circular pool formed by massive round river-smooth rocks. There’s a bronze otter statue at the edge of it, with a wooden sign propped against the animal which reads “Madra Uisce Lochán,” and beneath that, “Water Dog Pond.” 
 
    “Yep. Everyone usually parks in the back in the garages, but you can stay right here. No one will care,” Deek assures me. 
 
    “I’m coming in with Deek,” Maggie announces as we all stare up at the rough stone exterior of the house. I note that the window trim is evergreen-colored to match the roof. It looks nice. 
 
    “We’re all going in,” I murmur, and from the rearview mirror, I watch Ginny, who is in the middle seat, relax another fraction. 
 
    “The Tíódéls are here,” Deek murmurs thoughtfully, inhaling at his still-cracked open window. “I bet all of them have come to see Ginny.” 
 
    “Tíó...?” she asks. “What are…” 
 
    Deek seems unworried as he unbuckles and exits the car. He leans back in to say, “Tíódéls. They're the highest-ranking wolves in the territory, and they act as enforcers over the rest of us, settling disputes and keeping the peace. They’ll want to have a staredown with you since you’re new to the Pack, but it’s only for ceremony’s sake.” 
 
    When I glance into the backseat, Ginny is tense again, eyes like saucers, hands clutching themselves in her lap, and Charlotte is almost the same. 
 
    Maggie is oblivious, working the fastenings on her car seat. “Deek, wait for me! I want to see the werewolves!” 
 
    At the sound of her distinctively loud voice, dark shapes rise up on the covered porch of the— 
 
    mansion 
 
    —house. 
 
    Alarmed, I tense—but then one of the forms makes a “WHARF!” noise and blasts off the porch like a dock diving dog, wagging its tail wildly and making a beeline for Deek. 
 
    Deek crouches and catches the creature as it launches itself into his arms, licking his face and wriggling wildly. 
 
    It’s a half-grown werewolf. 
 
    Or less than half-grown, possibly, because it’s maybe the size of a border collie. 
 
    Clutching the clearly thrilled member of his pack, letting the animal (person) wriggle against his chest where it’s playfully rolling, whining, and nipping at him, Deek moves to Maggie’s door and helps her out. He hitches the young werewolf over his shoulder, it’s wagging tail slapping his face as he holds out his hand for Maggie to take. 
 
    With more enthusiasm, Charlotte and Ginny spill out of the other side and crowd around him to pet the madly excited werewolf. 
 
    I debate locking my purse in the car, but with a crew of three kids, you never know if you’ll need gum, Kleenex, Band-Aids, or a granola bar, all of which I have tucked away, just waiting to be used. I shoulder my bag and lock up our vehicle. 
 
    I’m smiling at Deek and the kids as he sets the werewolf on the ground and it bows playfully and woofs at them. But my gaze moves back to the porch, where the other shapes are standing sentry. 
 
    Black, brown, red—the werewolves stare back at me. 
 
    I’m about to move closer to Deek when one wags its tail—and then they all start wagging their tail and they spill down the steps and trot up to me in a friendly manner. Soon they’re circling Deek and the kids, and one of them pounces on the small happy werewolf, eliciting a wrestling match that has us all laughing. 
 
    “Come on,” Deek says. “Leave these idiots and let’s go to the house.” 
 
    “That’s ‘eejits!’” Finn hollers, the porch door slamming after him. “Wolves from Ireland think you’re complimenting us if you use words as gentle as idiot.” 
 
    “DON’T SLAM THE DOOR, EEJIT!” someone yells from inside. 
 
    Finn turns back and bellows, “WELL DONE!” He grins before adding, “AND SORRY!” 
 
    Deek is carrying Maggie now, and he’s feigning a frown as he moves up the porch steps, stepping politely over a pair of jeans but otherwise paying the stray clothing here and there no mind. “I used idiot because of our greeters. You’ll notice only Colin is from Ireland.” He hooks his thumb at the red wolf currently raising his leg to the tire of our car. 
 
    Finn makes a sympathetic face and slaps Deek on the back. “We don’t hold it against the rest of you.” Then he hollers with feeling, “Colin! Don’t piss in front of the girls, you daft weasel!” 
 
    The wolf comes skittering up the porch—and flops over my feet. “Oh,” I say in surprise, holding still. 
 
    Finn rolls his eyes, leans down, and seizes the wolf up by his ruff, holding the massive beast in his arms like it weighs nothing. “Don’t be a lickarse,” he chides it, and bops foreheads with it affectionately. At us, he jerks his chin, indicating the manor’s arched doorway. “Get inside, all of ye.” 
 
    We file in, with Finn murmuring, “Howaya, Sue.” 
 
    “Hi, Finn,” I murmur back, smiling despite myself since he’s still carrying the giant werewolf flopped in his arms—and when I look at it, it turns and looks right back, panting at me with its tongue lolling out, looking like it’s smiling. 
 
    I barely get an impression of the house—massive ship timbers half-encased by stone support the walls from wood floor to ceiling, coat hooks on the walls hold all sorts of clothes, not just coats, portraits of wolves and men alike decorate the foyer—when a thunderous pounding begins inside the house, sounding like the ceiling is going to come crashing down. Several pairs of bare feet round the landing of the stairs and bang down to the first story. Voices shout, “DEEK’S BACK!” 
 
    And then Deek and Maggie are engulfed with human male bodies and there’s hugs and shouting and absolute chaos until a woman enters the room from a swinging doorway and yells, “Lunch is ready, and PUT DEEK DOWN! He’s holding a baby!” 
 
    The red wolf Finn is holding, Colin, has kicked its elbow back so that it hangs over Finn’s arm, and with its relaxed pose, rear paws in the air and body slouched against Finn’s chest, it looks like that So, do you come here often? meme as it all but smiles at me. 
 
    Finn’s hand, which is wrapped around the chest of the animal, curls a big thumb and middle finger together—and then he flicks his middle finger out, thwacking the wolf he’s gripping in its fur-padded ribs, making the animal chuff with lupine laughter. “Quit making eyes at my mutt,” Finn mutters. 
 
    “Did he just call her a mutt?” Charlotte whispers to Ginny. But if I can hear the question, surely everyone present can since werewolf ears have the acuity of bats. 
 
    “Remember,” Ginny murmurs back, staring around the room with all the wonder of the girl from Princess Diaries who learns she’s not in fact your average human but is in actuality a princess who stands to inherit a whole kingdom she never knew anything about, “Deek made the comment that back home, the wolves call each other mutts affectionately.” 
 
    “Ohh, that’s right,” Charlotte says, voice much relaxed. 
 
    “That was ‘mot,’ not mutt,” Finn corrects. He’s watching Ginny, but sensing my attention, he focuses on me. “How’s she doing?” he mouths. 
 
    I shrug. “Fine,” I whisper, aware that even in this supernatural mayhem, he’ll hear me perfectly. He’s proven it at the pub every day. “She’s been a little nervous the closer we got to being here, but for her, nothing has changed yet, you know?” 
 
    He nods thoughtfully. Then he sets his werewolf friend down. The animal stretches hugely, it’s body lengthening, showing off its muscle and grace—and then it lopes up to Deek and nips him on the leg. 
 
    In the middle of conversing with the woman who announced lunch, Deek yelps, turns to the werewolf—and supporting Maggie in one arm, he hauls his packmate off the ground by its ruff. He gives it a one-armed bear hug of a squeeze—then he tosses the unbelievably large beast like it weighs nothing, harmlessly sending it flying onto a nearby couch. 
 
    The wolf—Colin—bounces off of the furniture like a ferret, bounding back over, fur rising playfully, if the low-swaying tail is any indication. 
 
    “All right, quit screwing around,” the lunch announcer calls. “Hello, guests. Hello, Ginny. Welcome back, Deek! Are you hungry?” 
 
    Deek, to my surprise, looks over his shoulder at me. 
 
    Finn nudges me. “Say yes. Come in and eat with us. It’ll be good for Ginny.” 
 
    “We just had breakfast like three hours ago,” I murmur. 
 
    “So? We’ll have you all walking it off. Besides, Deek’ll probably want to go up to the big house to get a few more of his things.” 
 
    I turn to him fully. “‘The big house?’” 
 
    Finn is unconcerned at the way I’m cocking my head at him like I’m not sure I heard him right. “Well, yeah. Why do you think we call it the dens? There’s no way the whole pack could fit together in one place, so we’ve split everyone up into houses. This is Half Moon House, and Deek lives at Night Howl.” He turns to the woman. “They’re joining us for lunch!” 
 
    Around us, werewolves—human and wolf form—send up deafening howls of delight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Our sweeping beam-style trestle table seats forty in the kitchen, and we have to pull three beat-up dining room chairs from the pantry in order to fit the lunch crowd in the Half Moon House. 
 
    Maggie is sitting next to me, Charlotte is on my other side, then Ginny, then Susan, then Finn. Next to Finn are Josh, Logan, Colin, and Harper—the wolves who greeted us when we arrived. We went down the line introducing everyone, but it was clear the humans were a bit overwhelmed at the sheer amount of people (and the submissives in the room, who are sensitive to the state of being overwhelmed, were sympathetic), and Ginny was wide-eyed trying to memorize all of us. 
 
    Finn had gently clapped her on the back. “Don’t worry. You’ll get to meet us again and again. Soon, you’ll know everyone here. You’re Pack.” 
 
    Ginny had sat up a little straighter. I’m not sure if she was eased by Finn’s pronouncement though, or if she looked more like she was readying herself to take a very important test. 
 
    Perhaps in deference to her obvious nerves, the Tíódéls present haven’t done anything more than nod a hello to Ginny. Everyone is treading around her gently, not wanting to scare her. If she were an adult, I think they’d feel more pressed to establish dominance. Being that she’s as young as she is, everyone is content to simply have her settle in. 
 
    “When’s the corned beef going to be ready?” Rory spews around a mouthful of food. 
 
    Jennifer, Rhyannon, and Gail all groan in unison. 
 
    Finn smacks him upside the head affectionately before his mother can reach him to do it. “Chew with your trap closed.” 
 
    “You and the friggin’ corned beef,” Rhyannon says, pointing at Rory but keeping her eyes lowered—because, even young, Rory is an alpha to her submissive. “We’ve told you it takes a week in the brine and if ye ask again, you are getting dunked in the pickling barrel.” Then she scowls. “Sit down, Jenn.” 
 
    Jennifer, an Aardwolf shifter mated to a werewolf, checks her watch. “We need to get that stew going, or we’re not going to have anything for dinner.” 
 
    “It’ll take us all of twenty minutes to eat,” Gail points out. “We’ll get it going in time. If it’s late, the worst that happens is we send everybody out to hunt rabbits ‘til it’s done.” 
 
    At this sound logic, Jennifer sends a good thinking tap to the side of her head and takes her seat. “Liam, eat your Brussels sprouts.” 
 
    Liam pouts. “I don’t like them.” 
 
    “Then finish your peas at least.” 
 
    “I hate peas!” 
 
    “Liam,” Finn cuts in, “it’s beginning to sound like you dislike vegetables.” 
 
    “I do,” Liam confirms, expression mulish. 
 
    Finn rocks back on the bench. “Well, now. A proper werewolf loves vegetables.” 
 
    Liam’s expression is torn. Because a werewolf wants to be a proper werewolf when he can. 
 
    Finn leans his elbow on the table until Gail hisses, “Elbows, Finn! What kind of manners are you trying to teach the lads? You hawkshite.” 
 
    Finn sits up for her but keeps his attention trained on Liam. “Vegetables don’t get enough credit. They aren’t the easy prey a wolf might mistake them for. Do you know what the hardest part of eating a vegetable is?” 
 
    Liam shakes his head. 
 
    Finn grins wickedly. “The wheelchair.” 
 
    Gasps issue from every throat—even mine, and as Finn’s best friend, I know his twisted sense of humor practically better than anyone. 
 
    Finn takes all of us in and sighs. “That one was wrong, and I apologize.” He leans forward. 
 
    Everyone proceeds to send reprimanding swats to his head. Sputtering under the barrage of slaps that are suddenly coming at him from every direction, clearly more than he bargained for, Finn protests, “Hey now! Oi! I don't know any better—I was raised by wolves!” 
 
    “I'm telling your mam you said that too,” Gail threatens, plunking back down in her seat. 
 
    I shake my head, eyeing the scarred up table, not him. I’m smiling at his antics thinking, not for the first time, that the Irish wolves are all nuts. 
 
    “Where’s my mom?” Ginny asks, and the din at the table immediately goes hushed. 
 
    Finn, unbothered by the question, certainly expecting it before now, easily replies, “In the basement of the London House.” 
 
    Ginny drops her chicken wing. “She’s in London?” 
 
    Good-natured chuffs break out all around us. 
 
    “No sweetheart, we call the big house the London House,” Finn explains. 
 
    I lean in and whisper, “We’re in Half Moon. This is practically where I grew up since I was always with Finn,” I add, feeling proud and glad to have Susan’s family essentially meeting mine. Sure, my parents have moved to Ireland now (like an embassy, wolves and shifters from all over the globe settle together onto Pack territories. To represent themselves, to mingle and find mates, and for protection. Not all shifters are werewolves, and not all shifters can defend themselves with strength, thus werewolves in particular are a fixture on every continent), but everyone else who’s here—they’re my people, by blood and by choice, and I think they’ll really hit it off well with Susan’s clan. Maggie in particular is going to love playing with pups her own age. She’s already met Liam, Noah, and Emma, who are three, six, and seven. They’re seated beside her, and they’ve already hit it off nicely. 
 
    “We’ll see your mom next if you like,” Finn tells Ginny. 
 
    Without a word, Ginny takes up her chicken again, nodding. 
 
    The fact that we didn’t see her mom first thing has me thinking that Ms. Connolly’s withdrawal period may not be cleared up yet. Finn has told me it took her five days to detox from the alcohol. She was also enjoying a supply of bath salts before Finn collected her, and her body’s dependence—both physical and psychological—has taken more than a little monitoring by Pack physicians this week. 
 
    “When was this house built?” Susan asks, setting her clay mug down as if she’d been admiring it. All of our bowls and plates are made of stoneware, pieces replaced as they succumb to the rigors of Pack life. Not a damn thing matches. 
 
    “Ah,” Rhyannon says, thinking. “1832 for Half Moon.” 
 
    “1911 for London,” Jennifer muses. “Do you need more gravy, Kip?” 
 
    “I’ll get it. But thanks.” 
 
    “Faoladh and Conroicht were built in the fifties, I think,” Monroe shares from the far end of the table. “Maybe Vlkolak too.” 
 
    Maggie puts her hand on my arm. When I glance down at her, she whispers, “I have to go to the bathroom!” 
 
    Heaving myself up, I extricate myself from the bench—and so do Ginny and Charlotte. Susan looks like she was about to, but seeing the rest of us moving, she glances around, likely wondering if all of us leaving at once would be rude. 
 
    “Come with us,” I tell her. “I’ll show you where the bathrooms are and you can be the one to help her.” 
 
    Maggie shudders beside me. “Is it a men’s bathroom?” She looks up at me. “I don’t want to go to the men’s toilets ever again.” 
 
    “Why,” Finn asks the question everyone’s suddenly wondering, judging by the sets of squinted eyes, “were you in the men’s bathroom, wee one?” 
 
    “I was helping Deek with his pants,” Maggie says. 
 
    Every set of eyes in the room locks onto me. I scratch uneasily at the back of my ear, feeling fur sprout against my fingers and travel over the back of my neck. And down my arms. My hands. “It sounds so much worse when you hear a six-year-old explain it.” 
 
    “Better maybe mention to her that she might not want to share this story with everybody?” Logan offers helpfully, grinning. 
 
    “Oh yeah—because instructing a child not to tell anyone that a man had her in the bathroom helping him with his pants is a grand idea,” Finn agrees. 
 
    I usher Maggie ahead of me, exiting the increasingly rowdy room. “That’s why I didn’t tell her not to tell anyone,” I call back to them as they yuk it up at the table and we move for the bathrooms. 
 
    “So wait,” Ginny says behind me. “Why exactly was Maggie helping you with your pants?” Suspicion laces her tone, and I suddenly don’t want to turn to see if Susan is sharing the sentiment and concern. 
 
    “Because the stroller moms chased Deek around the park until he hid in the men’s restroom. I had to pee, and he turned into a werewolf, so I carried his clothes out,” Maggie explains. 
 
    “We weren’t in the same stall,” I feel it really important to add. 
 
    “Stroller moms?” Susan asks. 
 
    Maggie throws her little hands up. “That’s what Deek calls them.” 
 
    “Right here,” I say, reaching past her to open the bathroom. I smack the panel to activate the lights. 
 
    She heaves a sigh of relief. “Good, because I wasn’t sure I could hold it for much longer…” She keeps chattering as she hurries in, but I tune her out in favor of risking a look at Charlotte, Ginny, and Susan’s faces. 
 
    “This bathroom has multiple stalls,” I tell them. “You can all go at once,” I add awkwardly. 
 
    Ginny pats me on the chest as she passes by. “Glad nothing nefarious was going on. And relax, Wolfman. It looks like you haven’t shaved in a year.” 
 
    Once I’m by myself, I’m able to reverse my Change before I go full wolf. I wait for the girls there, gazing around to reorient myself with part of home, and seeing the house as my human ‘family’ must see it. All the furniture is worn, but comfy-looking. Not a knickknack in sight because we roughhouse too hard on delicate things for them to survive. The place is clean, but sand grains are present on the wood floor; enough so that you wouldn’t know a whole cleaning team attacks the place night and day. It’s just that paws track in a lot of dirt, and we have a lot of paws making tracks in and out every day. 
 
    When the girls re-emerge, I lead them back to our seats which are easier to fit into on account of a good number of people exiting, having already finished their food. Susan slides her bag’s strap off of her arm as she retakes her place, and reaches below the table to stow it between her feet. 
 
    “Was good seeing you again, Deek. It’s been weird as heck having you gone,” Monroe declares. 
 
    Ethan, head bowed, says, “I don’t know how you can stand being away.” 
 
    “Didn’t think you had it in you to be outside,” Colin shares. “Outside of the Pack,” he clarifies, smiling at the human faces and Ginny. 
 
    “I began to wonder if I’d made a terrible mistake the first time he yarked in my car,” Finn admits. “But since then, the lad’s done cracking.” 
 
    “I like what I’m doing. I like the family,” I tell Ethan and Colin. 
 
    “He doesn’t like the stroller moms,” Maggie shares. 
 
    “I’ve learned ways to deal with them,” I tell everyone. I go to the park in wolf form now. Saves a little hassle since I can Change at the house. The house key is now on a lanyard, worn by me or by Maggie. 
 
    “They take lots of pictures of him,” Maggie further shares. 
 
    Finn sits up, reaching back for his phone. “Huh. I need to check out how werewolves are faring in the local news.” 
 
    Finn and a couple of other packmates help out with our public relations needs. And as supernatural creatures trying to win over the world so that they don’t freak out and hunt us, it’s a big job. Luckily, Finn and the others ooze charm, and they can put a nice spin on nearly every werewolf-related story that hits the news. 
 
    The girls eventually signal that they’re done with their meals, and Ginny is looking both anxious and anticipatory. 
 
    Finn notices. He stands up from the table. “Ready? Let’s give visiting your mam a lash.” 
 
    When Ginny blinks at him, Finn pauses and glances around. He raises his brows at her—then at me. 
 
    Susan is the one who speaks. “Ginny, ‘give it a lash’ is Finn-speak for giving something a go.” 
 
    Finn pretends to be affronted. “Finn-speak? That’s plain Irish.” 
 
    He leads the charge out of the room, and Ginny, Charlotte, Susan, Maggie, and I follow him. Our long queue dashing off in a synchronized direction draws attention, and soon we have Liam and Harper trailing us. They follow us out the side door, feet bare as we cross the lawns to the London House. There’s about two hundred acres here, and the dens are spaced nicely apart. Into London we go, throwing out greetings here and there, weaving through rooms until we reach the door to the cellar. 
 
    Here, Finn stops. With an apprehensive look first at Ginny, then at the rest of us, he orders, “Harper-girl, why don’t you and Liam go play outside?” 
 
    Harper sighs and begins trudging back up the stairs. 
 
    Liam stays where he’s at. He grabs Maggie’s hand. “Hi,” he says. 
 
    “Liam,” Finn warns. “I want you to go outside and play.” 
 
    If Liam were a submissive, Finn would never stare directly at him for a straight length of time. Then again, if Liam were submissive, Finn would never have to. 
 
    Liam, although young, is an alpha, and because of this, he stares Finn dead in the eye—and because of this, Finn can’t look away. Young or not, it’s a challenge. 
 
    But Liam only takes a minute to break. He bursts into an uncomfortable howl and turns into a half-Aardwolf pup right there on the stairs. 
 
    If you’ve never seen an Aardwolf, they’re fluffy little tiny insect-eating cat-hyena-foxes. They look like God put a Chihuahua head on an African cat’s body and glued a wolf’s tail on their butt. The color of sand with black muzzles and a black spiking mane running from between their ears to the tip of their puffed tail, and with black stripes that slant along their back and legs, they’re striking. 
 
    Liam, being so young, also has a pair of wedge-shaped ears that look just huge on him—but not in a goofy way. In an adorable way. A fact not missed by anyone. Especially his new best friend. 
 
    “AWWWWW!” Maggie exclaims, and she gathers Liam’s furry self into her arms and begins pulling him free of his clothes. 
 
    Finn sighs, giving Liam an unimpressed look. “Maggie, love? Could you take that little clown upstairs? Take him out on the grass and make him fetch for you, would you?” 
 
    “YES,” Maggie agrees heartily, bundling puppy-Liam up greedily before she begins tottering up the stairs, carrying him. 
 
    “He can walk on his own,” Finn suggests. 
 
    “No, I want to carry him!” Maggie insists. 
 
    Finn widens his eyes and holds up his hands. “Suit yourself.” He sighs and motions for Ginny. “Get ready. Don’t let her give it out to you too hard, all right? Remember, you didn’t put her here. Her actions are why she’s confined.” 
 
    Susan places her hand on Ginny’s back. “Give it out means scolding you.” Her fingers squeeze Ginny’s shoulder. Then Susan looks around at the rest of us. “I’m going up to watch Maggie. And Liam.” 
 
    Probably for the best. I’ve heard from Finn that Ginny’s mom, Brooke, blamed Susan in several of her rants for trying to steal Ginny away from her. Depending on Brooke’s mental state at the moment, it’s probably a good thing she won’t see Susan with her daughter. Neither Ginny nor Susan need that kind of attack. 
 
    She leaves, and Finn cracks open the door, murmuring to Ginny, “Remember what I said.” 
 
    Ginny, already looking as if she’d braced herself, braces herself more. “Yeah. Got it.” 
 
    The cell is usually reserved for wolves who can change forms and, for whatever reason, require a cage strong enough to hold them. 
 
    Not once has Brooke Changed, but she’s needed the cage anyway, because as Finn told me on the phone the other day, being locked up and left to dry out is definitely a bone of contention for her. She’s been downright abusive about her circumstances. 
 
    Ginny steps inside to reunite with her mom. 
 
    Charlotte waits with Finn and me, hugging herself. Her ears don’t pick up on the words exchanged between her friend and her mom, and the voices stay low, but Finn and I know the moment Brooke turns mean, telling Ginny she deserved everything she got—a statement that’s made in connection to the topic of the infamous boyfriend who Finn beat multiple child molestation confessions out of, which then prompted Finn to tear the man into tiny lumps and pieces. Lumps and body pieces require disposal, and as Finn declared, it’s a good thing the Vlkolak House keeps pigs. 
 
    Body disposal is actually exactly why Vlkolak keeps pigs. Get a passel of fifty swine together, and they’ll eat every scrap of person, plant, or animal you put in their pen. 
 
    In other words, handy place. Finn, as well as our other territory enforcers, kill too many humans to eat them all ourselves. 
 
    Finn hauls Ginny out of the cell with a glare at her mother. “One day, you’ll be ashamed of yourself, you pooched cunt.” 
 
    ‘Pooched’ is a derogatory word among us, slung at those who are werewolf by blood but who couldn’t master Changing. 
 
    If Finn’s mother had heard him call someone this, she’d have beaten him. But then again, if Finn’s mother had been here to hear the goings-on, she’d surely have beaten the ever-living hell out of Ginny’s mom before Finn could say a thing about it. 
 
    Being as no one seemingly scarier than herself is here to encourage her to curtail her urges, Brooke hurls a rather inventive set of invectives back at Finn as he closes the door in her face. 
 
    Looking shaken, Ginny lets herself be enveloped by Charlotte, and the two move upstairs with Finn and I following. 
 
    Finn lets Ginny walk the yard a bit with Charlotte, and when Liam—still in his wolf pup form—brings Ginny a stick, she begins to thaw out of her frozen state, even managing a smile for the boy. Maggie happily chases after her new friend, only to stop suddenly when he freezes, drops his stick, and starts digging. 
 
    He’s found an anthill. 
 
    When he starts licking the ants that he’s managed to disturb into marching at him, Maggie crouches down beside him. With a furrowed brow, she picks one up on her finger and eats it. 
 
    Susan calls warily, “Maggie what are you doing?” 
 
    “Did you notice her scent got stronger as her emotions built?” Finn asks me, watching Ginny. 
 
    “Having lunch with Liam!” Maggie calls back, scooping up another ant, which has Susan hustling for her. Tiny snout buried in a tunnel, Liam’s tail is wagging wildly, excited to share a snack with his new friend. 
 
    “I did,” I agree, training my attention on the emotionally injured werewolf. “And that’s not the first time.” 
 
    “She’s going to Change,” Finn warns, his chin turning sideways in a very Gaelic half-head shake. “I don’t know how she hasn’t already. Her wolf smells strong.” 
 
    Susan approaches us. Behind her, Maggie pokes at the ground with a stick, probably helping Liam hunt. “I take it the visit didn’t go well?” She’s wincing. 
 
    Finn shakes his head. 
 
    Susan places her hands over her heart, face pained. “That poor girl! She never gets a break!” 
 
    “She’s got you,” Finn says. 
 
    “She’s got Charlotte,” Susan corrects. “She’s afraid to get near anybody else.” Shaking her head sadly, she checks her phone, then moves her attention to me. “Well, Deek, it’s almost one o’clock. How long do you want to stay?” 
 
    “Ginny also has the pack,” Finn points out, still watching her. “And I know she’s been a regular girl to your family, but she’s going to be a wolf here soon. She could benefit from tutoring. She’s lived her whole life as a human and doesn’t know hardly any of our ways, our rules. Yet she’ll be expected to live by them. Deek and I were just discussing the fact that she could Change at any time. It’d be best if that first time is here.” 
 
    Susan’s dismay couldn’t be more clear. “You’re saying that you think she should move in.” 
 
    Finn meets her gaze, implacable. “I think she needs to.” 
 
    Susan is shaking her head. “Finn, you don’t know her. She’s run away from foster homes. She—” 
 
    “I didn’t say it had to be today,” Finn says carefully. “But Sue? It’s got to be soon. Whatever you can do to smooth this over with her? Do it.” 
 
    Susan’s eyes search his. Then she looks at me. 
 
    I drop my gaze. 
 
    I also remember her earlier question. “I’m ready to say our goodbyes.” 
 
    “You don’t need to grab any of your things?” Susan asks. 
 
    “Nah. I’m set,” I tell her. I move to Finn, throwing my arms around him and catching him in a rib-crushing hug which he returns just as abusively. 
 
    Susan calls, “Girls? We’re going to be leaving soon. Say goodbye.” 
 
    Maggie picks up Liam, grinning, ecstatic. “Mom, can Liam sit on my lap in the car?” 
 
    Susan smiles at her daughter. “Honey, Liam has to stay.” 
 
    Maggie’s face falls. She stares—horrified—at her mother, clearly heartbroken to hear this. “But… but he’s mine!” 
 
    Finn drops down to one knee beside her, patting her gently on her shoulder. “I’m afraid he might belong to his mam and da just a bit more than you. Not that they want to claim him.” 
 
    Liam, for his part, gives forlorn eyes to Maggie and licks her face. 
 
    “You three-legged jackal,” Finn laughs, knuckling the pup’s ears, making his tail thwap Maggie’s arm. “Fine, m’girl, you can carry him to your car. But then you have to leave the little shi—erm, stirrer.” 
 
    We walk back to the Half Moon House’s drive where we’re parked. Before we reach the car, Maggie loses arm strength. Oh, she fights tooth and nail to keep holding Liam, but he has to weigh nearly as much as she does, and soon, we don’t have to physically peel her away from her new friend because gravity does it for us. 
 
    Liam howls and Maggie begins to tear up as his furry butt plops to the ground at her feet. 
 
    “Maggie,” Susan warns. “Say goodbye.” 
 
    Maggie throws her arms around Liam’s neck. “I’m going to miss you!” she tells him as if he’s a dog she’s grown up with all her life, not a boy she met all of a few hours ago. “I wish I didn’t have to leave you!” 
 
    His older brother, Rory, helpfully offers to make her dreams come true by giving full abduction privileges. “If I could, I’d pay you to take that coyote!” 
 
    Finn stops dead, and so do I. And very unfortunately for Rory, his mother Jenn has just pushed open the door to ask us a question, which means she overheard his comment. 
 
    Wolves scatter as she storms out the door and takes ahold of Rory’s ear before he can so much as howl. 
 
    To the shocked newcomers, Jenn smiles apologetically. “Somebody needs help washing his mouth out with a good bar of soap. ‘Scuse us!” 
 
    Ginny looks at Finn, troubled. “I take it ‘coyote’ is a bad word?” 
 
    Finn nods solemnly. “Hell, I don’t even use that word.” 
 
    “And he calls women cunts,” Maggie adds helpfully. 
 
    Susan turns on Finn with dangerous deliberation. 
 
    “I did not use that word in front of her,” Finn cries. “I haven’t got the foggiest how she knows this about me!” 
 
    “And yet she does,” Susan growls. She points to where Jenn and Rory disappeared to. “Maybe somebody else needs to make friends with the soap.” 
 
    Finn, still looking appropriately apologetic, also manages to turn on the charm. And the flirtation. “For you, Sue, I’d do it.” His wink is dirty. “I’d go down on anything you tell me to—even a bar o’ soap. ‘Least this first time.” 
 
    Susan slowly crosses her arms. Fur sprouts on me, I get so nervous just from the aggressive way she’s faced off with Finn. In an admirably threatening tone, she warns him, “You have two seconds to apologize for that or you’re going to be sporting more bubble froth than Cujo.” 
 
    My snicker is a total surprise. It comes out of nowhere. Both of them turn to look at me. 
 
    I drop to the ground. 
 
    Susan remarks to Finn, “See that? I feel like his mother raised him right. What’s your excuse?” 
 
    Finn grins down at her, eyes twinkling. “I’m an alpha.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    We’re in the car, and it seems like the whole Pack is here, or at least everyone we met at lunch. We said our goodbyes over a half-hour ago, and we still haven’t left the driveway. 
 
    This, Deek informed us, is what’s known as ‘an Irish goodbye.’ 
 
    “I thought an Irish goodbye was when you leave a party without saying your farewells to anyone first,” I’d said to him. 
 
    Deek, eyes lowered, quirked his lips and gestured at our surrounded car. “And this is why the phrase is used for that. Eventually, you’ll learn to duck out if you intend to miss the fuss.” 
 
    People keep coming up to us and chatting, stringing together conversations and engaging us. It’s friendly and they’re wonderful, but if we don’t leave soon, we’re going to need pee breaks—and I’m afraid if we get out of the car again, we’ll never leave. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to my mom?” Ginny asks, sitting forward in the middle of the back seat so that she’s hanging over the console and can better see Finn, who’s glued himself to Deek’s window, practically obliterating Deek as he leans inside and chats with us like he loves our company so much he can’t walk away. 
 
    Ginny’s question makes Finn revert to a much more serious mien. He withdraws from the window a little, which gives Deek—who has his salad bowl on his lap for catching puke just in case we get the chance to drive home—a little more room. Finn meets Ginny’s gaze with more solemnity than I’ve ever seen from him. “We’re going to teach your mam what it means to be Pack. We’re going to do everything we can to help her clean up and fit in here.” 
 
    Ginny’s eyes don’t waver from his, but he doesn’t seem offended by her direct eye contact. “What happens if she can’t, or… won’t?” 
 
    Finn swallows, but he doesn’t shrink away from answering. “We’ll make sure you get the chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    Ginny’s head drops so suddenly it’s like a puppeteer cut her string. 
 
    Tentatively, Deek reaches out and pats her shoulder. When she doesn’t flinch away from him, he carefully pets her hair. 
 
    I rub her back. 
 
    “We’ll be showing you the ropes too,” Finn says, trying to draw her out of thoughts of how things might go if her mom can’t recover in the ways the Pack demands. “And you’re going to do great.” 
 
    “What if I’m like her?” Ginny questions, still slumped over the console, her voice bleak and her breath choppy. 
 
    “You’re not,” Finn murmurs with feeling. “You aren’t like her, and you know it.” He takes in a breath like he’s not sure he should go any farther, but with a glance at me and the occupants in the back seat, he does, his stare moving to Ginny’s bent head. “The Pack is made of people who have good heads on their shoulders. Strong people, and I’m not just talking in the physical sense. We didn’t survive in secret this long by having members who couldn’t control themselves. We need decent folk, and Ginny, you do us proud on all fronts. You’ve kept your nose clean and you have nothing to worry about. Y’hear?” 
 
    Without a word, Ginny sinks back until she’s sandwiched between Charlotte and Maggie in her car seat. 
 
    “We’re going to head home,” I announce for maybe the third time. “Thanks again, Finn.” 
 
    “Say, would you three like ice cream for the road?” Gail calls from the porch. 
 
    Maggie reacts like they’re giving away free puppies and kittens and Liams. “MOMMMMM, CAN WE HAVE ICE CREAM?” 
 
    “What is it with you and ice cream?” Ginny asks her over Charlotte’s groan. 
 
    Deek darts a glance at me from the corner of his eye, and head slightly ducked like he’s doing something wrong, he orders, “Turn the car on.” 
 
    “I don’t want to waste gas and I’m afraid we’re going to be here awhile—” I start. 
 
    Deek reaches for my hand, which was already on the key, and covers my fingers with his. With gentle pressure, he turns the key in the ignition using my hand’s grip. 
 
    He leans out the window. “Loved seeing everyone. Goodbye.” He puts his left hand on my knee. “Go.” 
 
    “Susan!” Jennifer calls. “It was so nice to meet you! I’d—” 
 
    Deek pinches the outside of my thigh. “Go.” 
 
    “Ouch! I don’t want to be rude, and did you really just—” 
 
    Deek soothes the spot by rubbing it lightly, although he doesn’t verbalize an apology out loud. “Susan, they won’t be offended. Really. They know what they’re like.” 
 
    “Hup ya boya! Tracey is coming up the road!” someone calls from outside. 
 
    “Tracey!” someone shouts. 
 
    Another voice calls, “Heya, it’s Tracey!” 
 
    A herd of werewolves—or a pack, I guess—runs up to an approaching vehicle that has a small flashing light on the roof. 
 
    Our car is so filled with confusion it should be fogging up the windows. “Who is Tracey?” Maggie asks. 
 
    “Drive, Susan,” Deek orders. He twists to address Maggie. “She’s the mail lady.” 
 
    “Bye, Finn!” As I put us in drive and get rolling, Charlotte is snickering. “Werewolves get happy when they see the mail lady?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” asks Ginny. 
 
    Deek faces the front, shrugging. “She always brings us treats.” 
 
    “That’s sad.” 
 
    Deek isn’t offended by the assertion. Instead, he says, “You say that because you haven’t tasted her cookies. You’d chase after her for a chance to have them too.” Idly, he watches his packmates surrounding the woman’s car as if he might be considering the merits of leaping out the window and chasing her down for a cookie right now. 
 
    “Deek?” Charlotte asks. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you do? I mean, before you came to live with us.” 
 
    Deek’s easygoing as always when he replies, “I work for the church.” 
 
    There’s a polite pause before Charlotte asks, “Really?” Her tone says That’s a real job? 
 
    He glances in her direction. “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    Seemingly not bothered by the prying, he still shifts his gaze away—but not cagily. Just… him. Submissively. “We’re a studying church, so the congregation gets together to read passages and break the text down verse by verse. I research the time periods and offer backgrounds on the chapters. I also have access to the Chaldee, Hebrew, and Greek translations. Those become helpful when the material doesn’t seem to make sense, which could be a case of a mistranslation.” His hands are clasped in his lap, his posture easy. “Sometimes it’s simply useful to have a refresher on world events at that time, like knowing about Cyrus, the ruler of the Persian Empire, and Alexander the Great, when you’re studying Kings and Isaiah. I also teach Sunday school every other weekend.” 
 
    “So you’re like… a preacher?” Ginny asks. 
 
    “Our church calls teachers pastors.” He clears his throat. “Like for a flock.” 
 
    “A flock of werewolves,” Charlotte intones. 
 
    Deek relaxed hands tense to fists on his thighs as he winces. “Yes.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ginny says. 
 
    Maggie raises her hand so that I connect gazes with her in the rearview mirror. “Can I go to church with Deek?” 
 
    “Umm,” I start, not sure if we want to attend werewolf church. Not even sure we’re allowed to attend. 
 
    Deek blurts, “Why was the math book upset?” 
 
    Everyone in the car is instantly bewildered. 
 
    I throw him a nonplussed look before turning my attention back to the street. “...Why?” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I see Deek’s Adam’s apple bob like he’s gulped air. “Because he had a lot of problems.” 
 
    There’s a loud moment of silence. 
 
    Charlotte clears her throat. “Deek?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That was painful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Tell us another one!” Maggie encourages. 
 
    Obediently, Deek does. “What did the buffalo say to his little boy when he dropped him off at school?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Charlotte says faintly. 
 
    “What?” Maggie asks. 
 
    Deek smiles a little and answers proudly, “‘Bison.’” 
 
    Maggie bursts out laughing like he’s hilarious—making his smile grow. 
 
    Ginny, in the middle seat, covers her face with her hands. “Are all werewolves like this? Full of lame dad jokes?” 
 
    “No,” Deek answers. 
 
    “Another one!” Maggie cries. 
 
    Deek nods to himself. “Why don’t vampires go to barbecues?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why?” Maggie is grinning ear to ear. Charlotte and Ginny are looking disturbed at Deek’s hidden talent for terrible jokes. 
 
    Deek chuffs a quiet laugh, gazing out the windshield. “They don’t like steak.” 
 
    Unable not to ask, I look to him. “You know, it was such a big deal when werewolves came out. And since there are werewolves, a lot of people have been wondering… are there vampires?” 
 
    Deek freezes. 
 
    When I chance a glance at him, I see fur sprouting on him. 
 
    “Deek,” I say carefully. 
 
    He ducks. Or to be fairer—he flattens. 
 
    “If you aren’t supposed to say,” I tell him quickly, “that’s okay. Pretend I never asked.” 
 
    His body relaxes. 
 
    Maggie shouts, “I want to know!” 
 
    Deek explodes into a full werewolf, causing me to slap my blinker on in order to be as polite as possible when I swerve to the curb and slam us in park so I can free him from his clothes and adjust the seat belt. 
 
    “I guess that answers that,” Ginny says, eyes wide in the rearview as I roll down Deek’s window so he can stick his muzzle out while I pull back into traffic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    THE FIRST OFFICIAL DAY OF SCHOOL 
 
    The idea that a two-day school week will ease all parties into the school day routine of the year probably looks like a great plan on paper. In reality, it’s a pretty hectic morning. The dread and excitement of returning to classes (regular classes, that is, with a load of non-accelerated ones for Charlotte and Ginny) is so strong I would have been able to sense the girls all the way down the block. Without werewolf senses. Being that I’m in the house with them and I am a werewolf though, the swirl of emotions and tension is a whirlwind for me to absorb. 
 
    But by seven-thirty, the ladies are successful at making their way out the door. Sue offers to drop me off at the Pack or at the pub, but I tell her I’ll be fine here. I can do my research for work and clean up the house a little. 
 
    I dig into a bit of both types of work until somewhere around eleven, when I get a text message from Charlotte. 
 
    Hi Deek, this is Charlotte. I’m really sorry to ask, but I forgot my Chromebook… is there any chance you could bring it to me? If not, I can ask Mom if they’ll let her off of work. 
 
    I locate her Chromebook on the desk in her room, and then stare at the front door. 
 
    Carrying items and handling doors, gates, and nakedness is a problem. 
 
    After a moment’s consideration, I text her, “On my way,” and set my phone down on the kitchen’s island. I take one of Maggie’s many backpacks (all of which like to spill out of her closet, I found out when I was tidying this morning). This one happens to be a llama-shaped one, and I place the Chromebook in it, strip, and toss in my track pants (I leave the rest of my attire on a barstool at the island), my cell phone, and the house key. Then I lock up and walk out the back door. I change to a wolf, adjusting the backpack straps until the pack sits easily between my shoulder blades without shifting or pinching—and then I jump the privacy fence. 
 
    And I just have to say, thank God it’s a Chromebook and not a full laptop, or the slap it makes to my spine would leave me crippled. As it is, the backpack bangs uncomfortably on my back, making me glad I don’t have far to go. 
 
    It’s a three-mile lope to Charlotte’s school. Never having been to the school before, I feel very out of place as well as lost, but I trot into the parking lot, find my way between two low-slung cars, change to human, remove the backpack, drag out the track pants, and make my lower half decent. I wish I’d brought my boxers because even though they’re just one more delay in the process of getting appropriately covered up for public outings, I feel downright indecent going boxerless on human school grounds. 
 
    Barefoot, I carry the llama pack by its neck and step out from between the cars, aiming myself at the entrance of the school. Digging into the pack, I find the phone and text Charlotte. 
 
    She’s at the door of the school before I finish ascending the steps. Ginny is with her, clutching a pink hall pass, and both of them wave to me. 
 
    “Thanks, Deek!” Charlotte gushes as I hand her the Chromebook. “You’re awesome!” 
 
    “No problem,” I tell her. I look between them, making eye contact at about the level of their cheekbones. “Need anything else, or are you set?” 
 
    “This was it. And this was huge. Seriously, thanks!” 
 
    I nod to her and wave awkwardly. “Okay. Bye, then.” 
 
    “Bye, Deek! You’re super,” Charlotte says, heartfelt. 
 
    “Have a safe trip back, Deek,” Ginny adds kindly. 
 
    “Thank you.” I turn, and move down the steps—but stop when I hear a tiny familiar voice. 
 
    “Deeeek!” 
 
    I turn, my gaze sharpening as I scan the area with purpose: building, building, blacktop, cars, cars, truck, cars, sidewalk, chain link fence, playground equipment, recess guardian, children— 
 
    Maggie. 
 
    Maggie is at the fence, waving wildly at me along with a group of similar-aged children. 
 
    I can’t help the way my smile spreads. 
 
    Feet slapping pavement, I jog across the little strips that separate the high school from the middle school and finally reach the grade school, where Maggie is waiting for me. 
 
    The recess guardian is eyeing me with extreme suspicion, and she’s beginning to herd the children away from the fence. 
 
    “Wait!” Maggie cries. “That’s Deek! He lives with us. My mom is his alpha,” she shares. 
 
    “He’s a werewolf?” the guardian asks, and Maggie misses the deep well of horror in the woman’s tone. 
 
    “He IS,” she confirms proudly. “And he’s the best one, except for Liam. Liam is my puppy—a werewolf one—and we’re going to adopt him next.” 
 
    Ummm…  
 
    Liam’s only half werewolf, strongly takes after his Aardwolf mother, and I’m not sure where Maggie got the idea that we’re adopting him, but I don’t argue. I just wave to the recess guardian and crouch down at the fence line. “Hi, Maggie. It’s good to see you, but I only came to drop something off for your sister. I better go.” 
 
    Maggie is crestfallen. “But you just got here.” 
 
    “That’s true, and tell me something.” I frown at her. “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    She points to the parking lot. “I saw you run between those cars and walk out like you.” 
 
    I smile at her for thinking of my wolf and me, a man, as one entity. 
 
    The guardian has had her fill of a grown man naked from the waist up (and ankles down) talking to a child. She catches Maggie by the elbow and tugs her away from the fence like I might have rabies. “Sir, if you want to see her, you need to check in with the school office. You need to leave! Now.” 
 
    I hold up my hands, get slowly to my feet, and take a healthy step back. “I’m sorry. And no worries. We were just saying hi.” I wave to Maggie. “Have a good day, Mag—” 
 
    A chipmunk emerges from a hole in the ground behind the playground guardian. 
 
    I try to whip my head to the side, but it’s useless; I’m transfixed on the colorful racing-striped rodent. 
 
    There’s a reason that chipmunks are a rare sight on Pack territory. 
 
    Werewolves love chipmunks. 
 
    And while squirrels are equally addictive to chase, chipmunks, being mostly ground dwellers, are a snack we stand a great chance of catching. 
 
    And I. Am. AWESOME at catching chipmunks!!! 
 
    Hunting them is the closest thing I have to a superpower. (Well, if you don’t count the fact that I can turn into a wolf.) 
 
    Unerringly, the delectable creature’s beady black eyes find me. Our gazes lock. Predator and prey. 
 
    It twitches. 
 
    I jerk hard. 
 
    My heartbeat thunders in my ears. My fangs push past my lips, getting tickled with air. 
 
    DON’T CHASE IT, LUCAN. 
 
    With a chittering screech, the animal takes off across the playground. 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    From a standstill, I leap the fence and speed after it, uncaring of the screams and screeches that erupt from the guardian and grade schoolers alike. I effortlessly shift to wolf form. My track pants get shredded off of me. I don’t feel the bite of the backpack’s straps. The predator in me has awoken; I’m powerless to stop trailing my prey. 
 
    And when I overtake it, I snap my jaws around it, flip it high into the air, and growl with victory as I catch it out of the sky. I no more than lick my chops when another one darts for cover, hoping to escape the same fate. 
 
    It doesn’t. 
 
    Neither does the next one. 
 
    The screams and wiggling are so exciting that for a few minutes, I may as well be out in a forest, happily chasing down the cocky screeching rodents. 
 
    It only takes me those few minutes to come back to myself and realize that’s not where I am. That the screams I’m hearing aren’t only of the chipmunk variety. But by then, the damage is done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    “Finn!” I whisper-hiss, trying to get his attention as he flirts expertly with a table of five women having a business lunch. 
 
    This table has the potential of leaving one hell of a tip for him. I’ve seen him rake in the money again and again when he gets groups of ladies who respond to his charm. But he turns from them to give me all of his attention—and when he sees my face, his expression loses its sexy smile. 
 
    He frowns. “Sue? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Deek,” I mouth more than say. 
 
    Instantly, Finn claps his big hands together to get another waitress’s attention. He turns her to his table and makes the handoff with spectacular speed and is so perfectly apologetic I’d bet the ladies still tip well when they leave no matter what the service is like for the rest of their meal. They might even write their cell numbers on their tip money, an occurrence that means Finn won’t pocket the bills. Instead, he’ll pin them to the rafters to decorate the place where other pub patrons can’t read the numbers, because although it means he loses the tip, it ensures the money with their private information won’t go into circulation elsewhere. 
 
    He’s weirdly conscientious like that. 
 
    They sigh wistfully when Finn starts moving in my direction, and if I can hear it, I know he can—but he doesn’t pay it any attention. Urgently, he asks low, “What happened to Deek?” 
 
    “The school called. I’m going to need you to come with me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Minutes later, I’m incredibly glad that Deek doesn’t drive. Not if Finn is his option of a teacher. And it’s really no wonder that Deek vomits when he’s a passenger in Finn’s car. Heck, I could use Deek’s salad bowl right about now, and I’ve never been carsick in my life. 
 
    Finn drives like a maniac. 
 
    However, he turned what’s usually a ten-minute trip across town into a five-minute trip, and we didn’t die, so I’m not going to complain. Not today. 
 
    My door is open before the engine is off, and Finn’s is closing a beat after mine. Together, we hurry for the school, although Finn’s stride looks more confident and less worried. In fact, the closer we get to the elementary school doors, the more outwardly relaxed he seems. 
 
    I’ve been around him long enough to know that his forehead is a little too pinched to be natural though. And his smile is nice, but it isn’t megawatt. 
 
    He’s worried. 
 
    He’s right to be. 
 
    We’re met at the door by school security and ushered into the principal's office… 
 
    Where we find a tear-streaked Maggie along with a woebegone werewolf. 
 
    Seeing us, Maggie cries, “FINN!” 
 
    I might be put out that my youngest is more relieved to see a man she barely knows before me, but these are special circumstances. And the way she’s clamped herself around Deek’s furry neck, I know they’re dire circumstances. 
 
    He’s plastered himself to the floor, with her thrown on top of him like she’s protecting him from being whipped. When Maggie shouts Finn’s name, Deek lunges up and gallops for Finn—Maggie still attached to his neck so that she’s dragged and almost riding him. 
 
    She squeals in shock but laughs, and Finn scoops her up as Deek launches for him, scrambling up Finn’s broad shoulder like he’s trying to find a safe perch there. 
 
    He manages it, but he’s absolutely huge. And even though he’s clearly scared, he’s still a wolf, and I can see from everyone’s expression in the room that they still find him scary. 
 
    Finn passes Maggie off to me and pats his wolf form-clad friend on his back. “You daft muppet.” 
 
    The principal clears her throat. Flanking her are the vice principal, the school superintendent, and the school resource officer. The last one stares at Finn draped in Deek. Worrisomely, he has his hand on the butt of his gun. The principal though may as well be aiming laser beams with her eyes. She glares between Finn and me. “Who should I address?” she asks politely enough. 
 
    Finn keeps one hand at Deek’s furry butt, bracing the clinging wolf. He raises his other from Deek’s spine and says, “Well, isn’t this a right circus?” He shakes his head at everyone like this is all being blown out of proportion. He gives a dramatic sigh and adds with a charmer of a grin, “I’m acting as official speaker for the werewolves, Ma’am. Why don’t you tell me what the situation is?” He twists at the hips, finds a chair behind himself, and sits in it, holding Deek like the monster wolf weighs no more than a pillow full of feathers. 
 
    I don’t know if there is such a thing as an official speaker for the werewolves, and if there is, if Finn can claim it. Maybe the principal doesn’t know either. She doesn’t question it. Her perfectly manicured eyebrows lift sharply. “Where do I start? Your Pack member chased down three harmless animals and murdered them in front of innocent children.” 
 
    Finn pats Deek’s shivering back and he’s immediately, believably, appalled. “Oi!” He pauses. “No kiddies were harmed, right?” When she only stiffly tips her head, he waves his hand in the air animatedly. “Look. You’re using the word ‘harmless’ for chipmunks? Have you met chipmunks before? They’re the greediest little bast—” He catches himself. “Bamsticks, and they’re destructive. Why,” Finn throws out his arm, making his balance shift and therefore making Deek whimper and dig his huge clawed paws deeper into Finn’s shoulder. Finn either doesn’t notice or does an excellent job of showing that he doesn’t care. His focus is for the unimpressed people in the room. “They’ve probably built a city of tunnels under this school! Is this building structurally sound enough to withstand chipmunk damage?” he asks with admirable seriousness. To Deek, he murmurs, “You caught three, eh? Well done, lad.” 
 
    “Mr…” the principal begins. 
 
    Finn stands, hauling Deek up and around his neck so that he’s wearing him like a live, massive wolf stole. “I apologize for my bad manners. I’m Finn Cauley. And this,” he pats Deek’s hip, “is Lucan. He’s the best bloke. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    He gives the principal his most powerful smile. He sends it around the room at the other school officials, trying to stun everybody with it. 
 
    It works. Even Maggie’s jaw drops. And she’s not even old enough to feel the full effect. 
 
    The principal, however, is not thawed. She glares up at Finn—and at Deek’s still-quaking form. “Tell that to all the angry parents who will be hearing about this incident from their traumatized children.” 
 
    Poor Deek. The guilt he must be suffering since he realized he’d scared a bunch of kindergarteners. 
 
    “Traumatized?” Finn scoffs. He pins the principal with a hard look. “Ask them if they’ve let their kids watch Old Yeller. They shoot a wolf in that flick—and then the boy puts a gun to his loyal dog’s head and pulls the friggin’ trigger. Now that is traumatizing.” 
 
    She’s unswayed. “That doesn’t discount the emotional distress of school children who witnessed a werewolf swallowing a family of woodland animals whole.” 
 
    Finn straightens. “Whole? You’re saying he didn’t even tear into them?” He shrugs and opens his hand like ‘What’s the problem here?’ making Deek’s head and neck bounce and flop miserably. “Jaysus, Mary, and Josephine. You’re really going to try to tell me they haven’t seen worse on TV? No blood means it’s not even rated PG-13.” 
 
    The principal folds her hands in front of herself. “Even if violence and death weren’t an issue, there’s still the problem of your ‘best bloke,’” she puts a heavy degree of disdain in the words, “getting naked in a school parking lot. That’s indecent exposure,” she announces crisply— 
 
    And she’s not wrong. 
 
    Even Finn winces. 
 
    Deek moans apologetically. 
 
    Finn sighs and bangs his hand behind himself, striking affectionately over Deek’s ribs, making a hollow thudding noise. “I know,” he murmurs. 
 
    “He’d never hurt us kids!” Maggie explodes. “You can trust him—Deek is a priest.” 
 
    Everyone blinks. Even Deek. 
 
    Finn moves to us and shifts his werewolf passenger enough to lean down and grip Maggie’s shoulder gently. “Darlin,’” he whispers, “I know you want to help your friend Deek, but it turns out that a man who gets naked in front of children is trusted less if he happens to have an affiliation with a church, so… leave this one to me, swayt hart. Okay?” 
 
    Reluctantly, Maggie nods. 
 
    Finn ups the wattage on his smile for the principal. “I have every faith that Lucan tried his best to hide before he shifted. And I’m also willing to bet that he moved into his clothes as quickly as possible.” 
 
    She says nothing. 
 
    Finn rolls the shoulder that is not supporting the heavy half of the werewolf. “Okay then. As you know, the laws are a bit different for werewolves. He meant no harm, but if you feel you need to turn this matter over to the police, I have the number to our official liaison at the precinct.” 
 
    After a moment of frosty deliberation wherein she glances to the school’s officer for some cue—she finally shakes her head. 
 
    Finn gives her a genuinely commiserating smile. “On behalf of the wolves, I extend our sincerest apologies that you’re going to be facing angry parents for days after this incident.” He licks his lip, bites it. “I’m going to leave you with our card. If anyone feels the need to reach out to us for further assurances, they can. All right?” Deek bumps up and down as Finn’s shoulder rotates, his hand slipping into his back pocket and pulling out his wallet. Finn hands the principal a card. “Thank you,” he tells her. “We’ll be sure to be more careful in the future.” 
 
    With that, we’re allowed to leave the school. First though, we have to part ways with a tearful Maggie (who hands me a llama backpack she explains is Deek’s), after which, a stress-smiling Finn carries a morose werewolf proudly out of the school doors. 
 
    Deek stays limp in Finn’s arms. He’s resting against Finn’s chest now, his neck flopped over his elbow. He looks like one of those soft mount taxidermy bodies where an artist has taken an animal and turned it into a life-sized, ultra-lifelike stuffed animal. 
 
    Although those creations don’t generally have their features frozen into expressions of utter depression and gloom. 
 
    When Finn pulls up in front of my house, he opens the passenger door and hauls Deek out because Deek is still too despondent to rise. He carries him up to the front door, where he waits for me to unlock it. When he sets Deek down, I expect our werewolf to scurry to the basement. 
 
    To my surprise, he doesn’t. He collapses there on the floor, sighing heavily, gaze downcast. 
 
    Finn rubs his temples. “Don’t worry about it, Lucan. This’ll be nothing. All right?” 
 
    Deek sighs again. 
 
    Finn nudges him with the toe of his boot. “Do you need anything before we head back to work?” 
 
    Seeing me set down the backpack with his cell phone in it, Deek shakes his muzzle side to side, just once. 
 
    Finn bends down to pat him between his held-low ears. “All right. Take care. You know how to reach me if you need to.” 
 
    With that, Finn takes me by the elbow and starts to steer me to the door. 
 
    But I stop. “Hang on.” Finn releases me easily, and I turn back to Deek, dropping down to my knees and petting his ruff. “You know, Maggie said you were only there to bring something to Charlotte. Thank you for that. That was really nice of you.” Not sure what else to say, I grab either side of his cheeks and bring his head up so that I can kiss him on his big nose. 
 
    For one second, his shocked eyes meet mine. But they dart away just as quickly, and I don’t want to make him uncomfortable, so I let him go. “Bye, Deek.” 
 
    To my surprise, he turns into a man. A very, very naked man. He stays crouched in an obvious bid to protect his modesty. 
 
    Quietly, he says, “Thank you. And Susan, I…” He shakes his head. “Have a good rest of your shift.” 
 
    His eyes are level with mine now, and he glances at me just long enough to catch my smile. 
 
    He answers it with the barest, weakest curving of his own lips—but he’s smiling back at me. He’s looking at me while he does it—and something low in my center stirs nicely. 
 
    Slowly, I stand back, giving him a last wave. I join Finn at the door, not noticing his appraisal. Not catching the considering glance he turns on Deek. 
 
    And I definitely miss the way Deek shakes his head stiffly, eyes down, an act of guilt-ridden negation, before he turns werewolf once more and sprints for the basement. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Before I make it to the door, Finn excuses himself to thump down to the basement to have a private word with a clearly defeated-feeling Deek. But then he’s leading the way to his car and he drives us back to work, where I punch in and head to the hostess station so they know I’ve returned and I’m ready to take tables. 
 
    It’s a busy afternoon. I’m rubbing my sore wrists, thinking I need to start wearing a wrist brace to save me when I have to carry the large food trays, when Finn snags me off the floor. 
 
    “Kelly, can you take the floor for a minute?” he calls out. 
 
    “Sure thing,” she replies, confused. 
 
    And I share her puzzlement. “What’s up, Finn?” I ask. “It’s kinda crazy right now. Kelly is going to get swamped if I don’t—” 
 
    “This won’t take long,” he assures. “And in about two minutes, you’re going to take her place and send her over here. Take this.” 
 
    He holds out a white washcloth. 
 
    I take it. “Okay—” 
 
    That’s when I realize it’s not a washcloth. Holding the little thing in my hand, I see it has tiny straps, and it’s… an itty bitty tank top. I shake it out and find the pub’s logo emblazoned across the left breast—a wolf head silhouetted in front of a full moon. 
 
    “Thanks?” I say. “With Deek’s fur coat, we’ve got the house set to sub-zero so I’m more likely to wear sweaters to bed, not tanks, but—” 
 
    “That’s not for bed,” Finn cuts in. “That’s your new uniform.” 
 
    I stare at him. I swallow. “Like… this goes under a shirt?” 
 
    He gives me an affectionately patronizing smile. “No.” 
 
    I stare at him harder. My fist is squeezing the tank top so sternly it should puff into thin air, it’s tiny little self-pulverized. “Please be joking.” 
 
    Finn tips his head and his lips curve up in a wide grin. “Not about this.” He jerks his chin at where I’m gripping the thing. “Do me a favor and don’t crumple that shirt up just yet.” 
 
    “This isn’t a shirt!” 
 
    “The ink is fresh: I just got it from the printer’s shop next door. They’re doing up a bunch for us. Costs us eighteen dollars a go.” 
 
    I gasp and bring the tank top up. “It costs eighteen dollars? For this?” 
 
    His eyes drop down to the level of my breasts. My breasts, which aren’t used to being publicly displayed in tank tops that cover less than bathing suits. While I lean over tables and across customers to deliver food and drinks. This is a disaster. “It’s going to be worth every pretty penny. Because, trust me, you need my help. Here are the shorts.” 
 
    He hands me a set of shorts that wouldn’t fit Barbie’s little sister Skipper. 
 
    I sputter. “You’re trying to ‘help’ me? With what?” Getting practically naked? 
 
    His gaze hops back up to mine. Serene. “Attention.” 
 
    “Who’s? Why?” I demand, pinching the scrap of white fabric between my finger and thumb and shaking it like it's a dead squirrel. “Seriously! What is this? We’re not Hooters!” 
 
    “Hooters is a family restaurant,” Finn says piously. But then he breaks and grins like—well? Like a wolf. “And families are going to love what we offer.” 
 
    “Offer?” I huff out. “And what exactly are ‘we’ offering?” 
 
    “A unique dining experience,” he replies easily, pulling out his phone. “And from now on, you wear your hair down.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    He peers at his screen. “I suggest you style it with… beachy waves? Looks like that's what they're called.” He flicks the screen at me. 
 
    I stare at him. “Do you know how much time it takes to style hair every day?” 
 
    Finn shrugs, glancing back at his phone’s screen. “Says here they take five minutes.” 
 
    Absolutely shocked, I can only gape up at him. 
 
    Finn snatches both the tank and shorts out of my limp hands and waves me on. “Go watch tables and send Kelly over. I’ll fill her and the rest of the staff in, and you'll be getting set up with a week’s worth of uniforms at the end of your shifts. Pub paid-for.” 
 
    Unable to say a word, I blindly face the side of the room with patrons and pull out my notepad and pen. The hostess, Sally, points to a group just settling themselves in. “Hi,” I say dazedly—and seeing no regulars among them, I add, “Welcome to The Gargled Werewolf Pub. What can I get you for drinks?” 
 
    When I reach Kelly and tell her to meet with Finn, she squeezes past me, frowning and giving me a worried glance. 
 
    I eye her back and mentally send her the message: Brace yourself. I picture Finn again with his phone. Work-required beach waves! 
 
    I shake myself and smile at the customers, collecting their drink requests on auto-pilot. “Got it,” I murmur when they’re done, clicking my pen and hurrying off to fill their liquid orders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Who asked for no onions?” I say, my wrist screaming under the weight of the triple burger platter I’m holding aloft as I pass a fish basket to the table of twelve suits I’m serving. 
 
    “Me,” a woman calls, holding up an index finger and giving me a shy smile. 
 
    “Here you g—” I start. But my wrist quits, spasming painfully—and the platter tilts and slides right off of my hand. 
 
    The yelped cries of sympathetic dismay haven’t finished leaving the business group’s lips when the platter’s trajectory swerves suddenly upward and catches not only the flying burger but the fries that were about to rain down to the floor. 
 
    The food was saved by Finn, who slipped in next to me like a ninja. 
 
    “You have serious skills,” I tell him, amazed. “Thanks!” 
 
    He glances at where I’m clutching my numb wrist. “Anytime. You okay?” 
 
    “Mmhmm, you bet,” I chirp and shine a smile on the table of customers as Finn reaches to pass the burger and shaken fries to its recipient. 
 
    Finn makes a purring noise that has my eyes widening as I glance at him—and find his gaze fixed on me, evidently having made the sound to gain my attention. “Were you working the fryer?” 
 
    I drop my wrist and stretch my digits, feeling them tingle. “Just blanching the last batch of taters. Mitch called in so it’s Hank, Kelly, and me running the extras back there.” 
 
    Finn turns. “Donal!” 
 
    A huge guy who sometimes works the bar at night melts away from the wall. Maybe werewolves can read minds (or, more likely, his werewolf-keen ears overheard our conversation despite the din) because Finn doesn’t say a word to him; with a shared look, Donal quietly nods and begins silently making his way around tables, heading for the kitchen. 
 
    (Privately I marvel—not for the first time—that werewolf hearing really is that good.) 
 
    “He’ll handle the fryer and the heavy lifting,” Finn announces to me. His gaze drops to my wrist. “Why don’t you go ice that?” 
 
    I shake it out and drop it to my side. With my good hand, I lamely point to my table. “I’m good, and I need to watch—” 
 
    “Right,” Finn says. And he’s suddenly on my other side, gently raising my injured wrist. “You come with me.” 
 
    “But my tables—” 
 
    Finn whistles, making the conversation hush in the whole place. I feel my face heat stupidly as everyone’s eyes shoot up to us. Finn lights the place up with a megawatt of a panty-melting smile. “Ladies and gents, we’ll be right back. If you need for anything, just shout.” 
 
    “I need a refill on Coca-Cola,” a man calls, raising his cup of ice. 
 
    Finn misses a step, clearly not expecting someone to be immune enough to his estrogen-surging smile to have enough faculties to ask for something. “That so?” He reverses direction, releasing me only long enough to snag the man’s drink. Then he’s passing me, ordering, “Follow me, swayt hart.” 
 
    Dutifully, I trail after him as he makes a beeline for the soda bank. “I really am fine.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” Finn tells me. He takes his eyes from the filling cup to pin me with a look over his shoulder. “And you haven’t been.” 
 
    I feel all the blood drain from my over-warm face. Icy ants bite along my skin. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you have insurance?” he asks quietly, kindly not making eye contact as he turns around and moves to deliver the drink to the customer. 
 
    I wander behind him, skin turning clammy. 
 
    After setting down the drink and checking on the other patrons, Finn swiftly crosses to the kitchen and calls out Donal. “Change of plans. Watch tables. Sue and I will be right back.” 
 
    Without a word, Donal moves back out to the pub section and stands over the tables, crossing his thickly-muscled arms. 
 
    Finn makes a disgusted noise. “Mate, you look like you’re a prison guard. Feckin’ smile, would ja?” 
 
    Donal bares his teeth. 
 
    “Not like that. And drop your arms,” Finn commands. 
 
    Donal does, clasping his hands in front of himself in a pose of hulking servility—but he separates his middle finger very pointedly from his clenched-clasped fists and makes direct eye contact with Finn, who grins. 
 
    “Better,” Finn calls cheerily. And then he takes my hand. “You. Let’s make this quick.” 
 
    He leads us to the break room and walks us to the lockers. Not mine, though. He moves toward one of the large ones in the corner, opening it not by using the combination lock but by bringing the meat of his closed fist against it, knocking it open. 
 
    “That’s not very secure,” I point out faintly. 
 
    He reaches inside, shrugging. “It doesn’t have to be. It’s medical supplies, and nothing anybody can have much fun with.” He draws out a brace, and takes my arm. 
 
    I want to protest—but a brace really would be nice. “Thanks,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Okay, back to the question. Insurance?” he asks, eyes flashing to mine. 
 
    I shake my head. “I’m self-pay.” 
 
    “Have you checked in with your doctor to find out if this is carpal tunnel?” He expertly fits my hand in the brace, refusing to let me suit myself in it by gently brushing my other hand away. Carefully, he tightens it. 
 
    “I haven’t asked because if he says yes, I can’t really do surgery,” I explain. “And even when the laws forced everyone to be insured, I had such a crappy plan that if I needed surgery, I can pretty much guarantee that I’d be footing just about all of the bill.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “That’s not right.” 
 
    “It really isn’t,” I agree, lips pursing. “If I had been allowed to skip insurance these last couple of years? I could have pocketed the money I was made to pay out for it and I could have afforded the surgery myself.” I shake my head, aggravated. “I need to get a second job in order to cover what the stupid plans ought to cover in the first place.” 
 
    Finn’s forehead is pinched. “I’m sorry, Sue.” 
 
    I shrug uncomfortably. “It is what it is.” 
 
    Finn is still holding me by the brace, his touch light. “Tell me if whatever is happening gets worse. We might be able to help.” 
 
    My eyes shoot to his. “I can’t take—” 
 
    Finn rolls his eyes. “You won’t be taking. We’ve got all sorts of ways you can make extra income.” 
 
    I stare at him, eyes widening. “Like… drugs?” 
 
    Finn sputters, “What?” He makes a face at me that almost makes me laugh. “No! Just—totally legit busy work, all right?” 
 
    I nod, biting my lip. 
 
    Finn’s other hand closes on my shoulder and he leans in. “Don’t let it get worse. Just tell me. You won’t lose your job, I promise.” His eyes search mine. “Trust me?” 
 
    I find that I do. And this realization has me taking in an easier breath. “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    He smiles. Not one of his showy ones, but one of his quiet, friendly ones. Ones that—I don’t know if he knows this—to me are more trustworthy. I’d trade this kind for all his celebrity-worthy grins in the world. “Good.” He straightens and releases me to fish around the supplies for a cold pack. He snaps it, turning back to me. “What are your plans this weekend?” 
 
    I can’t help it. I tense. 
 
    Finn misses nothing. His smile stays, but his lips tighten so the arc of it looks a lot less easy. His eyes turn a little… almost sad. He drops his gaze to the ice pack he gently closes over my wrist, wrapping it around me like a chilly taco. “If you don’t have any grand plans, we need to take Ginny.” 
 
    I freeze. My wide-eyed gaze is locked to his. “Take her?” 
 
    Finn shakes his head at me, lips pursing briefly at my reaction. “Just for the weekend. She needs to start spending time with the Pack. Go for some runs. Get tutored on Changing.” 
 
    Swallowing with relief, I nod. “This weekend would be good for that. The girls have visitation with their dad, so Ginny was looking at hanging around the house pretty much bored to tears until Monday.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Finn declares. After the briefest moment of searching my face, he steps back and motions for the breakroom door. “Ready to get back out there?” 
 
    “Yep,” I say. I test out my wrist. “I still haven’t forgiven you for the new uniforms, or the new hair mandate—but thanks for the save, Finn.” 
 
    His smile is faint. “That’s what I do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    It’s Friday morning. My first day with my brand-new uniform. I’m shaved all the way up to my— 
 
    I’m shaved. My booty shorts are confused about their job here and are trying to be a thong. And I’m standing in front of my mirror, applying texturizing spray I hunted for and found in Charlotte’s bathroom, so that I could achieve beach-waviness (and also burn my neck and manage to stain my shorts with coconut oil-curling-cream fingerprints). 
 
    But damn, my hair is looking all showy and nice. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I drop my curling iron to its stand and try to relearn walking (aka discover a way to move without sending my shorts straight up my crack), exiting the bathroom, heading for the kitchen, trying not to notice how the flesh of my breasts gleams and jiggles with my every step and how I can SEE it happening below my periphery. 
 
    As soon as I round the hall, almost all the activity in the kitchen stops. Deek is in human form, facing the sink and washing something—bless the man. Not a dirty dish in the house with him around. The kids are staring at me. 
 
    “Holy wow, Mom!” Charlotte exclaims from the Island where she's making a sandwich. “You look hot!” 
 
    My cheeks burn. 
 
    “You DO,” Ginny agrees, sounding sweetly genuine. 
 
    “You look pretty, Mom,” Maggie chimes in. 
 
    “Thanks, you guys.” I gesture to my shorts. “I feel a little stup—” I start. 
 
    But abruptly, my words are cut off at the sound of a loud shatter. 
 
    Everyone female yelps in surprise—and Deek barks a deep-voiced apology. “Sorry!” 
 
    But he isn’t looking at the kids or at the mug that’s exploded into pieces of glazed pottery all over the kitchen tiles. 
 
    He’s looking right at me, his eyes wide. 
 
    And without so much as glancing down, he drops to his knees on the floor and starts sweeping his hands, blindly collecting bits of jagged-edged mug. “I was going to get you coffee,” he explains. 
 
    I’m stunned—and not because he was thoughtful enough to want to pour me some coffee. No, I’m shocked because he’s meeting my eyes. 
 
    As if he realizes he’s making direct eye contact and he’s uncomfortable with it, his gaze predictably drops. But then I’m more stunned: his eyes have caught and he’s staring at my chest. 
 
    I clear my throat, and Deek jumps and flinches guiltily and immediately, his clean-shaven face turns into a full beard. And it’s the whole shebang, with fur-like mutton chops sprouting in too. 
 
    “So this is my new uniform,” I murmur, weirdly not feeling embarrassed anymore in the least. I grab the Finn-supplied wrist brace from the counter and slide it on with a smile on my face. 
 
    “It’s good on you,” Ginny says. 
 
    “Your hair looks amazing,” Charlotte adds. 
 
    “Mom, your shorts are showing off your butt,” Maggie points out. 
 
    I sigh and smile at her. “Thank you, honey.” My dear, I know. “But this is what Finn told me to wear.” I smile at the other two. “Thanks, girls.” 
 
    “Finn?” Deek croaks, making the word odd in his throat—almost a growl. His ears are no longer human. They’re tapered and furry and lying flat against his head. 
 
    I blink at him. “Yeah. Finn said he wants us to get more ‘attention.’” I make a face and look down at myself—and I’m shocked anew at how surprisingly nice my breasts look as they sit plumped and hugged by the fabric of my tank top. 
 
    When I glance up and catch Deek’s unblinking stare—a stare!—and flushed cheeks, I feel… pretty. 
 
    It’s something I haven’t felt in a long time. 
 
    With a frown, I process something I never really was able to put my finger on until this moment: I’ve lost my mojo. I lost it when I found out about my husband’s last affair. Actually, now that I think about it, my self-worth had been eroding before that. I guess ever since his first ‘indiscretion.’ Because how could something not be wrong with me? Obviously, I wasn’t enough for him if he felt the urge to stray elsewhere. For a while, I was utterly, wholly, completely demeaned. 
 
    But logically, I’m aware that his choice to have extramarital affairs was exactly that—his choice. I thought I fully understood, inside and out, that I’m not less of a woman, even if my self-esteem got hit by a bus. 
 
    Again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And… again. 
 
    The emotional pain damaged me then. Every time. 
 
    But honestly? I just realized I’m still not over it. Somewhere inside, I’ve been quietly thinking of myself as being screwed up. Not sufficient enough to keep a mate satisfied. Unfit to be anyone’s partner. 
 
    It makes me sad. Suddenly, I feel like crying. Embarrassed, I blink extra fast and reach for my cell phone in my back pocket as a distraction. 
 
    But it’s not there. My buttcheek-hugging shorts do not have anything more than decorative suggestions of pockets—they aren’t actually functional. After all, carrying a cell phone while working would surely ruin the lines of my outfit. Wasn’t there a line like that in the first Deadpool movie? 
 
    “Susan?” Deek asks softly and so gently that I feel a tug on my heart. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Convulsively swallowing an embarrassing rush of tears, I paste on the quickest, most unconvincing-feeling smile. “Uh-huh.” My eyes dart to the clock on the wall and I jump. “Whoa! Ladies!” My heartbeat increases, and I clap my hands to get everyone moving. “It’s go time!” 
 
    Lunch bags are paired with backpacks. Books and folders and flash drives are checked for. Charlotte makes a very dramatic huff and races for her Chromebook, which she left behind in her room. 
 
    I go for my cell phone, snatching it off my bathroom counter and slipping it into my purse as I sling the strap over my arm, spin for the doorway— 
 
    And run smack into Deek. 
 
    His gaze is uncharacteristically steady on mine. “Are you all right?” he rumbles. 
 
    It’s the timbre of his voice—or maybe it’s the gentleness in his eyes. But something about him following me, caring enough to check on me, has my belly experiencing a tiny flutter. 
 
    Then it’s very suddenly definitely the way his big, rough-skinned hands close over my arms with all the care—the genuine compassion—you’d use to lift an injured bird. 
 
    It has me swallowing hard again and staring right back at him. “I’m fine. Gotta go.” 
 
    Deek cocks his head, an ever-so-slightly unsettling quality to the gesture. A startlingly large amount of not-humanness is evident in such an infinitesimal movement. “All right,” he says agreeably. But his thumbs press against the insides of my arms and his fingers add a little pressure—but fast. It’s a squeeze, there and gone and then he’s releasing me. Stepping back. Glancing down at my sock-clad feet, where his submissive gaze stays locked. “Have a good shift.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I breathe, staring at his hair, which is multiplying and very quickly turning to fur. Why is he nervous? “You have a good day too, Deek.” 
 
    Wordlessly, he nods. 
 
    I hear the girls tromping toward the front door, leaving. 
 
    “Thanks for coming to check on me,” I add. “You’re very thoughtful. And… I appreciate you. It,” I correct quickly. 
 
    Maybe he would have nodded again. We’ll never know, because he turns into a wolf. 
 
    “BYE, MOM!” Maggie shouts. 
 
    “Bye,” Charlotte and Ginny chime. 
 
    Fighting the strange smile curiously trying to take over my face, I call back, “You guys have a good day!” as I crouch down and start stripping Deek’s clothes off of his wolf form. 
 
    “We will!” they call in a triplicate of variations, and then the door shuts behind them. 
 
    I work Deek’s various buttons quickly, strip him of his shirt and open his jeans and work his zipper down, and as I do, I can’t help but comment, “I’ve never undressed a man so much in my life until I met you.” 
 
    The wolf’s golden eyes bolt up to mine. 
 
    It’s my turn to duck my head as I finish dragging his man’s pant legs from his wolf’s hocks. 
 
    That finished, I fold his clothes and set them on my bathroom counter. “Okay,” I puff quickly, shoving my hair behind my ears, strangely out of breath, “It’s time for me to get out of here. Bye, Deek.” 
 
    A wurf of returned sentiment is made, but he doesn’t look at me when I pass him to exit the bathroom. He does, however, join me when I make it to the door. 
 
    And as I walk out and begin to close it behind me, I glance back just once. 
 
    He’s watching me. 
 
    I shoot him a lopsided smile, wave, and with reluctance, shut the door. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    I text Finn. I break my phone. Then I Change, gather my clothes, put them in one of Maggie’s spare backpacks (along with my damaged phone), and perform the necessary arrangement of Changes required to lock up the house, exit into the backyard, fit on the backpack, go wolf— 
 
    And then I’m running. 
 
    Two miles. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Six. 
 
    Using sidewalks, dodging dog walkers and shocked dogs, startled cats, mothers pushing strollers, joggers, and— 
 
    I end up taking a detour when a squirrel darts out in front of me. 
 
    Stupid squirrels. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re the number one cause of deaths among werewolves and shifters. At least submissive ones. Finn, to my knowledge, has never bolted after any bushy-tailed arboreal rodent if it posed a detriment to his life. He’s got an alpha’s control. 
 
    I, on the other hand, am powerless not to chase the streaking puff of irresistible black and I nearly meet my end on the grill of a dark navy blue Crown Victoria and an alien-green Kia Soul. 
 
    If you’re thinking “A werewolf can see colors?” 
 
    Of course we can. We have nearly as many cones in our eyes as a human does: two verses your three, just like a wolf. And for the record? Your actual lupines (and canines, for that matter) can perceive colors just fine. The whole ‘only black and white’ thing is a myth, although it is true that they can’t always see the color spectrum that you’ll see. 
 
    Purple, for example, is a dead ringer for blue. 
 
    So that Crown Vic could be the loudest shade of violet known to man, and all I see, all a wolf would see, all a dog can see—is blue. 
 
    It’s the same way Finn sees his car. It’s also why he tells everyone his favorite color is blue, making them scratch their head as to why his ride is so NOT blue. But Finn knows that car is ugly. An eyesore, to a regular human. 
 
    He only sees a respectable admiral blue (with a tennis ball-green interior) like the rest of us werewolves. 
 
    He finds this hilarious. 
 
    Thankfully, I dodge the cars and make it to the pub in one piece. I book it behind the wood slat fence that encloses the dumpsters—a feature that is not only decorative, but intentionally offers cover for changing wolves. There’s even a waterproof bag hanging on the fence with a couple pairs of courtesy sweatpants and a couple of tops for ladies. 
 
    I’ve got Maggie’s bag though, and I slip it off of my human form and dress. Since my sneakers wouldn’t fit, I pad barefoot across the considerately well-swept blacktop (no glass shards to step in around a Pack-owned business) and gain entry through the rear of the building. 
 
    An easy feat, because it’s unlocked. Humans who get too curious about werewolves have a way of disappearing without a trace, so we rarely suffer the surprise of a non-wolf making use of the unguarded entry twice. 
 
    I flick a wave to Hank, the day cook today, and wind my way through the kitchen and hook a right to reach the office, following my nose to where I find a broadly smiling Finn. 
 
    I deck him, taking him down to the floor without ever meeting his eye. 
 
    Clutching his jaw, poking his teeth with his tongue to check if he’s now sporting loose ones (a problem that will only require a quick Change to fix, we can practically heal all natural damage we can incur on one another if we act fast enough) but evidently they’re fine. He sits up and shoots me a diabolical grin. “So. That picture did something for you after all.” 
 
    I glare at the side of his head. 
 
    (It’s as close as I can maintain an insubordinate gaze on an alpha—even if it is just Finn.) 
 
    “That was inappropriate,” I growl. 
 
    Finn pretends to nod thoughtfully. If it weren’t for that stupid smile playing around his mouth, I’d believe he was honestly considering what he did. “And how did that make you feel?” 
 
    I can’t stifle my snarl. 
 
    His teeth—quickly sharpening into fangs he’s so delighted at my unprecedented display of aggression—flash pearly white and deadly as he grins. 
 
    It makes the wolf in me shiver to see it. 
 
    But I ignore him baiting me, and rebuke him. “That was disrespectful to Susan.” 
 
    “And that pissed you off,” Finn says, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth. Downright unnatural if he were human. Right now, he’s rapidly crossing the bridge to his shifter side, his jaw beginning to lengthen, his fingers tensing, bunching into an as yet furless paw. Finn is gifted at controlling the speed of his Changes. But it takes work. It also takes practice—probably why he let me hit him, now that I’m clear-headed enough to think on it. 
 
    Normally, when we experience an attack, we react in an unstoppable Change. Not so with Finn. He’s got enough experience at controlling his creature side that he can even reverse his Changes. 
 
    A process which he begins to undergo right before my eyes. “I hope that hurts like a mother,” I confess. 
 
    “ih’Does,” he heaves, his teeth staining red as he coughs and his bone structure returns to the form of a human skull instead of the nightmarish blend of man and killer animal. “But,” he says, the word garbled because he’s got his lips drawn sideways, his tongue testing his teeth again. “You knocked a premolar hard enough it was rocking,” he finishes normally, completely human once again, and completely uninjured. “Well done, lad.” 
 
    He glances down and retrieves his cell phone from where it skidded across the floor, stands, unlocks it, and proceeds to open up our texted conversation—the same one that led me here in an unprecedented rage. 
 
    What he sent me is burned into my brain. 
 
    ME: What are you playing at? 
 
    FINN: Is this about that sexy outfit Susan’s wearing today? 
 
    FINN: All day. It’s bound to be a sight. 
 
    FINN: You there Deek? I’m feeling very spiritual today, so it’s probably good we’re talking about it. Preacher, I have a confession. 
 
    ME: Quit it, Finn. I’m serious. 
 
    FINN: Oh, that’s right. We’re not Catholic. Still, God loves me. And I’ve got to tell you: Sue’s got the juiciest ass. I can’t wait to see it stretching those shorts. 
 
    ME: Finn? Fuck. Off. Leave Susan alone. 
 
    FINN: Why? 
 
    FINN: Look, I tried to talk about this yesterday in the civilization of Sue’s basement, but you kept growling at me every time I said her name. 
 
    FINN: I’m getting the signal that you’ve found your anamchara in her. And yesterday, I saw that she’s responding to you. 
 
    ME: She’s yours. I’m just here to help her. 
 
    FINN: Oh. So you’re still planning to leave when she doesn’t need you anymore? 
 
    ME: That’s right. 
 
    FINN: So what I’m hearing is that it’s open season on hunting Sue. 
 
    FINN: Oh! Look who just walked in. JAYSUS, WATCH HER GO! Here. I’ll share the view with you. 
 
    PICTURE: *Sue’s long, long hair corkscrews softly and trails down her back, drawing the eye to the flare of her beautiful hips and her incredible ass in the world’s most indecent shorts.* 
 
    PICTURE CAPTION: If you’re not going to hit it, boyo, I will. 
 
    Replaying what his last words did to me, I dig into Maggie’s backpack and draw out what’s left of my phone. 
 
    Finn’s eyes bug out of his head. “You feckin’ CRUSHED it!” His expression is normally reserved for the pride a parent feels when their offspring does something surprising and exceptionally good. “Deek! You’re growing up so well.” 
 
    “Shut up.” We’re the same age. 
 
    Finn swipes the phone off of my hand, examining the cracks in the screen, the crushed plastic with five distinct imprints of extreme pressure. “I s’pose you’ll need a new one.” 
 
    “Only if I want to talk to you.” 
 
    Finn grins but doesn’t meet my gaze, just letting me watch his face. Although he can act like a real prick, he can also be very mindful of a submissive’s instinct to avoid any form of direct stares. “If there’s no way to communicate, I won’t be able to tell you things about Sue.” 
 
    I can count the pores on his cheeks, but I can’t so much as see a bruise on his jaw where I hit him. I glare at him. “I live with her. I don’t need to hear about her from you.” 
 
    Finn shrugs, giving up way too easily. “If you say so. Say—wanna have lunch?” He meets my gaze, lets me hold it without turning aggressive or defensive. 
 
    My jaw tics. I want to say no. But I am hungry. And more than that—I want to see Susan. 
 
    Heath Ledger’s smile in the Batman movie is less unsettling than Finn’s grin. “That’s a yes. Follow me. I know just where to seat us to get the waitress we both want.” 
 
    A violent growl rips up from my throat—not a play-sound like tumbling pups will make. Not a threat noise a wolf makes to warn his opponent. 
 
    It’s the most dangerous, most serious noise a werewolf can make. It’s the You’re threatening my mate growl.  
 
    And Finn’s grin turns feral. 
 
    “I. Feckin’. Told you!” he crows. He makes a tsk-tsk cluck of his tongue, drawing his chin to his neck and giving me a knowing look. “Susan is your anamchara!” 
 
    The last word rolls so nicely off his tongue. Ah-nehm kahrr-uh. It sounds mildly interesting in his accent; not earth-shaking—and boy is that misleading. 
 
    Anamchara is the Gaelic word for soulmate. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Lunch is eventful. Finn restrains himself and doesn’t flirt with Susan at all—but customers do. 
 
    Customers flirt a lot. 
 
    Finn has to grab my arm, growl at me, and at one point, trip me and pin me to the floor. Sure, he could just make me leave, but he’s letting me stay to prove a point. 
 
    Susan isn’t just a nice woman I’m helping out. 
 
    Susan isn’t simply a friend. 
 
    I’ve helped lots of women. I’ve made friends with lovely women from packs all over the world. I’ve slept side by side with just about every female that’s ever visited our dens and gone on family hunts. 
 
    Yet I’ve never felt the same bone-deep attraction to any one of them like I do for Susan. 
 
    And I’ve never become territorial over a woman. Not until now. Not until her. 
 
    Finn’s right. She’s my mate. 
 
    I’m not leaving her when she’s done with me. 
 
    The problem with that is, at some point, Maggie’s going to grow up. She’s not going to need to be watched after anymore. And then it’s just going to be awkward to refuse to leave Susan’s house. 
 
    “I have to tell her,” I say raggedly, spittle sticking to the side of my mouth in the form of foam. I thrashed for a good minute and a half when the last guy pressed his tip—in the form of folded bills—into Susan’s cleavage. Finn had to call out to everybody not to worry, that I was just having a seizure. 
 
    The distraction had actually helped Susan. She was having trouble smiling her thanks at the customer. Her face had been such a mixture of disbelief and discomfort and forced politeness as he shoved his fingers between her glorious tits. 
 
    My ‘seizure’ gave her the opportunity to redirect her attention away from the guy without causing offense. She may not love me, but she likes me—yet she was visibly relieved to rush away from him to come and check on me. 
 
    I would have killed that man. 
 
    Then I wanted to kill Finn for stopping me. 
 
    (Rooker, bless him, separated himself from the shadows along the wall and hauled the customer off to have a word.) 
 
    Finn stops me now, again. “You will not tell her,” he orders. 
 
    Instantly, I lock up. A submissive bound to the will of an alpha. 
 
    Guts chilling with horror, I throw him a look of unadulterated disbelief. “Take it back!” 
 
    Finn isn’t playing anymore. And he drills his most serious alpha stare directly into my eyes. “No. You don’t know Sue yet the way I do because you haven’t hit on her like I have.” 
 
    He catches me and forces me back into my seat, stopping my fist before it connects with his face. “Nuh-uh,” he says, fangs flashing, “I let you get one in earlier for Sue’s honor. Now it’s time for you to listen.” 
 
    Unable to do anything but, I drop my gaze to the scarred tabletop and bare my teeth. 
 
    “I can’t believe you put her in this position,” I growl. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t think you’d have any complaints about her position,” he muses, turning his head sideways to better ogle her from the back as she leans across a table to deliver someone’s food. 
 
    His hand clamps on my shoulder and shoves me down. His other hand clamps over my mouth, muffling my growl. “Sue’s fucked in the head,” he declares without preamble. He doesn’t even sound strained as he wrestles me back from his face. “If she thinks a bloke is interested, she runs faster in the other direction than a Derby filly streaks down the Curragh racecourse.” 
 
    I sneer at the table—not because I disbelieve what he says, but because I’m ashamed of how unaccountably angry I am that Finn knows Susan better than I do. 
 
    “Sue and I have chemistry,” he goes on, and his hand claps down on my shoulder, and when that doesn’t keep me on my side of the table, he barks, “Deek, sit,” and I do, and I glower at his hand where it rests on me, fighting not to bite it, and he continues as if he doesn’t know what I’m considering, “but she shut me down if she so much as saw me looking at her for too long. You are never going to win this if you try the direct approach.” 
 
    He shoves my tray closer to me—the same one with the burger that’s ended up on the floor twice, that Finn waved all concerned off by telling them we didn’t need to cook me another one, I was a werewolf and I’d be able to eat mine even if it landed on the floor a dozen more times. 
 
    For as furious as I feel, for as badly as I’m struggling not to break Finn’s order and boil to my feet and fling the table aside—my burger just might take another tumble or twelve on the damn floor. No point in making me a fresh one. 
 
    “Eat,” he orders, and immediately, I’m looking at my food and not his hand. 
 
    I snatch it and tear into the meat, snarling loudly enough he cuffs me upside the head and warns low, “Like a person, you eejit.” 
 
    Swallowing, I hunker down over my meal, ripping chunks of hamburger and bread out of fingers that are more lupine toe the more out of control I grow. 
 
    I’m imagining Finn’s hand with every bite. 
 
    “Stop Changing,” he orders—and to my shock, I feel the prickling on my cheeks and arms and the back of my neck that signals that fur is either growing in or going away. And by the itching, I know it’s going away. 
 
    Finn can reverse my Change? That’s new. That takes some serious alpha. But Finn isn’t exactly your run-of-the-mill shifter. 
 
    Quieter for the thought (and probably more due to him forcing the human in me to come forward) I’m able to calm down. Relax. Stop wolfing my food down, although my burger is just ketchup-soaked and floor-debris-coated bread now. 
 
    I start in on my curly fries, which are covered in the mayo and lettuce my sandwich started out with before it landed on the floor the first time. 
 
    “What you need to do,” Finn tells me, speaking under his breath, “is keep doing exactly what you’re doing. She doesn’t see you as a threat. So she’s letting herself get close to you. She’s not guarding herself the same way with you that she does with everybody else.” 
 
    “Why is she guarding?” I manage to ask. “Did her husband… did he hurt her?” Maggie said something once about how her father would call Susan names and yell at her. I haven’t forgotten it, and just the idea of her former mate treating her that way is making my hackles rise. 
 
    Finn growls now, spurring a responding growl in me. “Stop that,” he warns, flicking a glance at my face, which should force my eyes down faster than it actually happens. His brows raise and a smile plays on his twisting mouth. “That prick she married didn’t lay a hand on her, he says.” 
 
    Surprise forces my gaze back to his, and not in a way that makes him check me. “You’ve talked to him?” 
 
    Finn’s smile is grim. “More than that.” 
 
    An ugly satisfaction bubbles inside me. “Good.” 
 
    Finn nods. “Anyway, the maggot didn’t raise a hand to her, but he had a leg over on anything with tits for every year they were married. Susan would find out. He’d try to behave. Couldn’t keep his flute from falling into the next woman though, and it would hurt Sue. Deek, I get it, why you’re growling now, but stop. But they stayed together for the kids until one day, Sue just couldn’t take it anymore. She told him to pack his shite. In exchange for virtually no financial assistance from him, she got full custody of the kids. He wrote her a check, and she used it to get that little house.” He shrugs. “He started crying when he told me that. I don’t know if it was the realization finally hitting him that he’d ruined his marriage and tore apart his family, or if it was the clamps I locked on his langer—” 
 
    “You guys need anything else?” Susan asks, voice more relaxed and natural with us than she is with her customers. 
 
    And just her smell calms me. Not the product she put in her hair, not the perfume she spritzed before work. Under that, the sweet scent that I know so well because I’ve slept with my muzzle over her feet when she watches TV at night. Heck, I sleep in her room on her stolen dirty clothes. She’s become my comfort. 
 
    And she’s comforting in a way no one else has been, and no one else will ever be to me. Take Finn for example. My best friend. An alpha—built to be reassuring to a submissive like me. I’ve slept beside him in the grass since we were kids. There’s been no one closer to me than Finn. 
 
    Until Susan. 
 
    “Nope, we’re all good here,” Finn tells her, flashing her a smile that I want to knock his teeth down his throat for, “but thanks, sweetheart. How are the tips today?” His look is knowing. 
 
    Susan inhales, pursing her lips and rolling her eyes. Loudly, she declares, “You were right, Finn. There. You happy?” She spears him with a look. “I’ve made more this morning than I do in a regular full day’s shift. Kelly said it’s the same for her.” A rueful happiness shines all over her face. She glances at me, sharing her feelings. 
 
    I don’t look away. It surprises her. 
 
    Finn kicks me under the table. “Too much,” he warns in a growled frequency too low for human ears. 
 
    I look down immediately. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye though, I catch the disgusted look Susan throws Finn. She whacks his shoulder with a stack of laminated menus. “Don’t growl at him for looking at me! Geeze, Finn, he has a hard enough time making eye contact already! You bully!” 
 
    Finn stomps his boot over my bare foot but gives her an apologetic smile. “Awf, sweetheart, you don’t know wolves. Trust me, I’m helping you both.” 
 
    Susan is not convinced. Farthest thing from it, in fact. She keeps him pinned with a stern look before glancing at me, sitting bowed over my mess of a tray. “Deek, is there anything else you want?” 
 
    “Just you,” Finn low-growls again. There’s a snickered nuance to the sound. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I say quickly to Susan, willing her to go back to serving her real customers. 
 
    Susan, who can’t pick up on the teasing, takes Finn’s growl as proof of further bullying. “You expletive-bleeped jerk!” she gasps at him. She sounds outraged. “Stop being mean to Deek and let him answer the way he wants!” 
 
    Finn sighs. “Oh, he’d like that. But Sue—honest now—I’m just takin’ the piss out of him…” 
 
    Susan screws up her face. 
 
    “Expletive-bleeped?” I ask, distracting her from Finn’s colorful Irish-speak. And even though I’m not meeting her eyes, she hears the easy way I’m questioning her—and she relaxes instantly. 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, waving to the side. “I’m trying to raise Maggie not to have the vocabulary of a drill sergeant. I have to behave all the time so I’m not slipping up and blurting out other words out at home.” 
 
    “Plus, it’s cute and it gets you more tips,” Finn declares, thumping down a twenty-dollar bill on the table—an insanely good tip, considering our meals cost a combined amount of six-fifty before tax. 
 
    Susan gives him squinty eyes. “I shouldn’t take this bribery money, but I’m going to because it’s yours and you deserve to be robbed like this.” She swipes up the bill and turns to me. So much softer, she asks, “You sure you don’t want anything?” 
 
    Finn’s boot makes contact with my foot again—the only safe way to tease me since Sue is being protective of me. I can practically hear him. He wants something, all right. 
 
    Susan is my mate. My anamchara. I’d say it happened fast, but a lot of times, wolves know the moment they meet their other half. Unfortunately, because she’s human, she may never return my conviction. “Not right now, Susan. Thank you.” 
 
    “Not yet, you mean,” Finn mutters. “Lucky jackal.” 
 
    Now it’s my turn to growl. 
 
    Susan shoots a suspicious look between us. “Okay. Whatever’s going on here, I’m out. You two can play your weird little werewolf games. I’m going back to work.” 
 
    “That’s best,” Finn says. “We will never stop our werewolf game. Not,” he adds with a wolfish grin, “until my friend here wins.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Saturday comes at breakneck speed, and it’s not one of our typical quiet weekends where we can bum around—the girls are scheduled to be with their dad. 
 
    That leaves Ginny and Deek kind of third-wheeling it since Ginny isn’t going to go with Charlotte for visitation with a man she isn’t related to, and Deek has no one to play babysitter to. 
 
    But they won’t be third-wheeling for long. After conferring with Finn, it’s decided that I’ll be driving the pair of them to Pack headquarters. And Finn will either be dropping them off or I’ll be picking them up Sunday night. 
 
    It’s a plan that makes me laugh a little, because it’s like I’m negotiating visitation for two sets of kids, although two of them aren’t mine. 
 
    And Deek is anything but a kid. 
 
    My gaze strays to him. To my surprise, my eyes connect with his. 
 
    I count three of my breaths—which speed up—before he glances away first. 
 
    For some reason, it fills my stomach with fluttering. Are these… butterflies? 
 
    Rolling my eyes at myself, I take off for the girls’ rooms, doing a last-minute check to make sure they aren’t missing anything. 
 
    When I emerge, their dad is standing on our doorstep, looking oddly subdued. 
 
    No, freaked out. 
 
    Julién is normally so confident. I’m not sure if I’ve ever actually seen him this level of off. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask, grabbing the handles on one of Charlotte’s bags and toting it all of three steps toward the door before Deek is relieving me of it. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmur, but now I’m eyeing him, because even he’s acting weird. 
 
    Deek’s beard has made an appearance—and since he came up the basement steps freshly shaved not an hour ago, this is strange, and a definite sign of nerves. 
 
    Also strange? His beard hair looks bristled. As in, it’s standing up. In fact, his arms look weird because not only does he have significant fur coverage, all of his hairs are standing straight up—making him look almost fluffy. But… also kind of freaky. 
 
    I look between him and Julién. “What’s going on?” 
 
    And that’s when Julién turns to fully face me, and I see one of his eyes is circled with ugly dull yellow and magenta. He’s been punched. 
 
    I should be horrified. And I do sort of have an instant of feeling bad, that burst of compassion anyone feels when they see a fellow human being sporting an injury. 
 
    However. In a very dark part of my soul that I’m not proud of, something smiles. 
 
    ‘It was an accident.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t mean anything.’ 
 
    ‘I swear I will never be unfaithful to you again!’ 
 
    Lies. 
 
    “Sue,” is what Julién says. And that’s all he says. He doesn’t try to charm me, to manipulate me, or inquire about my wellbeing as if we’re polite strangers who can exchange such niceties without our history sitting behind us in ashes. Which he’s infuriatingly good at. 
 
    I’ve gotten good at it too, but to manage it, my heart had to break. It shattered into a million pieces that don’t love, don’t trust. It’s turned me cold inside. 
 
    I’m not feeling cold at the moment though. I’m despicably giddy. Unable to say anything in the face of Julién’s—well, his face, I don’t say anything at all. After an inexcusably long moment, I do manage a jerky nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    I’m afraid that’s the best I can do. 
 
    I hug each of the girls, giving them goodbye squeezes they return fiercely. 
 
    Julién turns to the bags accumulating by his feet and begins trekking them down the sidewalk and to his car. 
 
    Quickly, I glance at Deek. 
 
    Instead of ducking, Deek meets my eyes, something in his gaze almost challenging as he watches me back. 
 
    “Do you know anything about his…” I wave to my eye. 
 
    Deek doesn’t blink. “Finn said to tell you that your ex can’t eat an apple through a tennis racket yet—but it’s only because of his daughters that he’s been spared. Finn doesn’t want to scare them, but he did want to get the message across to the fleabag that you don’t mess with Pack.” 
 
    “But we’re not Pack.” 
 
    His expression does not change. “You’ve been adopted.” 
 
    Ginny slowly makes her way back into the house, looking first to Deek, then to me. “They’re ready to go,” she says dully. 
 
    I move to the doorway, trot down the steps, and prepare to wave my girls off for the weekend. 
 
    To my surprise and not-surprise, Deek joins me, standing behind my shoulder. 
 
    I lean down to see into the windows and wave. “Have a good time, ladies!” 
 
    “We will, Mom,” Charlotte says, a pained smile on her face. She’s at the age where she’s aware of the major cause of her parents’ marriage failure, and she struggles with not seeing her father in a less affectionate light because of his actions. 
 
    “Bye, Mom!” Maggie calls. “Bye, Deek!” she adds. 
 
    “Yeah, Deek, bye,” Charlotte chimes. She looks to Ginny. “Have fun with the Pack.” 
 
    “She gets to see Liam?” Maggie demands, apparently not having realized before this that Ginny is going to see the wolves this weekend. Also apparent is the fact that Maggie is feeling proprietary over a boy who she considers her puppy. She turns pleading eyes onto Ginny. “He likes to be carried,” she tells her as if she’s an authority on this matter. 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Ginny says wryly, the corner of her mouth quirked. 
 
    “They’ll be back on Sunday at six,” Julién announces from the driver’s seat. A clear indication he’d like to wrap this up and be on their way. And that’s fair. His time with our children is extremely limited. 
 
    With a final wave, I step back and bump into Deek. 
 
    “Sorry,” he murmurs, but he doesn’t edge away from me to give me room. Instead, we stand together, unified in watching my girls be driven away, Ginny behind us, exuding unhappiness so thickly, I think I can taste it. 
 
    “How often do you have to let them go like this?” Deek asks, not sounding the least bit pleased about this arrangement. 
 
    I make an appropriate answer. “When he can schedule time to have them. It’s only fair.” 
 
    “HOW?” Deek whispers, the word coming from deep in his chest, speaking without meaning to just behind the shell of my ear, making a shivery sensation travel up my spine. 
 
    I lock my knees and slap the back of my neck. “They’re half his,” I explain. 
 
    “You have the day off today, right, Sue?” Ginny asks from behind us. 
 
    I turn, moving further away from Deek because my body is strangely attuned to him and it needs to chill out a little. “Yep,” I confirm, searching her troubled eyes. “Why?” 
 
    She’s hugging herself. “Will you come with me? To this Pack visit?” 
 
    My lips part, my instinct almost making me say yes before I think to check with Deek. If he says no, I think I’m going to fight Finn on this. Fight all of them. If I can. I realize Ginny is sort of theirs, as far as they’re concerned. 
 
    But Ginny is also sort of mine. 
 
    This girl has practically been raised with my daughter. And Ginny is all alone. Sure, the Pack was welcoming. But it’s clear to see that she’s scared. She needs someone in her corner. 
 
    I look to Deek, my jaw tightening as I prepare my argument. 
 
    Sensing my attention on him, his gaze flicks up. He takes one look at the way I’m going on the defensive, and he jerks back. 
 
    Ginny laughs softly. “I don’t think Deek is the one who makes the rules.” 
 
    He shakes his head, eyes on the sidewalk. “I don’t. I don’t make any rules.” 
 
    Smiling at him, I reach out and place a reassuring hand on his arm, my touch making his eyes widen, making him go stock still, and I know I have all of his attention even though he never quite makes eye contact. 
 
    I move to Ginny, wrapping her up in a hug. She clings to me, a girl who needs someone she can trust at her back. “Time to visit the Pack.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    I can tell that Susan is bracing herself for a fight. She’s probably thinking she’s going to meet resistance when she declares that she intends to stay instead of simply dropping Ginny off here. 
 
    But the moment we open up the car doors, we’re swamped with shifters—in both forms—who envelop Susan and Ginny alike by dragging them into the Half Moon House. 
 
    “Will you stay for lunch?” Jennifer asks Susan. 
 
    Gail scoffs and grins at our guests. “I’ll warn you, if you say yes for lunch, expect to find yourself still here for supper. You could be in the driveway and we’d haul you back in.” 
 
    Susan’s face undergoes several shuttered expressions that still betray her surprise—and her relief. She shares a look with Ginny, and tugs her into her side for a motherly squeeze. “I’d love to. Thank you for inviting me to your home again.” 
 
    “Of course!” Jenn cries. “Consider yourself family now. You’ve been adopted.” 
 
    Susan’s brows shoot up even as her eyes narrow. She shoots a look at me, making me duck. “You know, that’s not the first time I’ve heard that. Deek and Finn were saying—” 
 
    “Did I hear my name?” Finn calls, tromping down the stairs. “Howeyeh, Sue! Ginny! You made it!” 
 
    Ginny is relaxing by degrees, and Susan must notice. She lets her arm drop-slide so that it’s draping her in a loose hug. One Ginny can pull out of when she’s ready. 
 
    Ginny stays where she is. She meets Finn’s eyes, her face earnest—and worried. “Can I see my mom?” 
 
    Finn’s response is easy. “Sure you can, sweetheart. Do you want to eat lunch first or see her now?” 
 
    “Now,” Ginny replies, visibly bracing herself. 
 
    “Follow me.” Finn motions for her and Susan to follow him. 
 
    Reluctant to part with Susan, I follow her. 
 
    Finn turns to look over his shoulder and leans out around the girls so he can shoot me a knowing smirk. 
 
    We make the trek to the London House where Ginny’s mom is still being rehabbed. She’s doing well. This visit, she isn’t hateful to her daughter, and Ginny is moved to tears of relief as we make our way out. 
 
    “This weekend, we’ll take you into the woods,” Finn announces to her, staring ahead of us at the tree line to give her some time to compose herself, “and we’ll start your training. You’ll be given a guide.” 
 
    “Like a book?” Ginny asks, swiping her face clean with the backs of her hands. Susan soothingly rubs her back. 
 
    “Like a person,” Finn says. “Someone to teach you what you need to know to be a wolf.” 
 
    “Will Deek be my teacher?” Ginny asks, surprising me enough to glance up, and therefore I end up catching the gentle smile Susan turns my way. It’s so warm. 
 
    “Bah, no! You need an alpha to match you. I’ll be your teacher,” Finn announces. He rubs his hands together with anticipation. “But first, lunch!” 
 
    Lunch is full of hearty laughs, camaraderie, and a worry-eased Susan and Ginny. 
 
    Supper goes the same. 
 
    Everyone heads outside to walk off the food, and because it’s a Saturday with nearly all of the Pack home, we play games with both forms participating—a bastardized soccer game played with multiple mauled balls clutched in shifter mouths, tag for the younger pups, racing for all ages, and for those exclusively in human form, there’s horseshoes and tennis and volleyball. 
 
    Susan wanders to the impromptu soccer field, and I follow her. It probably doesn’t strike her as strange that I’m dogging her heels because Ginny is too. 
 
    They watch the soccer game with naked fascination. They gasp when an alpha uses deliberate intimidation (an aggressively direct stare, looming, and body tensed for conflict) on a group of submissive players, causing all three of them to drop to the ground—one of them in human form—and show their bellies. 
 
    One of the submissives in wolf form turns her head, slowly closes her jaws around the ball, and rolls to her feet in an explosive burst, dashing to the net with every lick of speed she’s got, her tail tucked between her legs and her ears pinned back, eyes wild as she escapes the alpha’s laughing growls. 
 
    She darts right into the net, skidding past the goalie, slamming the ball and herself into the netting. 
 
    “GOAL!” someone shouts. 
 
     Susan and Ginny cheer. 
 
    With a victory yip, the submissive bitch takes up her tattered ball and trots past the ruefully grinning goalie, sending him a sneeze on her way to rejoin the rest of her team. 
 
    I nudge Ginny and Susan to move with the other onlookers, who are constantly pacing. Which is a typical behavior for werewolves. Staying still is a skill we learn, and in hunting, we practice. But for games like this where we play or watch others play, we pace. 
 
    Back and forth we trek along the sidelines, watching the game and calling encouragement. Ginny takes in everything, watching people with sharp eyes and a keen expression. 
 
    Her jaw drops when she spots males (in shifter and human forms) taking breaks to lope to a nearby stand of trees to water them. She taps Susan’s arm, never taking her eyes off of the men’s backs, and when Susan spies what she’s gaping at, she covers her mouth in shock. 
 
    “You don’t need to use the great outdoors. Bathroom closest to us from here is in the Ōkami House,” I murmur to them, glancing at the yakan—the Japanese ‘wild dog’ shifters on the field who mostly live in Ōkami. In their wolf form, they’re creatures that look like crosses between Shiba Inus and wolves. “I can take you or ask anyone for directions.” 
 
    They only need a moment to shake off their surprise. Which is good, because then we find ourselves folded into a soccer match against the three submissives who have been scoring goals like mad. We all stay on the same team until the other side demands a trade for Ginny—because she’s good. 
 
    She’s grinning as she scores the first goal for the opposing side. She gets progressively more bloodthirsty as the game progresses, making me wonder how her phys ed classmates fare. 
 
    We play for a while, Susan laughing and using the mildest curses imaginable as she jogs to keep the ball. When we score, she turns to me and raises her hands. “We did it!” she shouts. 
 
    She’s grinning. Her hair is sticking to her face, her ponytail is askew, and there’s a smear of dirt on her cheek. 
 
    I smile back at her, and clap my hands to hers, our fronts close enough I can feel her body heat. Her breasts almost brush me. 
 
    And then it’s late, and Susan looks a little lost as she gathers herself to say goodbye to everyone and leave Ginny behind. 
 
    Before she can utter a word, I catch her hand. 
 
    Her eyes fly up to mine, and I hold her gaze. “Stay,” I tell her. 
 
    Susan shakes her head. “I couldn’t—” 
 
    “You can,” I insist. “If you want to stay, then stay. And then you’re here for Ginny tomorrow.” 
 
    I watch as this wins her. She nods primly, accepting. “All right. Thank you for extending the invitation. Where do I—” 
 
    “Stay with me,” I say without thinking. When her eyes flash up to mine again, startled, I add quickly, “You can take my room, I mean. I can sleep in wolf form on the floor or I can join anybody else. It’s nothing here to pile up together.” 
 
    Susan’s lips curve up and her shoulders relax. “Like a puppy pile?” 
 
    I return her smile, finally forced to break eye contact, but only from instinct, not from discomfort. “Yeah. Exactly.” 
 
    “Where does Ginny sleep?” Susan asks, a worry-line appearing between her brows. 
 
    “With the other girls her age,” I say, and tip my head to the group of females that have absorbed her into their cluster, chatting loudly with her, animated and high-pitched with excitement more befitting a pod of dolphins, not a pack of werewolves. 
 
    Susan follows where I indicate, and smiles, watching Ginny telling a story to the group. 
 
    I watch too. Ginny senses our attention and glances unerringly at us, and waves. She doesn’t signal that she wants a rescue. She seems happy. Elated. 
 
    Susan must think so too. “Okay,” she says. And she squeezes my fingers—shocking me. Because until she does this, I hadn’t caught that she never let go of my hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Deek’s room is off a tiny walkway at the topmost set of stairs in the Night Howl house. He has a slope-ceilinged room with two windows, a king-sized bed, a farm table with orderly-looking notes and books (and Bibles), and a bookshelf that runs the full length of the sloped wall. 
 
    There are also several cushy-looking dog beds on the floor. 
 
    I smile as I step over them. “Sleeping accommodations for werewolves,” I marvel aloud. 
 
    “Yep,” Deek confirms. “In the closet you’ll find all sorts of clothes. Grab anything you want for bed. Bathroom has new toothbrushes, floss, the works. If you want a shower, we’ve even got the little travel shampoos and stuff.” 
 
    “Like a hotel.” 
 
    He nods in confirmation. “Packs are always hosting wolves from other packs so we’ve got spares of everything on hand. Just let me know if you need something you can’t find, because I’m sure we’ve got it.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks,” I say. “Can you show me where the closest bathroom is…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” He starts backing toward the door, but he jerks his chin at the closet. “Might as well pick out something to sleep in now and take it with you to change.” 
 
    I do as he says, finding a variety of men’s and women’s clothes neatly folded on shelves and a ton of Deek-sized suits on hangers, and when I have a pair of appropriately sized green sweatpants and an autumn orange fisherman’s sweater that dwarfs me—gosh, werewolves keep their houses a tad bit chilly—Deek backs out of his room, beckoning me to join him. “Follow me.” 
 
    I complete my nightly routine with an array of thoughtfully supplied borrowed items. I also check my phone, sending a text to Charlotte and Maggie to wish them a good night, smiling when I get one back. I’ve told them not to worry about texting me back when they’re with their dad. This is his time with them; I don’t want to be the mom who’s constantly interrupting. But nighttime ones are always nice for peace of mind. 
 
    Something my mom wasn’t able to enjoy when I was a kid stuck in the visitation loop, because I was raised in the era before there were cell phones in every hand—and my dad didn’t let me call my mom on the landline save for special occasions. I sigh, thinking once again, divorce sucks. Particularly if you’re a kid caught in the middle. If I could go back in time, I almost would have done anything to spare my girls the pain of being ripped between two parents, like avoiding Julién completely, never to marry him in the first place… but then there wouldn’t be a Charlotte and Maggie. 
 
    And my girls, I have to have them. Even in the hypothetical. 
 
    When I exit the bathroom, there’s a wolf waiting for me—and I recognize him. It’s Deek. 
 
    He leads me back to his room, his tail kept low but relaxed, not cringing or anything. I noticed today as we observed the soccer match that some werewolves carry their tails held at about half-mast—and they throw them up like flags when they charge at other wolves or make a stand against other wolves. 
 
    Alphas. 
 
    Deek is very firmly not of that category. And here, where he’s in his own environment, it’s clear he’s in his element. Three people pass us on our way back to his room, and he sways his low-kept tail as they do, acknowledging them. 
 
    A mingled chorus of “Hey, Deek,” and “Night, Deek,” issue from the trio, along with genuinely cheery nods and smiles to me, and then we’re back in Deek’s room. 
 
    I try not to feel nervous as I move over to his bed, and climb on it. One, because I’m telling myself I have nothing to feel strangely about. Two, because we’ve been sleeping in the same room for how many nights now—why should the location make this sleeping arrangement feel significant? 
 
    He invited me to sleep in his bedroom. But it doesn’t mean anything to a werewolf. 
 
    I reach for the bedside lamp, the source of electric-provided light in the room, and snap it to off. 
 
    Moonlight spills in from the two windows. And the hall casts a brighter light than I expected. 
 
    Deek noses the door closed, bathing himself in nothing but silvery moonlight. 
 
    “Oh!” I tell him, chagrined. “I could have done that. Sorry.” If it’s possible, I’d swear his furry shoulders—or maybe just the fur on his shoulders?—rises a fraction, conveying a shrug. Then I frown slightly at the door. 
 
    Deek wurfs at me. 
 
    Taking the sound and his direct stare as a silent question, I share my thought out loud. “I was just thinking it’s terribly inconvenient for you if you have to change back into human form every time you want to leave—but then I saw that the door handle is the lever-style kind. That’s all.” I give him a smile and pull the covers over myself. 
 
    Deek gives me a werewolf’s easy grin, tongue lolling, and walks to one of the puffy floor beds. Instead of circling before he lies down, as a dog would, he collapses flat out. Like a man drops on a comfy sofa. 
 
    It makes me grin up at his ceiling. “Goodnight, Deek.” 
 
    *** 
 
    There’s the barest knock at the door. Since I wasn’t sleeping deeply, I’m tensing and instantly awake, only slightly disoriented. 
 
    Deek’s head is raised, attention locked on the door. He wurfs. 
 
    “Yes?” I call, softly enough it hopefully won’t wake anyone else in the house, but loudly enough whoever is on the other side of the door will hear me. 
 
    The door’s lever lowers, the door cracking open. There’s no light in the hall now, and whoever is behind the door is blocked from the moonlight so I can’t see them. 
 
    But I recognize the voice. “Sue?” Ginny whispers. “Can I sleep in here?” 
 
    I sit up more. “Sure. Of course, come in. You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She closes the door and pads on quiet feet to join me. I slip to the inside by the wall so she doesn’t have to crawl over me, but I switch pillows so she gets a fresh one. “I just… I don’t know,” she says. “I just wanted to stay with you for tonight.” 
 
    I pull her in for a hug, and over her shoulder, I see Deek watching us, his muzzle on his paws. “That’s fine,” I assure her. Reassure her. “Deek’s bed is super comfy and big enough for the both of us.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Ginny says. “You should see the girls’ room. There’s four of this sized bed in there—and a whole lot of dog beds.” 
 
    “Ha. Neat.” I yawn and fall back, dragging the covers up to my neck. “Well, good night again. Sleep good, kiddo.” 
 
    “You too. Thanks.” 
 
    My hand swims out from under the covers to brush her hair behind her ears. I lay my hand on her smooth cheek. “Hey. Anytime you need me. We may not have been able to legally adopt you all these years, but you’ve got to know you’re one of my girls.” 
 
    I can’t see her smile in the dark, but I can hear it. “Thanks, Sue.” 
 
    Her hand covers mine briefly, and then I snuggle up to my pillow, she gets comfy on her side, and we both fall asleep, Deek a silent, easy presence that’s also quietly soothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    A male hand—huge, warm, strong fingers—closes over my shoulder. “Susan?” 
 
    I crack my eyelids open. I’m lying on my back somewhat in the middle of the bed, and Deek is stretching himself to lean over me. Ginny is sleeping on her stomach beside me, and he’s standing beside her head, not touching her as he leans over, but she must sense him hovering near her face. 
 
    She rears up, banging her head into his abdomen, snarling and slapping at him. She rears back her elbow to jab— 
 
    But Deek is gone. 
 
    I sit up, catching Ginny by the shoulders. “Shh, it’s okay! Ginny! Shhh. Deek was just waking me up. You’re okay.” 
 
    Ginny is frozen under my hands. 
 
    I lean around her and find Deek below us, a werewolf caught in his sweatpants. Clearly a state he’s used to by necessity. He doesn’t even try to slide out of them. He just stays flat on the floor beside the bed, head touching the floorboards, ears tight against his skull, gaze down. 
 
    Ginny is looking down at him too. She blows out a shaky breath. “Sorry,” she croaks, her voice breaking on the word. 
 
    And then she bursts into tears. 
 
    Deek creeps clumsily to the door, but he can’t seem to make himself stand to nudge it open. So he presses himself against it, hugging the floor and keeping his face turned away from us. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Ginny cries. “I thought—” 
 
    She stops, not saying more. 
 
    She doesn’t really have to. She’s never talked to me about what her mom’s boyfriends have done to her. I think she’s shared with Charlotte. She may have even talked to the school counselor once or twice, and maybe those confidences are what led to her being pulled away from her mom and put into the custody of Child Protective Services. 
 
    Sometimes people have the best intentions, but their intervention wasn’t the success story they were probably hoping for. 
 
    It’s obvious from her reaction to Deek’s position over her that no matter what help she’s received (or not received, as the case may be) she has been taught that she needs to protect herself. 
 
    Feeling that she’s open to a hug, I pull her into my arms and rock her comfortingly. She quiets herself almost immediately, and soon, she’s pulling away, embarrassed. 
 
    “I’m going to hit the bathroom,” she mumbles. She pushes the covers back, and without looking at me, she leaves the bed and moves for the door. 
 
    Once she gets there, it’s with almost comical timing that both Ginny and Deek flinch away from the chance to connect stares, both of them turning their heads in the opposite directions at exactly the same time. 
 
    Except that there’s not anything funny about this at all. 
 
    With a whispered, “Sorry, Deek,” Ginny opens the door and leaves the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    I stay flattened to the floor, facing the wall as Ginny leaves. 
 
    I’m thinking a lot of things. Particularly that I need to talk to Finn. As in, real soon. Now, would be good. 
 
    “Deek?” Susan says from behind me. 
 
    I turn, and find her sweatpants-covered legs and bare feet. 
 
    Her toenails are painted yellow. It’s a very cheery color. 
 
    “You okay?” she asks. 
 
    I turn back into my human form, only needing to tug up my track pants a little in order to be properly back in them, now that the bushiness of my tail isn’t dragging them down my ass. 
 
    I chance a glance up at Sue, and sensing my attention, her eyes jump from my lower spine where she’d been looking, to my eyes. “Umm,” she squeaks oddly. 
 
    I clear my throat. “I’m not the one to worry about,” I tell her in answer to her question. “Finn volunteers as a Victim Advocate. He can help Ginny. If she doesn’t want to talk to him, he can find someone else for her to talk to… if she wants.” 
 
    Susan blinks, her eyes clearing. “Finn is a Victim Advocate?” 
 
    I nod. Unofficially, the police force loves him. The Rape Crisis Center definitely does. It’s the damnedest thing, but the perpetrators of violent crimes have a way of disappearing if Finn is the one who gets the call. 
 
    Our county law enforcement fills out a lot of missing persons paperwork. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s less or more paperwork than, say, whatever documents they have to fill out for repeat offenders, but if it’s an unfairly disproportionate amount, they don’t complain. 
 
    “Huh,” Susan says. 
 
    “I, uh, woke you up to tell you that you should shower now. We’ve got three bathrooms on this floor, but they’re going to fill up fast.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” 
 
    I make myself stand, fighting against the urge to stay crawling on the floor in a properly abject fashion, an instinct that’s strong in me after an aggressive outburst from an alpha. 
 
    Even though Ginny was only trying to protect herself. 
 
    I need to talk to Finn. Now. 
 
    “I have to go,” I tell Susan. “Wear anything you want from the closet.” 
 
    “Will you be back?” Susan asks. 
 
    Hesitating, I slide a look to her and meet her eyes briefly, nodding. “I’ll need to change into my suit.” 
 
    “Ah, Sunday. Church,” Susan says, relaxing a bit. Her fingers stop worrying the hem of the sweater she borrowed from me. It’s orange, and with her green sweats, she looks like she’s going for a cute pumpkin theme, although she was probably just taking whatever fit her. “I was planning on going home but…” She glances at the door. “Maybe I should stay. That is, if Ginny still wants to.” 
 
    “She should,” I tell her, meeting her gaze again and forcing myself to hold it. “She should stay and try to Change. Her control has to be good since she hasn’t burst into a wolf before this, but it’s not healthy for a werewolf to never run as a wolf. We can help.” 
 
    Before Susan can reply, the door opens and Ginny slides in, not looking at either of us. With her is her duffel bag. One of Charlotte’s, I can tell by the overall scent. Ginny has changed clothes, and they’re Charlotte’s too. 
 
    This poor girl. She’s been living on the generosity of others, not fully belonging as a human. And her wolf, never having been let out… It must feel like she belongs nowhere at all. 
 
    “Finn plans on working with you after church,” I tell Ginny. 
 
    And just like I find it hard to meet gazes, she finds it hard not to. She looks at me, her eyes faintly tinged with shame. Haunted. 
 
    Talk to Finn. NOW. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” I announce, swiftly striding for the door, which Ginny is still in front of. 
 
    She jumps out of the way, and I can’t tell if I rushed her or if she’s nervous from being in her own head. 
 
    I mutter an apology and leave the two of them to talk. 
 
    I shift in the hall, expertly escape my track pants, gathering them in my mouth, and I race down the stairs, out of the house, and lope for Half Moon House to find Finn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Charlotte sends me a good morning text, and I take her lead, warmed to return the greeting, but we keep our contact minimal. 
 
    Ginny, despite having already changed clothes, decides she’ll take advantage of the still-quiet house to take a shower. She grabs her things and heads off. Before I can dig into Deek’s closet for daywear, there’s a knock at the bedroom door. I call, “Come in,” expecting Ginny back from the bathroom because she forgot something. Or Deek, back from wherever he went. 
 
    Instead, the door opens, and lady werewolves spill in. 
 
    They’re smiling and friendly and all of them in human form. They have garment bags slung over their arms, and someone hands me a plate of home fried hand-dipped sugar donuts as another woman pushes a mug of coffee into my hands, and I almost tell these strangers that I love them, my reaction to the treats and coffee is so strong. 
 
    The reason they came to see me was to bring me dresses in case I’d like to join them for church. 
 
    It’s incredibly thoughtful of them, and because Ginny is going to be attending and I don’t want to leave her feeling all alone no matter how nice these nice people are, I thank them and accept their offer to join their service. 
 
    I end up in a borrowed outfit they call a ‘clergy dress’—except that it doesn’t look like it belongs to any member of the clergy that I’ve ever seen. It’s an inky black A-line dress with white decorative buttons down the front from the white-collared neckline all the way down to the mid-calf hem. The wrist cuffs are set off in white. The belt pops—it’s bright white too. The effect is striking. 
 
    After showering and getting dressed in it, I’m stunned at how refined and… classically beautiful it makes me look. And feel, which is perhaps more of a surprise. 
 
    I’m in borrowed black heels. Heels are footwear that I haven’t gone near in years, ever since I started waitressing. When you’re on your feet all day, you don’t do anything to screw up what you need to be standing and moving on for the rest of the week. 
 
    But the gal who lent me her shoes swore these were the best pair of designer footwear in the world, and that I wouldn’t suffer while I was strapped into them. 
 
    She might be right. So far, I’m not pinched or pained anywhere. 
 
    And oh. My. Starships. Heels make my legs (and my butt, if I can trust myself to be objective) look sexy. 
 
    Thus, I find myself ascending the stone steps up into the old Gothic church following a pack of werewolves in a startlingly stylish garment I actually like. 
 
    I’m going to werewolf church. 
 
    I blink, processing it, trying not to gawk at the stained glass windows and the aged wood interior of the place and the ancient-looking wooden pews with their carvings of wolves and lambs. 
 
    And all the people. So many people. How many werewolves can fit in a church? 
 
    Ginny holds my hand as we walk further in, feeling conspicuous. 
 
    “What do we do?” Ginny asks under her breath. She’s clutching me like she wants to run out of here or she’s afraid I will. 
 
    Biting my lip, I try to look around. There are people in front of us, people on both sides of us, people behind us. Pews are everywhere. Row after row after row. And they’re all occupied. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Howeyeh, you two,” a familiar voice says, and we turn to find Finn pushing through people to join us. 
 
    His friendly familiar face is a relief to behold. And he knows it. “You both look more nervous than a scabby slag in church,” he teases. 
 
    The man directly behind him cuffs him upside the head. 
 
    It’s Deek. 
 
    I’ve seen him decked out in his church suits on Sundays before, but maybe the part where we have to venture out into traffic and vroom around town by car in order to arrive here keys him up in the worst way, because he’s never this relaxed, standing tall, shoulders straight, brow unpinched. Never this… quietly confident. This meek yet debonaire. 
 
    Because yes, he still has his eyes submissively lowered and all that, but he’s… here, among his Pack, in this place, he looks so different. 
 
    Nice different. 
 
    Humbly commanding. And something about the way he’s smiling as he shakes his head at Finn with something like brotherly disapproval has me feeling extra fond of him. 
 
    I just like him. Deek’s good people. 
 
    So is Finn, but I don’t feel the same way about him that I do for Deek. Some undefinable thing. And I may not be able to put my finger on what it is, but where I’m slightly resistant to getting to know Finn any better, I find myself drawn to Deek, and I’m up for learning everything about him. 
 
    Finn is holding a bundle of white and gold satin fabric, and with a deeply provoking smile aimed at Deek, he shakes it out. 
 
    “Is that—” Ginny starts. 
 
    “No way,” I say. 
 
    Finn laughs at us and shoves his arms and head into the vestment, letting its folds flutter down until he looks respectable and… holy. “That’s right, ladies! I’m a choir boy.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I accidentally exclaim. 
 
    Ginny’s eyes go wide. I slap my hand over my mouth. Deek laughs. 
 
    Finn adopts a devoutly religious expression and posture. “It’s the honest-to-God truth.” 
 
    “Wow,” Ginny says. 
 
    “I second that,” I agree. 
 
    “You two are casting aspersions on my character,” Finn informs us, hands folded and head bowed. 
 
    “That’d be the case if you weren’t full of it,” Deek tells him. To us, he indicates we should move ahead of them with a polite sweep of his arm. “Ladies, if you’d like to sit over here? Finn will join you between songs.” 
 
    “Wait, he’s really a choir boy?” Ginny squeaks, laughter in her voice. 
 
    “Have been since I was a virtuous and innocent eight years old. I can’t believe you question this about me.” Finn’s tone is taking a stab at sounding hurt but his troublemaker of a smile shows he’s loving our shock. 
 
    Second row from the front, Deek directs us to be seated along a partially filled pew that people are packing into on the far side of the room. 
 
    We slide in, with Ginny taking the end spot but leaving enough room for Finn to sit next to us later. On my other side, I smile when I see Liam, Rory, and their parents, Jenn and Dave. 
 
    (His name is so normal. ‘Dave the werewolf?’ You never read that in books.) 
 
    “Have you been to church before?” Ginny whispers to me, looking around at the now standing-room-only building. 
 
    “Yep, but it’s been a while,” I tell her. “And it wasn’t really like this.” I mean, the general elements are the same. But people are smiling and laughing. Kids are present and playing, staying respectfully hushed. The atmosphere is really… comfortable. 
 
    Deek is quietly standing at the end of our pew, and when our eyes find each other, he sends me a small smile. “You look nice,” he says. 
 
    I feel my cheeks heat. “Oh. Thank you.” 
 
    “You do look nice, Sue,” Ginny agrees. 
 
    “You both look great,” I return, meaning it. And inexplicably nervous, I blurt to Deek, “You’re not sitting with us?” 
 
    I want to slap my forehead once the words are out, because I know he won’t be. He teaches here; he told us so. 
 
    His smile says he’s aware that I spoke before I thought. He jerks a thumb over his shoulder, looking self-conscious. “I’ll be up front.” 
 
    “Right,” I say. I smile weakly. “Well, enjoy the service from there then.” 
 
    He tips his head forward. “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    And then he turns, walks to the front of the church, moves behind the podium, and doesn’t have to adjust a microphone. Because there’s none there. “Ladies and gentleman,” he says, the acoustics of the old church causing his rumbling voice to project right into our bones. “It’s wonderful to have you here today.” His gaze moves around the room, and I’m pretty sure he’s staring at the level of everyone’s throats, not their eyes, even though I doubt I have the visual sharpness at this distance to determine such a thing. I guess it’s just a hunch because I feel like I know him well enough in this. “Let’s begin today’s service with a prayer and a group song.” 
 
    Ginny sends me a look of teenage alarm. We have to SING in front of strangers? 
 
    Never mind that given half the chance and with no alcohol as an inducement whatsoever, she and Charlotte will sing together no matter where we are and to heck with who’s watching. 
 
    With a reassuring smile, I point to Finn, who is at parade rest in front of the choir box, facing a similarly attired group of singers. “I hope he means that group…?” 
 
    “Whew,” Ginny whispers. 
 
    I smile at her before sliding off the pew to kneel with everybody else. 
 
    The prayer, led by Deek, is not long, but it’s thorough in its coverage asking for member direction, guidance in the study, and divine blessing for the congregation. “Amen,” he finishes, and everyone in the building rises to their feet, looks up, and locks eyes on him. 
 
    He swiftly lowers his gaze to the podium. “Now take your hymnbook and flip to page…” 
 
    With a furtive glance at each other, Ginny and I slide a songbook out of the tray that’s built into the back of the pew ahead of us. We lean in together, and when organ music fills the room—honest-to-goodness real-live organ music that has my head shooting up, searching for Davy Jones— 
 
    (Ah, organ pipes are standing tall behind Deek, and how they don’t deafen him and every other wolf here, I’m really not sure.) 
 
    —I’m so shocked that when everyone in the church starts singing, I look back to the music book and start singing too. 
 
    Ginny whispers the words beside me. 
 
    It’s “Amazing Grace,” so it’s pretty familiar. Finn, by the way, has a voice to match his handsome mug, and soon, Ginny is really singing along, and as always, her voice is stunning. 
 
    She’s working so hard to keep her head down, she doesn’t notice when eyes slide our way appreciatively. She also doesn’t see Finn’s blinding, delighted, bright-white smile. 
 
    When the song ends, Finn declares in a voice that bounces off of stone, “Fair play, Ginny! You have the voice of an angel!” 
 
    Ginny sinks down into her seat like she hopes she can disappear. 
 
    Deek clears his throat, causing all the attention in the room to slam on him, which is an instant reprieve for Ginny, but forces him to immediately lower his gaze. Unbothered, his eyes move to the book in front of him. “Open your Bibles with me to Ruth,” he instructs his flock, and when everyone has found a Bible from the trays and the whispery sound of what sounds like hundreds of onion skins being rustled ceases, he begins to recap this book they’ve read together so far. 
 
    As he does, people from the choir box exit and find their spot on pews with family. Finn makes his way to us, grinning broadly and scooting into the place Ginny saved for him. She doesn’t look at him and he makes an “och” sound of dismay—I don’t even know how to describe it—and he whispers, “Didn’t mean to embarrass you. I swear it.” 
 
    She’s beet red. “I know. It’s okay.” 
 
    Next to me, Liam is quietly sitting beside his family, occupied with a book that appears to be made entirely of felt. Each page has a scene printed on it, and right now, he’s looking at the Ark. Out of the door that is actually a cleverly designed pocket, he tugs a pile of little felt animals. Lots and lots of animals. 
 
    “That is so cute,” I whisper to him, and when he glances up at me, I nod to his assembly of soft creatures. 
 
    Ginny leans into me and murmurs, “Isn’t it supposed to be the animals going in ‘two by two?’ Why are there so many sheep?” 
 
    Finn, his hands folded demurely in front of his holy-looking robes, can hear us fine and answers, “In Genesis, the scripture makes the distinction that clean beasts should come by sevens. Only the beasts that weren’t clean entered by two.” He shrugs. “Makes sense. The people on the Ark ate the clean animals.” 
 
    Deek instructs everyone to find the verse and chapter where they left off on their last session, and Ginny passes Finn a Bible so that all of us have one open on our laps to follow along with. 
 
    Deek interjects some history and interesting facts as he reads. It’s an hour of actual study, and I’m glad we’re covering this story, as Ruth is a feel-good book and ends really sweet. 
 
    “Did Ruth sit back and wait for something to happen? No. She anointed, and then she got up and went after what she wanted,” Deek says. “And think about that. These were perilous times for a woman. She was instructed to stay close to Boaz’s men because the concern she’d be molested was that great. And yet she trusted Boaz. She believed in his character, believed that he’d do the honorable thing by her. Which,” Deek’s gaze flashes up to meet ours for the briefest beat before dropping again, “he did. He kept her reputation intact and loaded her down with enough food for two widows, because he didn’t want her to go unto her mother in law empty handed.” Deek flips a fraction of his Bible’s pages and stops. “Turn to 1 Samuel 25:14. Abigail is married to a total dic—” 
 
    Finn coughs a chortle. 
 
    “—tator,” Deek finishes, rolling his downcast eyes, smiling as the whole church seems to chuckle, “and when her shepherds rush in to tell her how badly her husband has ticked off David—railed at him, offended him, this great warrior and all his powerful men who protected them—does she sit back quietly?” Deek shakes his head. “Skip to verse eighteen, where it says she quickly takes action.” He reads until the twenty-fourth verse, and then summarizes. “Abigail literally jumps off her ass to get things done.” 
 
    The congregation laughs softly. 
 
    “Head with me to Judges 4:8,” Deek instructs, “where we’ll read about Deborah managing Israel before God has her leading an army, and this woman named Jael, whose husband was very careful not to go to sleep with her mad...” 
 
    Ginny grins as she reads along and finds out why. “Brutal,” she murmurs of the tent peg to the temple. 
 
    “Terrifying,” Finn agrees. 
 
    “I like her,” I declare. 
 
    Finn stares at me over Ginny. “You’re scary.” 
 
    People around us shush him (because he doesn’t whisper this), prompting him to grin and hunker over his Bible. 
 
    The overall lesson surprises me. You want something? Be brave and work for it. 
 
    Deek wraps the book of Ruth up, then Finn and the choir pop up front to sing a song. But this time, the choir howls their notes. 
 
    It makes for spine-chilling vocals—because werewolves sing spooky. Beautiful… but spooky. Everything sounds so haunting and exotic out of werewolf throats, like they’re all singing in an echoing concrete stairwell. They harmonize and cry the music in the manner of well, wolves—not mere men and women. 
 
    They follow up their unique performance with another howled number, prompting my mind to replay Bruno Mars and Michael Bolton songs, and consider every other singer who’s famous for howl-crooning in their songs. 
 
    Next, the choir leads all of us into gospel music performed normally, and I wouldn’t say it’s like the magic left the building, but the sound of human voices rejoining the mix doesn’t make me shivery like the wolves-only sessions. 
 
    We kneel for a final prayer, and then church is done. 
 
    Werewolves are barely out the church doors before they’re stripping clothes off. 
 
    Finn is shucking his choir vestment and leads our charge out of the pew by loping past and calling, “You lads coming along?” 
 
    Ginny makes a face. “Shouldn’t we be ‘lassies?’” 
 
    “Where I’m from, that’s a collie. You’re thinking Scotland.” 
 
    “But lads?” she asks—and then she’s looking down at his messily folded robes, because he’s pressing it at her. 
 
    “Lads goes for garls, blokes,” Finn shrugs. “Everybody is a lad. Anyways, Gin, let’s get you changed and then we’ll head out to the woods, yeah?” He’s following the crowd spilling out of pews. “And prepare yourself. We’re going to get you in the choir.” 
 
    I’m glancing back at Deek, seeing him swamped with people in the aisle. He catches my eye and gives me a tiny wave. 
 
    I send it back, smiling to myself. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ginny says to Finn. She’s still holding his robes though, and she gives them a considering look before asking, “What should I wear to the woods? Can Susan come with me?” 
 
    “Sure,” Finn agrees with no hesitation, which visibly settles Ginny. “Grab something we can slide you out of if you end up on four legs. Stretchy, loose clothes.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The series of werewolf houses aren’t visible from the church, but it’s technically all the same property. We have to walk about a half-mile into the tree line and out the other side to arrive at the open land that gently rolls with hills all the way up to the various dens. The path is smoothed by countless feet tromping on it and my borrowed heels really aren’t hurting me, but I slip them off to save them from getting dirty. I see ahead of us that many women have opted to do the same thing. 
 
    Ginny is wearing flats and she keeps hers on. 
 
    “So what did you think of our Lucan?” Finn asks. 
 
    I assume he’s addressing me, if not both of us. “He was great.” 
 
    “He was awesome,” Ginny says. 
 
    “He was really confident in the material,” I add, because it was more than a little stunning to see him so self-assured. 
 
    Finn is smiling softly, watching our feet. It’s a little strange to see him with his gaze below the horizon line, so to speak. “He’s a good lad.” He nods slightly to himself. “I’m glad you… I’m happy for you.” 
 
    I shoot a questioning look his way. 
 
    “I’m happy you’re working out,” he explains, waving his hand. 
 
    Just then, a body moves up at my side, and I look over and find the topic of conversation himself. “Lucan!” I say without thinking, using his first name I guess because Finn just did. 
 
    Deek—Lucan—startles, his gaze shooting up to mine. “Hello,” he rumbles. “I’m glad you came, Susan.” He nods to Ginny. “You too, Ginny.” There’s a pause. “Finn,” he adds like this last greeting is an afterthought. 
 
    “Awf, feck off.” 
 
    Ginny and I both send him horrified looks. 
 
    Finn throws back his head, chuckling. “Ladies, we’re not standing in the church anymore. Give me some credit.” 
 
    “Can you swear after church?” Ginny asks. 
 
    “Yeah, Finn, wow,” I agree. “Seems wrong.” 
 
    “Oh, stuff it, both of you. I’m respectful in church, and I say that’s what counts. If we were holding potluck or something, I’d be as well behaved as the seraphim. But look—we’re clear of the church. So take your clucking for a long walk off a short dock,” he finishes cheekily. 
 
    “Potluck?” Ginny asks. We’ve emerged from the trees. I spot the London House waaay up ahead of us. 
 
    “Where everybody brings a dish,” Deek answers. 
 
    She leans forward to see around me. “I know what a potluck is. I meant ‘and we’re not doing that today because why?’” 
 
    “Because we only do that about once a month. If you fancy surfing the fare at other houses though, you can always feel free. Just stop in to any one of them and the first thing they’ll do is feed ye. The Ōkami is that one,” Finn tells her, ducking under a low-hanging branch and pointing to an impressively arched roof covered in red tiles. “You can get Japanese food.” But then he makes a face. “Avoid the geoduck.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He and Deek both look at each other and shudder. 
 
    Finn pins Ginny and me with a disturbed look. “Ever seen a geoduck get peeled of its skin?” 
 
    Puzzled, Ginny shakes her head. 
 
    He shivers theatrically and states, “It’s rather phallic-like, and maybe it doesn’t bother any of you ladies, but as a man, watching it get skinned is just wrong.” 
 
    Deek nods vehemently. 
 
    Finn jerks his chin to a far-off house similar in style, but built even more symmetrically. “Lángrén has Chinese food. Delicious. Loup-garou and Lupo Mannaro’s cuisine is the stuff of dreams.” 
 
    “Same with Vlkolak House. They have every Slavic dish you could hope for,” Deek offers. 
 
    He and Finn both groan, and Finn says, “Maybe we should stop in there. I haven’t had sarma in a yonk.” 
 
    Ginny clutches at her temples. “Are you even speaking English?” 
 
    Finn makes a puffing noise; he’s amused. “Naw, you’re right. I’m not. I’m speaking Irish.” 
 
    “Sarma…” Deek moans, and he brings up the back of his wrist and drags it across his mouth like he’s drooling. 
 
    I laugh—but then I see that his skin is glistening. He really is drooling. 
 
    He shoots me a sheepish look. “Sorry.” 
 
    I shrug. “Hey, that’s a strong indicator that we need to try sarma.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ginny agrees. “What is it?” 
 
    “Cabbage stuffed with rice and beef. And this time of year, served with a heap of cherry tomatoes,” Deek says dreamily. 
 
    “Heh, I wouldn’t count on it,” Finn says with a grin. “I’ve been robbing their tomato cages blind.” 
 
    “You’re going to be sorry if Chessa catches you,” Deek warns. 
 
    “She already has,” Finn assures him with an unrepentant grin. “Was worth it.” Then his face, although still holding a smile, sobers. “Speaking of Chessa, when we cross paths with her, we’re going to introduce you, Ginny.” 
 
    Ginny eyes him. “Okaaay…” 
 
    Finn doesn’t say more on the subject, instead changing the topic entirely with a clap of his hands. “Get your change of clothes and meet me over there.” He points to a gazebo by the edge of the woods. “And when we’re done with your practice, we’re heading to Vlkolak House for sarma!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    We all end up stopping at the house to change from our church clothes. Seeing Susan’s pantyhose and dress laid out on my covers, waiting to be returned, makes me feel something I’ve never felt for anyone else who has rested their things on my bed. A quiet satisfaction—and it’s sinking bone deep. 
 
    I like having Susan sharing my space. 
 
    I ask Ginny if she’s comfortable with me following along. I’d be happy to show her support. I want to be there to see her succeed. 
 
    I also want to be near Susan, but I won’t crowd Ginny just to satisfy myself with Susan’s presence. 
 
    Ginny shrugs at me. “If you want.” 
 
    But what I hear is I trust you enough. 
 
    I give her a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    Finn leads us to a quiet spot away from everybody else. There are wolves and people running around, frolicking, enjoying their weekend. Deep in the trees though, it’s nice. Peaceful. 
 
    Finn hunkers down next to Ginny, who he instructs to crouch on all fours. He lays out a lot of information for her, condensing lessons that most of us have the benefit of growing up knowing. 
 
    Ginny is like a sponge though, absorbing his every word, and she’s eager to test herself. 
 
    At first, she’s excited, nervous. But after several minutes, she begins to grow restless with her complete lack of progress. Her wolf refuses to come to the fore. But then, all Ginny’s life, she’s had to force her wolf down, unknowingly collaring herself. She’s very good at keeping her other side caged. 
 
    Too good. 
 
    “Here,” I murmur to Susan, indicating a log that doesn’t smell terribly of decay. Which, I hope, means it doesn’t have a ton of critters creeping over its bark. We both drop onto it, content to stay quiet, and wait. Susan’s hands are clutched in her lap, her eyes locked on Ginny’s discouraged back. 
 
    I don’t know how good Susan’s ears are, but I can hear Finn’s pep talk, which is peppered with phrases most of the world doesn’t hear outside of Dublin, but Ginny gets the gist of his message, and doesn’t give up. 
 
    With Finn’s patient guidance and her supreme effort of will, she eventually catches a good hold on her trapped wolf and drags her up and out. She sprouts a ruff of grey fur and gains velvety grey paws and ears. 
 
    Ginny struggles, but that’s the most that happens—and understandably, she begins to panic. “What if this is as far as I can Change?” she asks, her voice altered, every word coming out a little growled care of her mostly wolven throat. And then something more horrifying occurs to her. “What if I can’t Change back—” 
 
    “Calm, Ginny,” Finn assures. “Remember what I said? Everybody worries about this, and not even the dullest of us have gotten stuck. Not even lump-headed Deek over there. Come on. Focus. You can do this.” 
 
    I give him a benign look. Which he ignores. 
 
    “Deek isn’t dull, or a… lump-head, whatever that is,” Ginny scolds him. 
 
    And her protective tone warms my heart. If I had my tail right now, it would be wagging lightly. Also, her words are extra impressive with her growly voice box, and this seems to startle her. 
 
    “Focus, Gin,” Finn stresses. 
 
    But she’s steadfastly my champion. What a sweetheart. “Be nice to—” 
 
    “Fiiiine. If you need me to be honest, Lucan has been shifting since he was a babe. He’s never had any trouble. There, you happy?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ginny’s eyes search Finn’s face. “How long did it take you?” 
 
    “Til I was three. But I’m a special case. Get back on your hands and paws. Relax.” 
 
    She does, her shoes abandoned behind said paws. Her leggings look wrong on her, with her essentially walking on her rear toes, her knees heavily bent and her ankles having shifted up to be strong hocks. 
 
    Because she’s far enough along in the process, Finn calls Susan over so that she can be the one to help Ginny out of her clothes, getting them gone so they don’t impede her. 
 
    “How long does this usually take?” Susan asks as she rejoins me, and I realize she wasn’t able to hear Finn speaking to Ginny when we first got here. 
 
    I slide her a look. “We tell wolflings that it takes as long as it takes. Could be seconds, could be days.” 
 
    “Days?” Susan mouths. 
 
    My smile is pained. “That’s why adolescent werewolves aren’t out among the public at large. Their Changes can be erratic. It’s why Finn wants Ginny here until we know she’s got a handle on her wolf.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Ginny’s reaching the point where her progress is obliterated by her near-panic. She looks first to Sue, stumbling when she tries to turn on her four paws and ungainly half-human legs and arms. “Nothing is happening! Susan, Finn, I’m stuck! It’s been too long—” 
 
    “Shh,” Finn soothes, catching her by her ruff and hauling her back in front of him. “What have I been saying?” 
 
    “This is normal. I’m doing fine. But…” She tries to bring her arm—which is mostly a foreleg—up to brush at her face; there’s a glistening thread stretched over her. “I can’t concentrate like you want me to. Stupid bugs are all over me!” 
 
    “We are in the woods,” I murmur, trying to be helpful from the log perch. 
 
    Ginny turns her head to stare at me just as Susan does. 
 
    I bow my head. “Not helpful, I see.” 
 
    Susan asks, “Can I get closer?” 
 
    Finn motions her forward, and Susan moves to drop near Ginny, starting to soothe her, or try to, but calming words aren’t doing much to reach the terror-stricken girl when she’s half-human, half-wolf, and unable to commit to being fully one or the other. 
 
    “Ginny?” Finn says carefully, staring intently at her. 
 
    “What?” she cries. 
 
    Finn swallows. “Don’t move.” 
 
    Ginny freezes, her eyes going wider. “...Why?” 
 
    Finn stares into her eyes, willing her to stay calm. “You have a spider.” 
 
    “What?” Ginny cries, jerking sideways to look at herself. 
 
    “It’s not that big,” Finn assures unblinkingly, in a measured manner that plainly says the spider is gargantuan, venomous, and deadly. “Just… come closer.” He reaches toward her. “Slowly, that’s a good garl, slow—OH, SHITE!” 
 
    Ginny shrieks and turns into a full wolf. 
 
    Susan gasps. “Ginny! You did it! And wow… you’re beautiful!” 
 
    She is. A steely grey, she’s grizzled with white hairs that accumulate heavily along her sides, until she’s cream-and-white-bellied. There’s white on the insides of her legs, and the strip that runs up her throat and splits to bisect her furred cheeks, giving her half of a mask that is also white. 
 
    Above that white line is black striping, a bold bar of it that frames her pale yellow wolf’s eyes. 
 
    Which are aimed and glaring at Finn. 
 
    “There now,” Finn says proudly, stepping back. “Look at you.” 
 
    Eyes slitted, Ginny slowly raises her muzzle a fraction. With her ears pinned, it’s a distinctly disgruntled gesture with a hint of a threat. 
 
    Finn reaches out and brushes the cobweb off of her. “Hey now, what’s that look for? You could have had a wee spider.” 
 
    Ginny shows her teeth. 
 
    “Nice,” Finn comments. 
 
    “Very,” I agree. 
 
    Unaccustomed to hiding her reactions in wolf form, Ginny’s tail sways, showing she’s secretly pleased with the compliments. 
 
    Finn grins. “Awww.” 
 
    Ginny turns and bites the tip of her tail to stop it. 
 
    Body curled at an awkward angle for a newbie on four paws, she falls to her side, her tail clamped in her teeth, a regal wolf in such an undignified heap that it elicits a snicker out of Susan. 
 
    Eyes popping wide, Susan rolls her lips together and covers her mouth. She gives Ginny an apologetic look. “Sorry.” 
 
    Pride pricked, Ginny releases her tail, puts her nose in the air, and finds her way to her paws. 
 
    Susan crouches and, smiling, sincerely tells her, “You really are stunning.” 
 
    Ginny deigns to move forward into Susan’s space—and walks right into Susan’s arms. 
 
    Susan hugs her like that, arms thrown around the furry neck of the girl, not letting go until Ginny sits back, panting, and leans her head up until she can see Finn upside down behind her. 
 
    “Stuck as a wolf now?” Finn guesses. 
 
    Ginny wurfs. By the white beginning to show in her eyes, she’s about to panic again, this time because she can’t yet reverse. 
 
    “Like I was telling you, faolán.” Little wolf. Finn shrugs. “You can try visualizing yourself in your human form, but mostly you just have to let it happen the first few times. If you clown around and relax and don’t think so hard on it, suddenly you’ve got opposable thumbs again and your biggest worry is covering your naughty bits. Don’t worry your furry little head, Gin-Gin. It’ll happen.” 
 
    Ginny turns all the way around so that she can glower at him. As a wolf, she can glower pretty impressively. But after a heartbeat, two, she stares up at him, clearly at a loss as to how he could expect her to stay stuck like this until her body figures itself out. 
 
    He spreads his hands. “Everyone gets stuck on paws for a bit after their first Change. Sue here will carry your clothes, so she’s got you covered when it happens.” He waves at Ginny. “And don’t worry about how you look in grey and white. You’re a fine beast, and just think—you can eat your sarma as a wolf. You draw a lot less attention when you end up covered in beef and cabbage if you’re eating it down on the floor.” 
 
    Ginny wurfs at him in indignation. 
 
    He smiles at her. “You ready?” 
 
    Ginny cocks her head. 
 
    I start walking, heading past Finn. Ginny’s gaze flicks to me, confused, before locking back on Finn. 
 
    Finn takes a step backwards. And another. “I don’t know about you, Sue,” he calls. “But I feel like a race. Last one there—” 
 
    He doesn’t get to finish any consequences for the loser. With a flash of fur, Ginny bolts by him, speeds past me, and books it to the Vlkolak House, her instincts the only thing she needs to rely on to reach her destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    “So you won’t be going to any classes with me?” Charlotte asks Ginny, crestfallen. 
 
    Ginny’s ears drop, her features plainly frustrated, easily discernible despite her still being a wolf. 
 
    “The Pack’s school is great. It offers wolf students the same curriculum as humans students receive...” Deek tries to say, but Charlotte and Ginny toss him twin looks of Are you serious. He winces, squeezing his eyes shut. “Right, that’s not the issue. Forget I’m here.” 
 
    Ginny snorts, and Charlotte smiles. “Thanks for trying, Deek.” 
 
    He dips his head, grimacing, and he retreats to the kitchen where he retrieves the trash—without being asked—and walks it out the backyard to our trash can. 
 
    “Thank you!” I call to his back. 
 
    I watch his head bob in silent acknowledgement. 
 
    There are sets of Ginny’s clothes tucked away around the house in the hopes that she will spontaneously Change before school tomorrow. But… it’s obvious she’s not feeling optimistic about her chances. Honestly, she was braced for Finn to tell her that she had to stay with the Pack until she could regain control of her human form, and it was clear in her posture that she was grateful when he made no such decree. So she’s home with us. But she’s stuck as a wolf in a (mostly) human household. 
 
    At first, she carried around an oversized shirt in her mouth, perfect for changing into quickly should she find herself in her human form without warning. Hopeful. Charlotte opted to dress her fur-covered friend in it as a silent encouragement, an activity Maggie probably would have taken part in too, for the fun of it… If Maggie were feeling like herself. 
 
    I sigh, one hand planted tiredly on my hip, the other on the back of Maggie’s head. She’s clutching my leg. More and more, she’s been getting clingy after she returns from a visit to her dad’s. She said they had a nice time, but it’s hard on her to be gone from home for two days. Which I get. Like I said before, I was once a visitation kid. I remember well how screwed up I felt when I was shuttled back and forth. 
 
    I silently reassure Maggie by letting her hug onto me as much as she wants, and I watch Ginny until she feels my attention and gives me hers. 
 
    “Remember what Finn said,” I remind her. “Don’t worry about tomorrow. And once you Change, you’ll always know how to Change. Soon it’ll be like riding a bike, all right?” 
 
    Glumly, Ginny forces her nose up and down, a wolf’s nod. 
 
    Then, with a dirty look off to the side, she stands and moves on stiff legs to the kitchen—to the water bowl in the kitchen. 
 
    Her new water bowl. 
 
    It’s really just a dish from the cupboard, but she was so horrified when I set it down for her. The reality that she has to drink like an animal didn’t bother her at the Pack’s dens when she was with all the other wolves, but it sure struck a nerve once we got back home. Where she’s supposed to be a person. 
 
    Where she’s the only one stuck in wolf form. 
 
    Her ears are all the way forward, and with her chin tucked down, it looks like she’s giving the thing a serious scowl. This representation of the divide between her human family and her wolf self. 
 
    Feeling bad for her but with no way to help, I pet her on the head, making her ears sink. Not down, just relaxing further than she was holding them. 
 
    Deek must be thinking along similar, empathetic lines regarding her plight, because he passes us, moving for the basement. And she’s still glaring at her dish when he emerges a moment later as a big chocolate wolf. 
 
    His claws click quietly as he crosses the kitchen. When he reaches us, his eyes stay averted from Ginny’s gaze, but he sways his tail in subdued greeting. He passes her, moving into the living room like it’s no big deal at all to be in werewolf form while everyone else is human. 
 
    Ginny drinks. 
 
    When she’s finished, she steps into the living room, looks for Deek, and finds him curled up on the floor in front of the couch, eyes closed as if he’s dozing. 
 
    Huffing a wolven sigh, Ginny plops down next to him, near enough for their fur to brush. He’s huge beside her. She looks very small, and young. And sad. For a few moments, she squints up at the television, but then she turns her head away, closing her eyes. 
 
    Finn explained that they can see TV much like we can as humans, but it doesn’t hold the same appeal when they’re in wolf form. 
 
    So many new things for Ginny to adjust to. 
 
    I settle onto the couch with Maggie glued next to me. She’s not even asking to watch her favorite shows. She just wants to be with me, and so I keep one arm around her and watch our wolves. Charlotte sends me a despairing look from the other side of the sofa. 
 
    I give her a pained smile. Because there isn’t anything else we can do but… just be here for Gin. 
 
    Ginny’s ribs expand hugely before she heaves out a sigh. 
 
    The TV colors flicker over her and Deek. Deek, who raises his head, eyes downcast, neck twisting so that he can turn to Ginny— 
 
    And quickly nip her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Hey!” Charlotte shouts. 
 
    “Lucan!” I cry. 
 
    Ginny shoots to her feet, fur flashing straight up. She stares down at the bigger wolf with her jaws open. I can’t really tell if her mouth has dropped in disbelief, or if she’s keeping her jaws wide as a way to warn him that she’s going to pay him back. 
 
    Scrabbling to the side, Deek hunches and turns his head away so that he’s not even close to making eye contact with her. 
 
    After a minute more of glaring at him, Ginny lowers to her butt, sitting on her puffed tail, her face turning puzzled more than disbelieving or outraged. 
 
    Behind her, we’re starting to ask, “What was that for?” and similar questions. 
 
    Ginny turns to look at us—and Deek jumps forward and snaps his teeth at her. 
 
    Ginny makes a wolfish squawk and leaps back. 
 
    Deek stands then—and facing off with her like this, he’s just enormous. It’s like— 
 
    Well, it’s like a full-grown werewolf is in the room. And he’s picking on a girl less than half his size. 
 
    Suddenly, he bows. And for one moment, his eyes meet Ginny’s shocked ones—and his tail sways wide, swishing very deliberately in the air. 
 
    Ginny’s head jerks back in a very clear show of disbelief. Then comprehension—because she lunges forward at him. 
 
    Paws pounding the floor loudly enough to mimic gunshots, Deek darts around her and thunders down the hall. 
 
    Yipping shrilly, Ginny tears after him. 
 
    Maggie laughs. “They’re playing!” 
 
    She no more than says this when Deek shoots out of the hallway and leaps on the couch cushions between us and Charlotte. 
 
    Ginny flies out of the hallway, catapulting herself at him— 
 
    The sofa bangs into the wall, denting the plaster as Deek launches off just as Ginny flies into the space he occupied. 
 
    Deek, bowing on the carpet, wurfs playfully at her. 
 
    Charlotte is covering her mouth, shocked but looking happier, and Maggie is clapping. “Get him, Ginny!” 
 
    I recover from my shock enough to stand up. “Take it outside! You two—backyard. Now!” 
 
    There is a horrible shredding sound as Deek’s big, hard-as-rock claws dig into the carpet and he propels himself down the hall to the back door like a rocket. 
 
    Ginny growls and goes scrambling after him. 
 
    Following quickly, I manage the handle, and the two snapping wolves shove the door open, shouldering it aside with Deek streaking ahead of Ginny, who’s beginning to froth at the mouth as she gasps and scissors her incredibly sharp teeth as she races behind his flying tail. 
 
    Staring at the pair of them, wide-eyed, I turn to find an equally shell-shocked Charlotte. Maggie, however, is beaming. “Go Deek!” she cries. She turns to me. “Mom, can I play on the trampoline?” 
 
    It’s the first time since she got home that she’s wanted to do anything without me. “You absolutely can. I’ll help you up.” 
 
    She jumps while Ginny tries to catch Deek, and then Charlotte takes a turn on the trampoline while Ginny races away from Deek. The pair of them knock a birdbath over trying to get a drink as they speed by, prompting me to bring out the dish Ginny was drinking from earlier. I find myself laughing as Ginny darts up to me only to get ambushed by Deek, who turns the act of rehydrating into a game of keep-away. 
 
    Eventually, he lets her get her fill—and then it’s Ginny’s turn to drive him away from the H2O. 
 
    They play like this for a good hour, Maggie and Charlotte on the trampoline included. 
 
    And it’s a good thing Charlotte helped Ginny into that shirt earlier. One moment, Ginny is prancing by on four paws. The next, she lets out a startled yip and turns into a girl. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    OCTOBER, THREE WEEKS LATER 
 
    Ginny has been doing really well. She can Change at will, and that makes her life much easier. She’s been more settled—though we suspect that has a lot to do with the counseling sessions Finn talked her into trying out. He recommended she speak with Chessa, the wolf from Vlkolak House who’s spent the last eight years working towards earning her PhD in clinical psychology. She’s a loner, she’s tenacious, but Ginny hit it off with her and has visited with her several times now. 
 
    Separately, Ginny’s mom, Brooke, sees Chessa too. It seems like it’s helping. 
 
    Ginny has the option to stay at the dens whenever she likes, but she’s still choosing not to move into the Pack permanently. Being able to stay as part of Susan’s family makes her feel secure. 
 
    Despite this, more and more she’s beginning to feel the security of being Pack. 
 
    Just about every weekend, she’s been staying at the Pack dens to socialize with other werewolves and to practice being a wolf in her four-pawed form. Charlotte goes along with her faithfully, when she can. And when she has visitation with her dad and can’t, Susan joins Ginny. 
 
    It’s a crisp Saturday morning, and all of Susan’s household are at the Pack dens because not only do the girls not have visitation, today is a special day among the Pack: it’s Howl-o-ween. 
 
    Yes, three of the women I live with groaned when I announced the upcoming Pack holiday. But like I told them—I can’t take credit for this incredible pun. 
 
    “Incredibly bad,” Charlotte had complained. 
 
    Susan had winced for me. “I’m sorry, Deek, but it wasn’t good.” 
 
    Ginny, torn between her human family and the werewolf tradition she’s heard so much about, would say nothing and stayed mum. 
 
    “I like it,” Maggie claimed loyally. 
 
    It’s sad that none of them but Maggie has any taste. 
 
    “What do werewolves do for this ‘Howl-o-ween...?’” Susan and Charlotte had asked dubiously. 
 
    Today is the day they find out. We spill out of the car, Susan having parked us in the Half Moon House’s garage, where she’s been parking every time the family intends to stay the night at the Pack dens. 
 
    It’s going to be a sunny day, but so far the sunlight is barely burning off the chilly dew that’s painting the rolling hills a crystalized green. Dark kidney-shaped spots in the grass are shoeprints, dogged by circular pawprints that lead us past every house: Half Moon, Night Howl, London, Lángrén, Vlkolak. In the distance, you can just see the shapes of others, like Ōkami with its distinct roof. 
 
    “Where are we going?” murmurs Charlotte. 
 
    “To the field at the end of Pack territory,” I tell them, and it’s the sound of the smile in my voice that lets me know I’m grinning. I’ve always liked the Howl-o-ween games, but there’s even more thrill in sharing a day like this with Susan and her family. It makes everything… brighter. New. Fun. “Wait til you see it!” 
 
    “It’s really cute to watch him geek out like this,” I hear Susan whisper, making me silently bark a chuckle. 
 
    She’s wearing a bag slung over her shoulder that could double as a suitcase, but she insisted this morning that it’s a purse. Not that my opinion was solicited but to me it seems like it’s more of a pharmacy, lunch buffet, and bank. I feel bad that she has to haul the thing, but although I offered to carry it for her—I referred to it as a purse for her benefit, just to be polite—she declined, saying she's used to the weight. 
 
    And she wonders why her back hurts. 
 
    Our shoes get soaked in the dew, but the girls don’t complain. They’re almost as keyed up as I feel—and my system is humming. When we finally reach the field, I feel like howling. Normally, I would, and half the pack would sing back in answer. 
 
    I restrain myself though, not wanting to startle my pack of humans. 
 
    Maggie, who loves long walks, is just starting to ask if she can be carried or somehow driven by vehicle to our destination—when she stops speaking, because we’ve crested a hill, and she sees what we’ve come for spread before her. 
 
    Games, food tables, and for almost as far as the eye can see, there are rows and rows of twelve-foot-high corn stalks. 
 
    “It’s a giant corn maze,” Charlotte breathes. “Whoa.” 
 
    Ginny flashes her a delighted grin. “They told me about it last weekend. It’s been killing me to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Do we get ice cream?” Maggie asks. 
 
    Charlotte slaps herself in the face. “WHY?” 
 
    Susan tilts her head to the side, regarding her youngest. “What are you going to do when it’s January and it’s freezing outside?” 
 
    Maggie looks up at the rest of us and shrugs. “Wear a sweater and eat ice cream.” 
 
    Ginny is shaking her head. “Do you think she was switched at birth? Maybe she’s from an Inuit family who eats nothing but seal blubber and Haagen-Dazs.” 
 
    Whooping with laughter, I swoop Maggie up and raise her to sit on my shoulders. “Or maybe you’re Pack. We don’t let a little cold keep us from ice cream. Come on,” I tell them. Let’s check in.” 
 
    I lead them over to tables set up near the corn maze. “Hey, Jenn,” I greet the first table, a spark of satisfaction flaring inside me when Jennifer calls out a cheery, “Hiya Deek and Deek’s family!” 
 
    My family. 
 
    “Where’s the entrance to the maze?” Charlotte whispers, watching as other families begin to arrive, everyone assembling in excited clusters fanning out along the length of the field. 
 
    “Deek will show you in just a sec,” Jenn answers, handing me and Ginny each a bucket and an adjustable collar. The collars have big paper tags affixed to them, numbered and in different colors so that onlookers can easily identify the wolf players in each game. 
 
    She waves at us to move to the next table. “See Mason and Candice to get your apples.” 
 
    Mason and Candice are two of our high wolves, our resident Tíódéls. Ginny, Charlotte, Maggie, and Susan have had the pleasure of meeting them several times, and they’ve been made to feel warmly accepted. As they should be—my humans are amazing. 
 
    “Have fun today, Ginny!” Candice encourages, beaming over at her as she passes a sparkly sticker up to Maggie. 
 
    She accepts it, thrilled. So does Charlotte, when she’s offered one. 
 
    Susan takes one to be polite, and Ginny smiles awkwardly then shoots me a glance. (No sticker for her, or me, since we’ll be Changing soon.) 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, my gaze on her shoulder. Hands wrapped securely around Maggie’s little shins, I lean sideways a little, inviting her to tell me whatever’s on her mind. 
 
    But Ginny shakes her head, smiling in bewilderment. “I just can’t believe how excited I feel about this.” 
 
    I wave to the other werewolves gathering nearby. “You’re bound to feel keyed up. You’re catching a thrill from everybody. But,” I add, meeting her eyes for a beat, smiling broadly. “This really is great fun. Once you start, you won’t have any reservations left in you.” 
 
    “What is everyone excited about? What are you going to do, Gin?” Charlotte asks her, accepting the apple that Mason hands her. “Thanks.” 
 
    Ginny sucks in a big breath, and on an exhale admits, “Catch mice.” 
 
    “You’re what?” Susan asks, almost dropping her own apple. Candice keeps it from falling though, grinning as she passes it back into her hands. 
 
    Ginny hunches and shudders. “I know. It sounds gross.” 
 
    Susan’s wide eyes swing to me. “You’re doing what?” 
 
    I take an apple for Maggie. “Hunting mice.” 
 
    “Sticks and wax paper at the next table,” Mason informs us. “Y'all scoot.” 
 
    We move forward so the next group behind us can get their apples. 
 
    “Why are we getting apples?” Charlotte asks. “And why don’t you have one, Ginny?” 
 
    Ginny points to me. “Deek didn’t get one for himself either.” 
 
    “You can get one if you want,” I tell her. “But I like to run on an empty stomach.” 
 
    “You’re going to be running after… mice?” Susan says faintly, holding her apple aloft with dismay-weakened fingers as we stop at a washing station. We quickly remove the wax sheen from our fruit so that the upcoming caramel coating will cling. 
 
    It’s Charlotte who defends the mousing practice. “Wolves and canines of all kinds eat mice in the wild. It’s not so weird. Plus, the most common species of mice in North America aren’t native and do a lot of damage…” 
 
    She and Ginny begin to go brainiac on us about rodents until I feel it’s our duty to chase down these pests. Which I felt anyway, but their arguments would have swayed me if I’d been on the fence about the hunt. Susan, it’s a relief to note, laughs and says, “Okay, okay, I get it, this is a good thing!” 
 
    We shuffle to the next table where an aging concession stand is plugged into the only electrical service around. “Hey, Deek’s family! Are you ready for the fun part?” Gail calls. 
 
    My chest is thrumming with pleasure. “We are.” 
 
    With Maggie on my shoulders, I walk up to the window, and although I’m not a tall man, she’s able to see inside the candy making stand, to the vats of sugar in various colors. 
 
    “Want to make a galaxy apple?” Rhyannon yips to her, grinning. I can scent her exhilaration even with all the food trying to overtake my senses. Group hunts have that effect on werewolves. It’s a wonder she hasn’t gone furry. 
 
    Maggie doesn’t know what a galaxy apple is, so she and Gail point to a set of apples already coated in the swirling purple and blue candy and drying on wax paper. “It’s the one that looks like a night sky,” Rhyannon explains. 
 
    “Oh, YES, PLEASE,” Maggie coos, clapping her hands as I hand over her apple. 
 
    It gets dipped and twirled until it stops dripping, and then it’s plopped back on its paper. “Take this to the toppings station and ask for stars if you want an authentic galaxy,” instructs Gail. 
 
    “Thank you,” Maggie tells her with exuberant politeness. 
 
    We move to the toppings table while Charlotte and Susan get their apples dipped. Charlotte has an ice blue apple that she opts to coat in large grains of sparkling sugar. 
 
    “It looks magical,” Ginny declares, admiring her friend’s treat. 
 
    Susan chose to make a ‘poisoned’ apple—dipping it in a sugar mixture dyed to a deep purple-black—and she coats hers in peanuts and gummy worms. 
 
    “That is so cool, Mom!” Charlotte cries. She turns on Ginny. “We need to make you one of those!” 
 
    Ginny is nodding. “After the hunt, I am so getting one of those.” 
 
    “There should be plenty of apples,” Susan murmurs, eyeing the tables full of nothing but apples. There are stations to wash them, tables to cut them, mash them. There’s an apple press where apple cider is being made, and I let Maggie down so that she can help take a turn at turning the crank. 
 
    Apples are being made into sauce, butter, and pie. 
 
    There’s even apple cider getting added to root beer in a cauldron so big, Maggie could fit in it. It’s smoking spookily care of dry ice, and the children ringing around it are entranced as they wait for it to be ladled into mugs, their candy apples clutched in their hands. 
 
    “Want to get some apple-flavored Howl-a-ween root beer?” I ask. 
 
    Susan winces at the reminder of this event's name. 
 
    Maggie cries, “YES, please!” and rushes to join the line of kids. 
 
    “Is there some significance to apples and werewolves?” Charlotte asks carefully. 
 
    We hear Finn’s laugh in answer but don’t immediately see him. He sets down a series of baskets, stacked one atop another, that he'd been carrying. “Not really,” he says, answering her question. “This here is a tradition started because some of us got crazy for the Rave apples.” 
 
    “Rave apples?” Susan questions, eyeing her apple anew. 
 
    “The best flavored apple ever,” Finn declares. 
 
    “Better than the Honeycrisp?” Ginny says in disbelief. 
 
    “Even better,” Finn confirms. “It’s like a Honeycrisp and a Granny Smith sprouted a thousand delicious babies.” 
 
    “Screw waiting!” Ginny cries. “Guys, I’ll be back. I’m getting my own candy apple!” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Charlotte says, loyal as any packmate, and the two set out. 
 
    Finn waves to his tower of apple baskets and explains, “In order to secure enough Rave apples for everybody to have one, we had to outbid the local grocery store. Thus, we ended up with a whole donkey’s load of apples… enough for a grocery store,” he explains. He adds a deprecating shrug. “Or a whole pack of werewolves and their families.” He waves to the wide expanse of land around us, bordered on two sides by trees. “And should you bite into one that’s mealy or not as sweet and tart as they’re famous for, toss it out for the wood cows and grab another.” 
 
    “Wood cows?” Susan asks. 
 
    “Deer,” I translate. 
 
    She turns to me as if I’ve asked her a question. “Hmm?” 
 
    Finn goes still. 
 
    I’ve gone still too. My heart is thundering though. “Wood cows are deer.” 
 
    “Oh!” Susan’s cheeks go pink, and her eyes flash to mine. “I thought—I don’t know why I—” She laughs at herself. “We’ve been together so much I heard you call me ‘dear’ and didn’t even think anything of it.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” I utter with absolute sincerity. I don’t know if it’s the right thing to say; I don’t know what the proper response is, the string of words needed to take away Susan’s embarrassment. “You can call me a dear anytime, and I’ll answer,” I add, and then I swing my gaze to Finn, my lowered eyes seeing only his knees, but I’m hoping he’ll take my cue to jump in with an endearingly jackassed comment that makes Susan laugh before I scare her completely away. 
 
    “You can also call him a wood cow,” Finn tells her. “The dosser will answer to that too.” 
 
    “What’s a dosser?” Maggie asks. 
 
    Eyes at the level of his hand, I see him hook a thumb at me. “This lazy bampot.” 
 
    Ginny and Charlotte race up to us, breathless and holding sticky apples coated in various treats and toppings. 
 
    “Better choke that down fast,” Finn tells Ginny. “You don’t want to miss the mouse hunt.” 
 
    Susan, one arm crossed over herself and resting on her ‘purse,’ raises her other hand. “Um, why are you all hunting mice?” 
 
    Finn points to a man down at the end of the field. “That farmer mentioned to us one year that he was having a terrible problem with rodents. We offered to help him get control of the population—but he had to promise not to shoot us. Wolves weren’t out yet then,” Finn explains. 
 
    “It’s been tradition ever since,” I say. 
 
    “And every year gets a little more challenging,” Finn adds. “The game used to take place in his field but now we hunt in the barn. The shifter who catches—and kills—the most mice wins. Rats are bonus points.” 
 
    Susan, Charlotte, and Ginny look around us, at all the werewolves gathered. “How many wolves join in the hunt?” Susan asks. 
 
    “Oh, last count there was maybe a hundred,” Finn says. “The rest save up strength for the steeplechase races and the lure course.” 
 
    “Steeplechasing with wolves…” Susan murmurs thoughtfully, and Finn jerks his head to where they’re setting up for that behind her. A five hundred-yard stretch of flat grass bookended by starting boxes and a hay bale chute. 
 
    I hold up the collar I was given when we checked in. “That’s what these are for.” I’m a yellow tag with the number twenty-two. We generally run seven wolves per race, loosely (very loosely) following the tradition of the old equine version where participants raced from one church’s steeple to the next town’s church steeple. Tonight, all the adult shifters will join up for the wild night race, where we start at our church and end there too, running the whole property and taking to the woods with its downed logs for hurdles and leaping off cliffs and racing down ravines—all done in the dark by nothing more than the light of the moon. 
 
    My heart beats faster just thinking of the run. 
 
    Ginny looks at her collar. “We do races after the mouse hunt?” 
 
    “Only the best kind!” Finn confirms. “If you don’t nearly die, you aren’t doing it right. After we’re done in the barn though, if the lot of you aren’t knackered, Deek and I are going to perform routine surgery on your car.” 
 
    Susan opens her mouth. Closes it. Looks at me. “Huh?” 
 
    “An oil change,” I tell her. “I told Finn I wanted to learn how to take care of your car.” 
 
    “Why?” Susan asks, not frowning but definitely puzzled. 
 
    “Because it would be helpful,” I explain. 
 
    And because I’m scrambling to learn skills that might give me value in her eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to change my oil—” Susan starts. 
 
    And Finn, bless him, cuts her off with an affable finality that only an alpha can manage. “Naw, but he should learn, and your car is due. It’s a done deal. And don’t worry; I won’t let him muck it up.” 
 
    “How do you know my car is due for an oil change?” 
 
    Finn shrugs. “I looked at the sticker in your window.” 
 
    “Can I learn too?” Charlotte asks. 
 
    Ginny speaks through a mouth of half-masticated apple, “Me too, please.” 
 
    Finn shrugs. “Sure.” 
 
    Maggie turns to her mother and tugs on her hand. “Mom? Mom?” 
 
    Susan looks down at her. “Let me guess. You want to crawl under the car too?” 
 
    “We don’t crawl,” Finn points out. “We’ll use creepers like any mechanics worth their fur.” 
 
    “Creepers?” Susan asks. 
 
    I handle the interpretation. “The garage roller seats. You know, that slide under a car.” 
 
    “Oh! Thanks.” 
 
    I nod to her, my gaze tapping hers as I send her a smile. 
 
    “What is that?” Ginny asks, her nose in the air, her apple’s stick clutched in her hand. “Do you guys smell…?” Her brows go up and she sucks in a breath. “Something good. Really good.” 
 
    Charlotte shrugs. “I just smell caramel.” 
 
    Ginny is looking around like she’s confused. 
 
    Finn’s head is cocked, his gaze sharp on her face, a delighted smile beginning to stretch his mouth. “You know who I smell?” he asks. “I believe that’s one of the madra rua from Brazil.” 
 
    ‘Dog with red hair,’ he means, and those would be our maned wolf visitors. 
 
    I inhale to catch the scent he recognizes, but get distracted by the loud ambulance siren wailing. Its peals are meant to catch everyone’s attention. It does that effectively. It also prompts every werewolf in the vicinity to throw back their head and howl. 
 
    “Awp, I’ll have to come back for the apples,” Finn says, reaching behind his neck to grab the nape of his t-shirt, which he rips over his head. He tosses it on his baskets and says helpfully to Ginny, “Get to the line, garl, you don’t want to hit the barn late. Ye only get the chance to pounce on those mice if they’re not expecting you.” 
 
    “Then maybe we shouldn’t have sent them scrambling with a siren?” Ginny calls over her shoulder, tossing her apple’s candy stick into the trash can she sprints past on her way to the edge of the field. 
 
    Finn turns to Susan and Charlotte and Maggie. “You better follow her. She’ll probably Change fully clothed and need to be stripped fast so that she can run.” 
 
    “Got it,” Charlotte calls, and jogs after her friend to help. 
 
    To me, Finn tips his head. “You’ll be needing help too, won’t you?” He looks back to Susan. “This one,” he says of me. “So shy.” 
 
    With that, he pulls down his track pants. 
 
    Susan is hauling Maggie’s face into her thigh to preserve the child’s eyes, but she needn't worry. Finn has ripped down his pants only to reveal the loudest pair of board shorts ever created. 
 
    ‘KISS ME, I’M IRISH!’ they scream in shamrock green on black. 
 
    “Finn,” Susan huffs, shaking her head at him and letting Maggie loose. 
 
    “Come on,” I tell her, and I send a look at Finn. A grateful one. 
 
    He winks at me—because although I wouldn’t strip naked with humans present, I too am wearing board shorts that I can easily kick free of after I’ve Changed. And I’m not shy. 
 
    But neither of us is going to tell Susan that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    There are twenty-eight acres of cornfield. Ten miles of maze trail winds through it, but that’s the fun part for the humans. The shifters have their noses to rely on, an excellent sense of direction, and they’re poised and focused to reach their target: the barn. They aren’t about to bother with the maze. Every entrant is lined up, facing the long bare rows of dirt that run between the towering corn stalks. All challengers get busy turning into an array of colorful, mostly lupine shifters. 
 
    I’ve never seen Finn Change before. And after seeing every geographical morph of werewolf, including a red Ethiopian wolf (who, it turned out, is mated to an African Wild Dog shifter—just gorgeous!)—I’ve got a distracted sort of curiosity to see what color Finn’s inner animal is. 
 
    He’s positioned himself in the third row from the end. The end spot is Deek’s, nearest to the tree line at the edge of the field. Ginny is crouched, her muzzle aimed down the row between them. 
 
    Deek turns into his sleek chocolate lycanthrope self, and Maggie and I strip his furry body of his pants, shorts, and socks. His shoes, as always, simply fall off his feet when he steps out of them. 
 
    Charlotte is helping Ginny. At Charlotte’s gasp, I glance up, in the middle of folding Deek’s pants, and follow Charlotte’s shocked gaze. 
 
    She’s looking at the spot where Finn was standing a moment ago. 
 
    The spot where an animal is kicking off a garish pair of KISS ME, I’M IRISH! shorts. 
 
    It’s Finn. It has to be Finn. But he’s not a wolf. 
 
    “Is he… an Irish wolfhound?” Charlotte whispers, awed. 
 
    “He’s HUGE!” Maggie cries, thrilled. And she’s right—he dwarfs the werewolves around him. And werewolves aren’t small. 
 
    “Uhhh,” Charlotte protests in confusion. “Didn’t wolfhounds help exterminate wolves?” 
 
    The wolfhound in question turns his giant head, his jaws part, revealing a gleaming row of massive teeth—somehow, he’s flashing a perfectly recognizable Finn-grin on us. He wags a wiry-haired whip of a tail. 
 
    “I’m starting to think the Pack has a twisted sense of humor,” I say faintly. 
 
    Marú mac tíre, werewolves call him in secret. Wolf Killer. 
 
    Finn makes a coughing bark and launches into the field. 
 
    None of the other wolves follow him, although they tense, ready to spring. 
 
    “Why is Finn going first?” Maggie asks. 
 
    Deek sways his tail and taps her cheek with his nose reassuringly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her, but I think I have an idea as we watch Finn whip around shockingly fast, eyeing the row of werewolves along the edge of the field. I’ve only ever seen video clips of Irish wolfhounds when they’re relaxed, I guess, and it gave me the mistaken impression that they are a lumbering breed. 
 
    There is nothing slow or lumbering about Finn. His frame is all strong muscle and bone and surprising speed. Under bushy, wiry fur that curls off of his stop—that indentation where his muzzle is supposed to meet his forehead—his eyes are sharp, and for just the briefest moment, they’re different when he watches the werewolves on his periphery. His eyes have gone predatory. 
 
    But then Deek wurfs at him and Finn literally shakes himself. He turns, lowering his nose to the ground. His paws hit the dirt in an easy lope—and then his speed is blinding, he’s flying down his row of corn. 
 
    “It’s like watching a bullet train fly down its track,” Charlotte muses. “No wonder all the wolves in Ireland went extinct.” 
 
    “What’s everybody waiting for?” Maggie whispers loudly. 
 
    “I don’t think the other wolves can safely run with Finn, honey,” I whisper back. 
 
    I no more than say this when Finn flies back, looking just huge, and every werewolf in his vicinity freezes. 
 
    Like prey. 
 
    Deek, who's on the far side of his friend, drops to his belly and lowers his ears submissively. Finn barks—a deep, deafening sound that makes all our eyes widen—and with blinding speed, he lunges at Deek. Towering over him, he snaps his teeth playfully above his shoulders before he snatches his bucket’s handle in his mouth and tears off, zooming into the corn which doesn't look nearly as big when an Irish wolfhound is the measuring stick. 
 
    Deek low-sways his tail and affably trots to where Finn’s own bucket sits, and he takes that one since his friend stole his. With a happy look at where we’re standing, he turns and trots after his friend. 
 
    All the werewolves and other shifters recover their composure, racing after him and Finn with impressive speed. 
 
    We humans are left to traverse the maze in order to reach the barn everyone furry is hunting in. We start off in a group of other non-shifting people, happily getting lost in the corn maze while our werewolves clean out the farmer’s barn of mice and rats. 
 
    Hours later, with one very happy farmer, Ginny (who had help from Finn and Deek and others who scared mice into running in front of her) fills her bucket with the most rodents and wins the game. 
 
    Helping her win was a weirdly nice thing for the guys to do. For all of the wolves and shifters to do. 
 
    She’s proud as heck, her eyes shining with wild excitement when we make it to the barn, bearing her clothes so she can Change back into a human. 
 
    Sticking close to her is an enormous maned wolf named Hudson. Ginny looks tiny compared to his lanky form: a shifter with a storybook-red coat, crazy long black legs, a distinctive mane of fur, and a white-tipped tail. He’s a giant Brazilian fox, basically. The mane gives the impression of high-set shoulders though, almost tricking the eye into thinking he has a sloped back. In reality, he’s level as any werewolf, but his legs are practically a mile long. 
 
    And Ginny keeps taking surreptitious sniffs of the air, like the bright red male beside her is wearing incredible cologne. 
 
    Finn had been delighted when she showed such interest in the scent earlier. He’d identified it as belonging to a Brazilian visitor, and it’s clear Hudson is the scent she noticed, the one that captured her attention over the deliciousness of candy apples. 
 
    I want to ask all the questions, and I’m watching them like hawks. To my great interest (and Finn’s and Deek’s and several other shifters in the vicinity), Hudson seems just as keen on Ginny’s smell. He even boldly puts his nose into her ruff, inhales hard enough to stretch his skin so tight it shows the dips between his ribs, and wags his tail. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    When everybody Changes back, he asks Ginny what she’s doing next, and when she tells him about the upcoming crash course in performing a car’s oil change, he asks her if she’d mind if he tagged along. 
 
    Shyly, she shakes her head. 
 
    And when we walk to the garage where the minor medical mechanical procedure will be taking place, Hudson walks so close to Ginny that their shoulders brush, and to my intense interest, she doesn’t shy away. In fact, more than once, she glances up at him where he towers above her, and smiles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Today was church for me, and to my quiet delight, Susan and her whole brood stayed for the service. 
 
    I drag the heel of my hand over my chest, right over my heart, reliving how it made me feel to look up and lock eyes with Susan. 
 
    It was awesome. 
 
    Now we’re back home. Susan’s home. 
 
    “Hey, Deek, did you smell the cookies?” Charlotte asks. 
 
    I’m at the top of the stairs, having abandoned my notes for next week’s Bible study because I was being driven insane by the scent of sugary, buttery baked goodness. “Yes.” 
 
    Charlotte’s smile is a little too sparkly. Something tells me not to trust it. “Great! Have a seat.” 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, I sweep my gaze to the side of her. She’s got her school notebook on the island next to a plate that doesn’t have a crumb on it. There’s also an empty glass set upside-down beside it, clean. 
 
    Just… waiting. 
 
    I flash her a glance. “This feels oddly like a setup.” 
 
    She’s still smiling. “It is. Sit.” 
 
    I do. 
 
    “Thank you.” She drops a wafer on the plate. 
 
    I lean in, peering at it. “What the…” 
 
    “It’s chocolate chip,” Charlotte offers. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree. “As in there is a single chocolate chip on it, period.” I pick up the coin-sized disk and scarf it down. 
 
    Charlotte takes the glass and fills it with milk, returning it to the side of the plate. She moves around the island so that she’s across from me, and tugs her notebook in front of herself, raising her pen and scratching the tip across the paper for a moment before she sets it down, and folds her hands over what she wrote. 
 
    I thought, when I came up here, that I’d get cookies. Not the world’s tiniest piece of a cookie. Feeling cheated, I glance up and meet Charlotte’s eyes. “You’re mean.” 
 
    She smiles huge and from out of nowhere produces another coin-sized cookie. “Here.” 
 
    I stuff it in my mouth. Dropping my gaze mistrustfully to her now-empty hands, I dart looks around the kitchen, wondering where the rest of them are. When I don’t find any, I look back to her. To her face. I meet her very direct gaze. 
 
    She grins. “Good job.” She sets another cookie on my plate. 
 
    “Where are you getting these?” I ask. 
 
    When she doesn’t answer, I glance up at her again, staring into her eyes with confusion. 
 
    She only smiles. “You’re doing great, Deek.” She gives me another cookie. 
 
    Mulishly, I take the single bite it requires to chew it and toss back milk. And defiantly, I meet her eyes. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Her bright expression does not dim under my glower. She deposits another treat on my plate. “I’m taking a psychology class.” 
 
    I frown, my gaze jumping from her hands to her face. “Aren’t you in, like, what? Seventh grade?” 
 
    She hands me another cookie. “Technically, but I’m taking advanced classes. Right now, I’m writing a paper on operant conditioning. You’re my guinea pig.” 
 
    I stare at her. “Your what?” 
 
    She smiles and hands me another cookie. “Very good, Deek.” 
 
    I stuff the cookie in my mouth and back off of the stool. 
 
    “Wait!” she cries, and when she stands, I see she was huddled over a Tupperware container of oven-fresh cookie bites. 
 
    I look her dead in the eye. 
 
    Her eyes widen, and she stops. “Oh, that’s good. Hang on.” She snatches two cookies out of the container and thrusts them out at me. 
 
    Ginny rounds the corner into the kitchen. “Did it work?” 
 
    My gaze darts from her to Charlotte. “Did what work?” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes sparkle as she hands me another cookie. “His reactions are textbook.” To me, she explains, “Your conditioning. You’re nailing it.” 
 
    “Aww, way to go, Deek,” Ginny congratulates. She pulls a glass down from the cupboard and fills it with milk. 
 
    Grinding the cookie with my molars, it’s so small it’s easy to ask around it, “What, exactly, are you conditioning me to do?” Nerves are making my hair sprout. My arms itch. 
 
    Charlotte passes me another cookie, never breaking our gaze. “Make eye contact.” 
 
    With my behavior pointed out, I immediately drop my gaze. “Why?” 
 
    “Because it isn’t bad for you to look at us. You’ve been doing it more and more on your own, and Finn said it’s a sign that you’ve grown comfortable. I know that extended eye contact is something you can’t do, but I wanted to see if applying a reward for desired behavior—eye contact—would help you acclimate faster.” When I slide a look up at her, she presses a cookie into my hand. “I started yesterday with no rewards, and took note of how often you made eye contact and for how long. The difference between that and now will boggle your mind.” 
 
    “You boggle my mind,” I mutter. “Give me the container.” 
 
    When she doesn’t say anything or even move, I glance up. 
 
    She’s grinning so big, I roll my eyes. She hands over the Tupperware dish full of mini cookies, and I snatch it up, reclaiming my spot near the milk. “I’m telling your mother.” 
 
    “Hey, can I have some?” Ginny asks me. 
 
    I pass her the container, and she picks out a few. 
 
    “Speaking of my mom,” Charlotte says, in a measured tone I don’t trust. “I noted that of all of us, you look at her the most.” She darts a sly look at me, one I see because I’m staring at her cheek. “And you make direct eye contact with her for the longest.” 
 
    I reach into the Tupperware, catch a handful of cookies, and cram them into my mouth. 
 
    “Deek?” she asks. 
 
    I look into her eyes. 
 
    Charlotte claps. “Yay!” 
 
    Ginny pats me on the back. “So proud of you!” 
 
    “You like my mom,” Charlotte announces. “As in, you like her, like her.” 
 
    Mercifully, Susan and Maggie are grocery shopping, so there’s thankfully no one but us who hears her point this out.  
 
    Although… Finn forbade me from telling Susan what she is to me. 
 
    But he never said I couldn’t tell Charlotte. Or Ginny. 
 
    My eyes do not lower from Charlotte’s when I confess, “She’s my mate.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    FRIDAY 
 
    “Just seated a couple at table six, Sue,” Sally, the pub’s hostess of the day, says over the music, a rousing rendition of “The Wild Rover.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I call, pulling out my notepad and pen, adjusting the strap on my wrist brace. I’ve found that my wrist does perfectly fine as long as I baby it at work, so that’s what I’m doing. I look to table six—and do a double-take. “Carly?” 
 
    A young woman with purple hair so vibrant she nearly matches Finn’s car is sitting with her profile to me. At the sound of her name, she looks up—and surprise is chased over her face by delight. “Mrs. Bennet!” 
 
    She stands, I meet her at the table, and she throws her arms around my shoulders. “I miss your family!” she cries. 
 
    I squeeze her before pulling back. “It’s Ms. Taylor now. I’m divorced. And man have we missed you too! You ruined us for all normal babysitters, no joke.” 
 
    Carly turns to the man seated across from her. He’s smiling at us, holding out a toy to a toddler in a height chair. “Hon, you remember Ms. Taylor from when I was babysitting.” 
 
    He smiles at me. “I do. Nice to see you again, ma’am.” 
 
    I bite my lip, trying to recall his name. “Antonio?” 
 
    He’s just opening his mouth to provide his introduction, but he stops, brightening. “That’s me.” 
 
    I slap my hand over my heart, looking between them. “You two were the cutest couple, and you still are!” I look down at their baby. “And who is this?” 
 
    “This is our Emiliano,” Carly says proudly. “And it is so nice that we’re getting to see you! I still talk about you guys all the time.” 
 
    I pull her into another fast hug and let her go. “It is nice.” I’m grinning ear to ear. “All right. Let’s get you guys fed.” I take their order, and I’m about to head for the kitchen to put it in, but before I do, I share, “And really, I’m just Susan to you. You know, since you don’t work for me anymore.” 
 
    Carly’s smile is rueful. “I wish I did. Man, that was a great job. Charlotte has to be all grown up now.” Her eyes bug out. “And Maggie! She was like… eleven months?” 
 
    “She’s six now. And Charlotte, some days, seems all grown up all right. She’s fourteen.” I tap my order pad on the corner of their table and smile at their son before looking between the couple. “Carly, if you ever want to get into babysitting again, let me know.” 
 
    “I actually still babysit,” she says. “We’ve been talking about setting up a daycare, but for now I go to whoever asks for me. Most kids though,” she grimaces and looks at me, bewildered. “People do not raise their kids right. Your girls spoiled me for everyone else,” she claims, laughing. 
 
    I just look at her. “Are you serious? You’re still taking jobs?” 
 
    Finn murmurs, “Gabh mo leithscéal,” as he moves past me, his version of excuse me as he leads a big group to their table. That he’s on the floor means we’re filling up, so I need to hustle. 
 
    Carly folds her hands together like she’s praying and leans forward. “After Christmas, I’ve got nobody lined up. I would babysit for you in a heartbeat. Name the time and the day.” 
 
    I rip off a sheet of order paper and flip it over, writing down my number. I meet her eyes. “Consider yourself hired. We’ll see you after Christmas.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    “Welcome home, Susan,” I call out in greeting as I bound up the basement stairs. 
 
    She’s shucking her sneakers by the front door, looking work-weary. At the sight of me or the sound of my voice, she smiles. “Hey, you, I have to talk to you. Were you working?” 
 
    I nod. “Next week’s notes. But this time for Sunday school. I’m long overdue to switch places with our Youth Pastor.” 
 
    “Ah. I’d almost pay to see you teaching them. You light up when you’re around kids.” She rubs at her ankle absently, which makes me want to tend to the spot for her. Just walk up to her, have her wrap her arms around my shoulders to brace herself, and I’d raise her leg and rub her ankle (and probably think really unvirtuous thoughts the moment my skin met hers). More and more, I’m experiencing drives to take care of her, and it’s slowly driving me nuts to clamp down on my instincts. “Anyway, I have some good news,” she says with a tired grin. “In a few weeks, you’ll be able to go back to devoting all your time to church again.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She straightens and places her hands on the small of her back, stretching. 
 
    The action strains the confines of the tank top Finn ordered her to wear. As I watch her breasts try to pop out the top, I hate Finn, and I love him. 
 
    “—but I have to be honest with you: I’m going to miss you like crazy.” 
 
    Wait. What? 
 
    My eyes leap from her visibly pebbled nipples to her eyes. It isn’t my caretaking instincts hammering at me now. At least, it’s not just my caretaking instincts. I would like to rub her back for her because it’s obviously hurting. But I would also like to rub her everywhere. “What?” 
 
    She ducks. “I mean, we will miss you like crazy.” 
 
    “Miss me?” 
 
    She gives me a confused look. “Well, yeah. You’ve… become part of the family.” She shrugs, the gesture entirely a sad one. “It’ll be good for you to get your life back, I know that. It’s just—I know it’s crazy, but I’ve grown attached to you.” 
 
    “I’m attached to you too,” I blurt. 
 
    At her surprised glance, I drop my gaze from her face. “Can you back up and tell me your news again? I zoned out and missed something important.” 
 
    “Oh!” She sounds relieved. “Gotcha. Well, the best babysitter we ever had—prior to you—was this sweetheart of a girl named Carly. She came into the pub today and we got to talking and she said she’d love to babysit for us again. She said she’s free after Christmas, so…” Sue hobbles past me to the island to one of the barstools. “Your time will be your own again in just a few weeks.” 
 
    “Weeks,” I wheeze, sucker punched. 
 
    “Yeah,” she says sadly. Her eyes drift to mine, and I would only be capable of tearing my gaze away if she ordered me to. “I don’t know how I’m going to break the news to—” 
 
    “MOM! You’re home!” Maggie calls excitedly, dashing into the kitchen to reunite with her mother while my world ends. 
 
    “What were you up to?” Susan asks her. “Where’s Char and Ginny?” 
 
    “The trampoline,” Maggie explains. “Ginny and Charlotte told Deek they’d watch me while we played. Can I have ice cream?” 
 
    Charlotte and Ginny’s groans can be heard two full seconds before their arrival. “We told her she had to wait and ask when you got home,” Ginny explains, trudging into the kitchen. 
 
    “Did you eat your vegetables?” Susan asks. 
 
    Maggie grimaces. “Sort of.” 
 
    Susan’s eyes narrow. “What does ‘sort of’ mean?” 
 
    Maggie points to me. “Deek ate them.” 
 
    I nearly drop to the floor at Susan’s laser-like stare. “Explain.” 
 
    Resisting the urge to crouch, I raise my shoulders. “Her Brussels sprouts kept rolling off her plate. I didn’t want to waste them.” 
 
    Everyone but Maggie is making a face. At me. I give in to the urge to crouch on the tile after all. 
 
    “You ate them off of the floor?” Susan asks. 
 
    “As a wolf,” I explain lamely. “It’s not… you know, somehow, it’s less gross than it sounds.” 
 
    “Brussels sprouts are gross all the time,” Maggie corrects. 
 
    “Not when they’re fried in bacon grease,” I contend. “Maggie, you missed out.” 
 
    “You fried her vegetables in bacon grease?” Ginny asks. 
 
    “The pub does that too with vegetables,” Susan tells her. “They are crazy good,” she admits.” 
 
    “You’re saying frying it in bacon grease makes it taste good? Brussels sprouts? Really?” Charlotte questions. 
 
    “Anything,” Susan and I say together with real feeling. 
 
    “It’s approved for the keto diet,” I tell them. “Look it up.” 
 
    Ginny pulls out her cell phone. “I’m going to verify this.” 
 
    “Maybe it is, but I bet they don’t say anything about eating them off the floor,” Charlotte points out. 
 
    I shrug. “Bet you won’t find anything in the keto literature that says you shouldn’t.” 
 
    Ginny laughs. “Nice comeback, Deek.” 
 
    Still crouched, I drop a bracing hand to the floor to take a little bow. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Since we’re all here,” Susan starts, a hesitant quality to her tone, “we need to make an announcement.” I swear I can feel her gaze on me. 
 
    Charlotte—who has been waiting (patiently?) all week for me to magically manage to woo her mother, marry her, and live happily ever after with their family forever—squeals in delight. My eyes jump up and pin her, trying to convey caution. 
 
    Everyone is looking at Charlotte—and she’s looking between her mother and me. 
 
    Charlotte lowers her fists, which she’d been raising in a sort of victory cheer. Her excitement melts to confusion, then concern. She glances at me again, apologetically. “I think I got ahead of myself.” 
 
    “About what?” Susan asks. 
 
    Charlotte gestures to her. “No, no, you first. What’s the news then?” 
 
    Susan is eyeing her, one eyelid lowered in a suspicious squint. “Okay, well, Carly was at the pub today.” 
 
    “Carly?” Charlotte asks, her voice warming. “Aww, I miss her. She rocked! Did you say hi for me?” 
 
    “More than that,” Susan says. “She’s coming to babysit in December.” 
 
    Charlotte and Ginny go very still. 
 
    Maggie does not. She looks straight at her mother and crosses her arms. “She can’t babysit here. It’s Deek’s job.” 
 
    Susan finger-combs her hair behind her little ears. “It won’t be anymore, honey. Deek has a life he’s putting on hold for us. It’s not fair to ask him to do it forever.” 
 
    “But, Mom…” Charlotte says, mouth opening and closing like a fish, her gaze shooting between Susan and me like she’s at a ping pong match. 
 
    “But what?” Susan asks. 
 
    Ginny puts a restraining hand on Charlotte’s shoulder, because on Sunday when I admitted to them that Susan is my anamchara, I explained that I’ve been forbidden from telling Susan that she’s my soulmate. 
 
    I didn’t tell them to tell her for me, because I’m above using children like they’re proverbial love notes written on Lisa Frank notebook paper to be passed during class. 
 
    (Yes, I know what Lisa Frank school stuff is. I was born in a wolf den, not a barn.) 
 
    I also didn’t instruct them to tell Susan because I’ve become convinced that Finn is right in regards to directness. If I stood, walked to Susan right now, and declared to her that she’s my soulmate? She’d panic. She’d retreat, probably try to tell me that I’m mistaken. 
 
    I’m not. 
 
    She’d probably imagine a million scenarios of how badly a future partnership between us would burn down to the ground—all because she’s been burned so badly she can’t see any hope or point in risking herself again. 
 
    I understand why she’s got walls. Unfortunately, I don’t know how to help her over them yet. In order to convince her that we make a good team—we already make a good team—I need to convince her that I’d never hurt her. I’ll never betray her, never dishonor her, never abandon her. 
 
    She can trust me. She already trusts me with her family—now I need to convince her that I can be trusted with her heart. Somehow. 
 
    Susan is watching the girls like she thinks they’re acting a little crazy and she can’t quite put her finger on why that is. When Charlotte seals her lips and averts her gaze, Susan looks confused but turns her attention to me. “Annnyway. Back to the topic.” Her smile, which is where my gaze is aimed, is sad. Seeing the downward bow and tight creases of it tugs my eyes up until my stare is locked to hers. 
 
    Gently, she says, “I guess this is the beginning of goodbye.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Following my announcement, I thought Deek might be quietly pleased. Instead, he looked like a bomb had gone off. 
 
    The vibe throughout the whole kitchen was weird. Maggie was pouting—she doesn’t remember Carly at all, so she can imagine no one better than Deek. Really, Deek’s so honest-to-goodness good with her that it’s no wonder she’s developed prejudice against having anyone but him around. It’s going to be hard to fight her misgivings. 
 
    But even Charlotte wasn’t enthusiastic—and she loved Carly. 
 
    Deek himself though? He was being more than his characteristic quiet self. He was almost… troubled. 
 
    On one hand, I’m surprised. You’d think this would be great news for him. But on the other hand, it secretly warmed my heart a little. Okay, more than a little. It says a lot about how nice a guy he is that he’s not looking forward to the day when he gets cut loose from playing an awesome babysitter for us anymore. 
 
    When the girls retreat to the backyard to play on the trampoline (surprisingly not after consuming ice cream—hearing the news that Deek will be leaving put Maggie in such a terrible mood that she said she wasn’t hungry anymore), I head to my room to change into regular clothes. 
 
    Hair up in a knot, sporting leggings and a wine-colored layered tunic with an artfully uneven hemline, I pad into the kitchen and pull the cranberry juice from the fridge. 
 
    I nudge the door shut with my hip, revealing Deek. 
 
    I gasp and drop the juice. 
 
    “Sorry!” Deek groans, catching it with an effortless yet lightning fast grab. 
 
    Laughing, I take it back from him. “Déjà vu.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine, questioning. 
 
    “When you first got here. You spooked me and I ended up wearing my tea.” I gesture at myself. “At least this time it was a closed container.” I turn to get a cup from the cupboard. “How was your day? Besides work, I mean.” 
 
    “I need to—good. It was good,” he replies, cutting off what he’d started to say in order to be polite and answer my question. 
 
    “What do you need to do?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder at him and capping the cranberry. I move to return it to the fridge. Before I set it on the shelf, I look to him, watching his eyes drop from where they’d been on my face. “Want some?” 
 
    “No. But thanks.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shut the fridge and grab my glass of juice, sipping it. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave in December,” Deek says suddenly. 
 
    Startled, I blink at him. 
 
    He’s not looking at me. He’s making fists, stacking them on each other, and holding them tightly over his chest like he’s preparing to protect his heart. “I want to have Christmas with you—” 
 
    “Well, you can—” 
 
    “And I want to have New Years.” 
 
    “Wow. Well, Deek—” 
 
    “Lucan,” he corrects. His eyes flicker up to mine. “Call me Lucan.” 
 
    “Oh.” My heart is beating strangely. And sort of fast. “Lucan.” 
 
    His eyes fall shut. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Why does everyone call you Deek?” I ask. 
 
    He snorts softly, his eyes opening again, gaze hitting my chin or maybe even my lips. “I was elected to be a deacon at the church when I was nineteen.” 
 
    “Young,” I murmur. 
 
    He nods. “I want to help people. I help a lot of people through the church.” He shrugs. “Anyway, our pastor at the time ordained me, and because I was one of three deacons, I became Deacon Lucan—which was ridiculous to say and even more to hear. Especially as a scrawny teen. It got shortened to Deek, and it stuck. I’ve been Deek ever since.” 
 
    I smile. I don’t know what about this strikes me as cute, but it does. I shake myself though and get to the point. “You know, I think we made it pretty clear today that none of us want to see you go. We’ll be thrilled if you want to stay til New Years. I’ll call Carly and schedule—” 
 
    “Then I want Valentine’s Day,” Deek—Lucan—says suddenly. 
 
    I set down my juice. 
 
    A muscle is ticcing in Lucan’s jaw, but it’s not from anger. He’s beginning to bristle with fur—a dead giveaway that he’s nervous. “And then I want St. Paddy’s Day—” 
 
    “You werewolves are really into St. Paddy’s Day,” I share unthinkingly. 
 
    “You have that impression because you know a lot of Irish wolves,” he says simply. 
 
    I nod, thinking of the pub. “You should have been there when I wrote the daily special as ‘Saint Patty’s.” All those Irishmen and women squawking at me in their pretty accents. ‘Patty is a woman! It’s Saint Patrick—Paddy!’ 
 
    “Susan?” 
 
    “Hmm?” My eyes focus to find Lucan’s gaze locked to mine. 
 
    He swallows. “I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    “Maggie doesn’t want you to go either—” I start. 
 
    Lucan’s head drops, and so does the hand that was combing up the back of his neck, which is now a mane of fur. 
 
    “—so you’ve got to know we’d love to have you stay. But… how long are you thinking? Carly won’t be able to wait forever. She’s great—she’ll get snapped up and then we’ll be back to where we started. So… how long do you want to stay, exactly?” 
 
    The silence following my question is so quiet, I’m struck at how odd it is that I’m hearing thunder. The sky was clear a minute ago. But then I realize my heart is pounding that loudly. 
 
    “You aren’t ready for me to answer this question,” Lucan tells the floor quietly. “But please don’t make me leave you,” he says low, his voice resonant with feeling. “You don’t know what that would do to me.” 
 
    “Well… at least let me start paying you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Lucan,” I sputter. “You can’t keep slaving away for free. And I know that Finn said you wouldn’t be taking money for this job, but by the end of day one, I knew you were worth it. I’ve been taking out your fee from my paycheck every week figuring the day you left, I’d slip a wad of cash into your duffel bag. You’d get back to the Pack and your bag would look like you’ve been money laundering for months.” 
 
    Lucan meets my eyes. “I won’t take your money.” 
 
    I snatch my juice and knock it back like it’s something a lot stronger than cranberry. “You won’t accept your paycheck but you want to keep working the job? Why on Earth—” 
 
    “Because,” Lucan says, gaze still holding mine. “Maggie is wonderful.” 
 
    My heart warms. “I’m glad you—” 
 
    “And Charlotte is great. And so is Ginny. And I don’t want to leave you,” Lucan adds, the abnormally strong eye contact adding so much weight to his statement. “Ever.” 
 
    I can only stare at him. 
 
    With no small amount of shock, I can’t fail to notice he’s staring right back. 
 
    I’m frozen, and I don’t unfreeze when Lucan takes two swift steps forward, slides his hand up my nape, and fists his fingers in my messily tied up hair. It tumbles down, bouncing against his wrist and fanning out. 
 
    His gaze is level but full of nerves, and I don’t move a muscle as he leans in and fits his lips over mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    I feel like I’ve never been kissed before. Lord, this feels good. My body is hot everywhere and my knees—I can’t feel them, and my hands find Lucan’s arms and then his chest and then they’re on his shoulders. My arms slide around his neck, and his lips are whisper-soft. 
 
    They’re also firm, so strong, sliding over mine, his breath a silent rush between us, and if his eyes are open, I can’t tell. Because mine have slid closed, and the heat of him, his scent, his hardness everywhere he’s touching me and I’m touching him—I’m instantly drunk on it. 
 
    “Susan,” he groans, his chest broad and exciting against mine. His heart is pounding, and something about this makes me hold onto his neck tighter, makes me tilt my head, makes me take control of the kiss that started bold but has turned cautious. 
 
    Or maybe it’s simply that my partner is untutored. Lucan sucks in a breath like he’s shocked or maybe on the verge of heart failure when I lick the seam of his lips. 
 
    This sound from him—this reaction, considering the way I feel his heartbeats slam harder from his chest into mine—has my eyes sliding open to watch him from under my lashes, my gaze suddenly feeling heavy-lidded as I tease his lips into parting enough to admit my tongue. 
 
    His eyes are wide, and the fist he’s made at my nape still grips my hair, but he isn’t using it to guide me. Now he’s just holding the heck on. 
 
    His other hand, which had been at the small of my back, slides up, cradling me to him. There’s not an ounce of demand in his touch, yet I can taste the strength of his desire. That Lucan desires me—me—it’s… revolutionary. 
 
    He wants me. 
 
    His breath shudders from him, his chest actually shaking with the expulsion. His eyes and breathing and the gentle way he’s holding me… it’s like he’s in a state of awe. 
 
    “More,” I whisper to him. 
 
    “Mommm?” Maggie calls, the back door clapping shut as she enters the house. 
 
    We both go stock still. 
 
    I almost don’t hear the hissed “Shhhh!” 
 
    But I do hear it. It comes from Charlotte or Ginny. Not like a ‘lower your voice, we’re tired of telling you that you’re being too loud’ but a ‘QUIET, don’t interrupt them!’ 
 
    I pull back from Lucan like the police have shined a spotlight on me. Although it must be too late. I’m not surprised at all that Lucan was so distracted that he missed noticing their arrival (that a werewolf could be so distracted with a simple kiss has me thinking we should feel a little proud of us, honestly), but Ginny or Charlotte must have seen us kissing. 
 
    Kissing! Me! Lucan! 
 
    Kissing. 
 
    My pulse is racing. I can feel it everywhere—my thumbs, my wrists, my heart. 
 
    Also? I’m throbbing between my legs, and all we did was kiss. 
 
    He doesn’t want to leave me. That’s what he said. And when he met my eyes like that, said the words like they were being dragged from him, I believed him. 
 
    I glance over. 
 
    Lucan is breathing like he’s run a marathon, and he’s staring off to the side, at the wall on the opposite side of the kitchen. He hasn’t moved a muscle since I drew back. 
 
    Maggie still hasn’t come around the corner. The fact that she hasn’t made another sound confirms my suspicion: Ginny or Charlotte intercepted her so that she wouldn’t interrupt us. 
 
    Clearing my throat twice, I call, “What is it, honey?” 
 
    There’s no answer. 
 
    Not chancing another look at Lucan, I step around him on legs about as steady as rubbery celery sticks. When I round the hallway, I find all three girls, and Maggie is being gagged by Charlotte’s hand. 
 
    Charlotte and Ginny look vaguely guilty. Maggie looks confused. 
 
    Without me having to tell her, Charlotte lets her sister loose. 
 
    Ginny hugs herself and Charlotte is biting her lip. 
 
    Maggie is appalled at her treatment. “What did you grab me for? I didn’t do anything wrong!” She huffs and stomps away from them. “Mom, now I’m upset. Can I have a cookie?” 
 
    Nonplussed, thrown, I laugh. “Wait. If you’re upset, you think you get a cookie?” 
 
    Maggie nods. “Yes. Cookies make me feel better. And ice cream,” she adds. 
 
    “Sheesh, Snow Pea,” Charlotte mutters from behind her. 
 
    “You think so?” I ask Maggie, smiling despite myself. 
 
    “Yes, and there’s chocolate cherry ice cream for you,” Maggie coaxes, trying to win me over. 
 
    “Nice try,” I tell her. “I finished that the other day. Sadly.” 
 
    Maggie moves past me for the kitchen. “Deek got you more.” 
 
    I feel a bolt of pleasure slam through me. “He did?” 
 
    I follow her into the kitchen and to my surprise, Deek is still there. I honestly expected him to escape the crackling tension by scurrying to the basement. 
 
    Instead, he’s standing tall, hands at his sides—and he’s looking at me. 
 
    “You got me ice cream?” I find myself asking. 
 
    He dips his chin, dropping his eyes from mine, lowering his gaze to my throat. “Maggie and I walked to the gas station.” 
 
    I’m touched. Not only was this thoughtful—this was a nice gift because the gas station price-gouges like crazy. He spent a small fortune getting me a treat. Plus, he braved shopping for me. New sights, sounds, smells, people, stares. For Lucan, this is like… 
 
    A gesture. From Lucan, this is a huge gesture. 
 
    Somewhat absently, I skim my fingers over my collarbones—a self-soothing behavior that stops being absent in any way when Lucan’s eyes zero in on where I’m touching myself. 
 
    His gaze slowly raises to mine, and our eyes lock. My heartbeat speeds up in excitement only for him to swing his eyes to the other side of the kitchen. To the vicinity of the basement door, where he may retreat. Where’s he’s sure to retreat if I don’t give him some sort of signal or declaration. 
 
    And I know with a clarity so perfect I can almost hear my thoughts being spoken aloud: he’s shown that he wants you. Now it’s your turn. 
 
    I’m suddenly hit with the memory of listening to Lucan covering the history of Ruth, and Deborah, and that tough-as-nails tent-peg lady. If their stories have proved nothing else, it’s that sometimes a woman has to take the reins. With Lucan’s natural inclination to be submissive, I feel it in my bones that if I want him, I need to make the next move. 
 
    He’s amazing with the girls. 
 
    He helps out around the house without ever being asked. 
 
    He’s respectful, he’s sweet, and he cares about us. 
 
    He cares about me. He wants me. 
 
    And he’s never so much as looked at another woman. 
 
    That last thought is only a little whisper, but I hear it matter-of-factly and acknowledge it all the same. Because for me, this last little truth is a really big deal. 
 
    Epiphany strikes me like a lightning bolt: I trust Lucan. I mean, I deeply, deeply firmly believe that he’s an earnest, honest man. A man who desperately just wants to do the right thing. He may screw up by shifting in a school parking lot and eating a couple of cute rodents in front of all the grade schoolers, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have integrity. His intentions are always good. The memory of him getting upset at seeing Ginny’s bruises on the day he met her, of how he sent word to Finn asking for help even though he expected that I’d be angry at him for it—he still did it. Because it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Doing the right thing is so hard sometimes. For a subordinate personality who desires to follow orders, that he was driven to do something he perceived to be against my wishes in order to save a girl shows that he’s submissive yet strong. 
 
    I may have to take the next step here, but he did make the first move. That took guts. So yeah, he may be submissive, but it doesn’t mean that we as a couple would be unbalanced. Don’t be afraid of him—of a relationship with him. 
 
    I don’t realize that all three girls are being unnaturally still and silent until Lucan takes a step back and the set of his shoulders—rigid with tension—stays proud even while he turns to retreat to the basement. 
 
    “Wait,” I tell him. 
 
    He freezes. 
 
    The white of his eye is very stark as he watches me without changing the angle of his head. He’s stopped breathing, waiting for me to speak. 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave either,” I tell him. 
 
    Lucan’s muscles all jump like he’s been hit with electricity. 
 
    Maggie gasps and looks between us in horror. “Deek’s leaving?” 
 
    Ginny’s hand seals over Maggie’s mouth and Charlotte’s arms drop around Maggie to capture her from behind in a move that’s a little disturbing and not entirely unlike a praying mantis. 
 
    Lucan spares them all a glance, and then his eyes are on me. His body turns towards me, face so blank I can’t read him, except that his brows are pinched a little worriedly, or from stress, more likely. But I do watch as his Adam’s apple moves slowly in a strong swallow. 
 
    I cast around for what I should say next. You know, movies and TV never prepare you for real life dialogue when you’re asking the werewolf who babysits your children to remain living with you because you want to explore the feelings the two of you have developed for each other. 
 
    “Lucan,” I lick my lips, and his gaze lowers to watch me do it, “can I talk to you in private?” 
 
    “We’ll go outside!” Charlotte volunteers, her and Ginny beginning to steer Maggie towards the backyard. 
 
    “First,” Deek announces quietly, “I need to make a call.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    To say Lucan is agitated when he emerges from the basement not two minutes after heading down, is an understatement. 
 
    “No reception?” I ask. I’m standing at the kitchen island, cleaning the junk drawers. This isn’t a usual occurrence for me—evidenced by the fact that we have more than one drawer dedicated to miscellaneous crap—but I have to say that it’s helping to keep a lid on my nerves. 
 
    It was better than trying to listen in at the basement door. 
 
    An impulse that not only made me roll my eyes at myself in disgust, but caused me to seek the junk drawers as punishment. 
 
    “Reception’s fine,” Lucan replies, his voice oddly tight. “It’s the recipient who’s the problem.” 
 
    I glance over at him and find he’s watching me warily. 
 
    “What? And who?” I ask. 
 
    Lucan’s head whips to the front door, and his ears sprout fur and shift from a man’s to a wolf’s. 
 
    There’s a knock, followed by Lucan going full werewolf and launching forward. 
 
    He hits the door before I can even round the island. “Hang on!” I tell him, giving him a look that plainly says he’s being crazy. My feet swiftly carry me to him, quickly helping to free him of his clothes before I’m nudging him aside with my hip and peeking out through the peephole. 
 
    Somehow, I’m not surprised to find a grinning Finn waiting on the other side. 
 
    Pulling back the lock and twisting the handle, I eye him and Lucan as I drag the door open wide. “Hiiii,” I say slowly. 
 
    “Howeyeh, Sue!” Finn calls heartily—and then he leans forward, snatches up a bristling Lucan, and begins hauling our wolf bodily to his car. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” 
 
    Finn’s voice is barely strained even with the way Lucan is fighting to get free. “I happened to be in the area—lucky thing for this scabby mutt—” 
 
    Clearly this is a shifter insult. Lucan’s coat is plush and glossy because Maggie loves to brush his coat until it shines with health. 
 
    “—when I got an inadvertent bat signal that had me hustling to you to lend my special brand of help.” He’s reached his car and without too much effort, manages to squeeze Lucan’s grunting, twisting, kicking frame tight against his chest so that he has the hand free he needs in order to pop open his car door. 
 
    He shoves Lucan inside. 
 
    Slamming the car door shut just in time to keep a rebounding Lucan in it, Finn points to the rocking car and orders, “Do not hurt Esmerelda.” 
 
    Lucan freezes, strong clawed paw raised to scrape the window. He lowers it, along with his gaze—but he still bares his teeth. 
 
    “You named this Esmerelda?” I ask, trying not to stare too hard at the paint job. The color literally hurts my eyes. The purple is that intense. 
 
    “A beautiful name for a beautiful lady,” Finn declares, and he turns to me. 
 
    Behind him, subsonic vibrations are beginning to make the windows quake. Lucan is growling. 
 
    Unworried, Finn gives me a smile that any other time would probably feel reassuring. “Let’s have a chat.” 
 
    A man's muffled scream erupts from the back half of… Esmerelda. “Help me!” 
 
    My eyes shoot to Lucan, but the scream sure didn’t come from him. He’s cocked his head, his ears pricked, and he’s staring at the back seat, giving the impression that the sound originated... From the trunk? Then he’s back to growling, gaze snapping to Finn. 
 
    “Finn?” I ask. 
 
    Sending a lazy two-fingered salute to Lucan, he shrugs, unworried. “Boot's full of business at the moment, yeah. I told you I was in the area; I helped a garl with a wee problem she was havin’. Serious cunt—him, not her. Let’s carry on.” 
 
    I don’t even—whatever. 
 
    He doesn’t move to go inside and I don’t either. Faintly, I can hear the squeak of trampoline springs and the occasional laugh from one of the girls as the sounds of their play drifts in our direction. Whimpered pleas from a human throat and the growl-induced shuddering of Esmerelda’s windows above her glaringly painted door panel is concerning, but by Finn’s placid expression, I might be the only one worried about these things. 
 
    “Our Lucan rang me up for permission to tell you something,” Finn explains. “I was afraid he’d muck it up, so here I am.” 
 
    I stare at him. “You showed up to have the discussion Lucan and I were going to have in private?” 
 
    “I showed up to help handle a very delicate situation,” he claims. My gaze sharpens on him, and I finally notice him—he’s in well-loved blue jeans and his typical steel-toed boots, which I’ve always thought must be murder to stand on all day, but he does it and never complains, and he’s sporting a black leather jacket with open lapels, silver snaps, and a zipper above his breast pocket that has a piece of folded paper sticking out of it. There’s writing scrawled on it: ‘Thank you, Finn,’ it starts. 
 
    Under the black leather is a white shirt bearing The Gargled Werewolf’s logo. 
 
    (Only a little bitterly, I mentally glare that he’s not stuck in a teeny tiny tank top for work. However, I bet his gratuity tabs at the end of the day aren’t as nice as the female staff have been seeing. Not anymore. Tits make tips, we’ve found out.) 
 
    Finn smooths a hand through his wiry hair. “Sue, a stór, I’m about to arrange the impossible and give you two some much-needed privacy.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “You showed up unannounced to give us privacy? How do you figure?” 
 
    Finn shrugs and turns to wave at a Dodge truck that’s pulling up to the curb. “I wouldn’t call my arrival unannounced. The moment I hung up on Deek, he knew I was coming.” 
 
    Out of the truck steps Rooker, alpha werewolf and fellow employee at the pub. He reaches to the passenger seat and extricates a stack of what has to be a dozen insulated The Gargled Werewolf Pub carry-out boxes. By their shape and dimensions, they can only be pizza boxes. 
 
    Rooker looks to Finn. “You rang?” He sends me a chin jerk. “Hullo, Sue.” 
 
    “Hi.” I swing my stare up to Finn. “You got us pizzas? Why? And how did you get them here so fast...” 
 
    “I told you! I’m here to help.” He motions for Rooker to head into our house. “That way to the Taylor residence.” 
 
    Rooker shifts his gaze to Lucan, who hasn’t stopped his lower-than-thunder growling. “We gonna let Deek out?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Finn replies, unworried. 
 
    I throw up my hands and shake my head at him. “I’m so confused! I’m not sure if I should thank you for bringing pizza or lecture you about permission…” 
 
    “Lectures don’t work on me,” Finn shares. He takes my hand, prompting Lucan’s growl to intensify. “Let’s get the lads out.” 
 
    He doesn’t walk me to his car to release Lucan. He moves me to Rooker’s truck, opens the door, and reveals Liam in a car seat, his brother Rory beside him, and Harper, Gail’s daughter, on the far side. 
 
    Finn leaves me with Liam and moves into the street to get Harper’s door and assist her and Rory out from the side of the vehicle that does not have a car seat blocking the way. 
 
    As he herds the kids to where I’m helping Liam to clamber down from the truck’s running board, he explains, “Rooker was headed to the dens with the pizza and kids. Since he was pulling pupsitting duty, figured I’d have him reroute and watch these three with your three. Should be enough food to feed everybody.” 
 
    “But why?” I ask. “Not that I’m not grateful for pizza and playmates for the kids but, Finn…” 
 
    “Because you and Lucan can now head to the dens for some alone time. Rooker and I will watch both broods.” 
 
    Holding Liam’s tiny hand in mine, I squint at Finn. “Are you crazy? There is no such thing as alone time at the Pack headquarters.” 
 
    “Not true,” Finn argues, jerking a thumb at Eyesore Esmerelda. “Lucan will show you the perfect place. Harper, ya wee sweet, you’re handling yourself well. Good garl,” he praises soothingly, and I realize that Harper is not boldly gazing around like Rory and even Liam are. She’s hunching her shoulders and looking ready to drop on the sidewalk in overwhelmed terror. 
 
    “Harper, you’re a submissive?” I reach out and gently brush back her hair—and encounter wolf’s ears. She’s in danger of Changing from stress. “You’re always so self-assured,” and active, like a livewire, “you poor baby. I never noticed. Is this your first time away from the dens?” 
 
    She latches onto my legs, nodding with her head smashed to my thigh, looking pitiful. I never realized until this moment when she’s so out of her comfort zone that I’ve never seen her eyes. She’s always smiling big and bouncing around and zooming by; there’s never been a chance to know she’s not a baby alpha. 
 
    “Aww, honey,” I croon, squeezing her to my leg in a hug. “You’re going to be fine. In a second, you’ll be playing with Maggie and Ginny and Charlotte. You’ll do great.” 
 
    Finn steps back, moving quickly to his car and catching the handle, finally giving the permission Lucan needs to leave. 
 
    Lucan makes a grumbling chuff of sound and hops out. He trots up to me and slides around Harper, dragging his fur against her back and legs. She reaches out for him, leaving me in order to cling to him, burying her hands in his ruff. Her wolf ears relax, shifting to an upright position and losing some of their triangular shape. 
 
    “There’s a garl,” Finn murmurs, patting her shoulders. To all of us, he orders, “Let’s get you mutts inside.” 
 
    “Finn,” I whisper—although I don’t know why I bother. Everyone here has werewolf hearing but me. “I’ve been on my feet all day. If we show up at the dens, we’ll be there half the night visiting which will leave me driving us home exhausted. I—” 
 
    “Pfft, we can all bed down at your house as wolves and watch your brood. That way, you can stay the night at the dens and drive home when you’re fresh tomorrow. Or if you want, load the garls up in my car and you can all spend the weekend with us. It’ll be deadly,” he declares, and he ushers the kids, Lucan, and me into my own house. 
 
    (Deadly, I learned when I first started working at the pub, is Irish for ‘awesome.’ Basically the exact opposite of what the word means just about everywhere else except maybe Australia.) 
 
    Rooker has set up the pizzeria on the island, the boxes slid out of their heat-saving bags, plates from our cupboard in a stack, and the cranberry juice (the only drink besides milk that we stock in our fridge) is out and ready to be poured into glasses. He’s even gone ahead and made a small stack of paper towels. 
 
    “Let’s call the rest of the pups in from playing so we can eat. And Susan, you should know this is a fully balanced meal, depending on which pizza they grab. You’ve got your cheese topping—there’s your dairy. And every one of them has a good half pound of chicken or hamburger. Great protein. Some of them have broccoli and pineapple. That’s fruit and vegetable servings on imitation Italian cuisine—you can’t beat that kind of healthy.” 
 
    “Wow,” I say, feeling really maneuvered, but strangely not annoyed by it. “Does that last option even taste good?” 
 
    All three men—Lucan in creature form included—make exaggerated groans that manage to be strong wordless affirmatives, and move for the food like they’re starving. Liam has wandered to the back door where he can probably hear the girls, and when he opens the door, he doesn’t have to call them in. Maggie cries, “LIAM!” and there are happy yips coming from my kids even though they’re human (with Ginny in human form, that is). 
 
    Lucan scarfs down a couple slices of pizza that Finn tosses to him before he heads to the basement to Change and get dressed. When he rejoins us, he polishes off the rest of the slices in his box. 
 
    I try the broccoli and pineapple. It’s good. I’ve never eaten the pizza at the pub before, and it’s probably a good thing. I’m pretty sure I can feel the carbs sinking straight onto my butt. 
 
    As long as I can still fit into my tiny work shorts? It probably won’t hurt tips. 
 
    The girls are excited to have the surprise pizza and friends. Rooker stays pretty quiet, maybe because he’s worked all day with Finn and me or maybe because he can tell Lucan and I are a bit distracted so he’s giving us space, as much as he’s able to. 
 
    Finn talks to the kids, winks at me, and inhales three pizzas in the time it takes me to shake off the calorie guilt and finish three slices. 
 
    When I feel eyes on me, I glance over and meet Lucan’s gaze. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmur to him. We’re seated kitty-corner to each other, close enough to talk, but with only three people in the house having human ears, there’s not a whole lot either of us are going to feel comfortable saying. Not here. 
 
    I bite my lip. “So… Do you want to head to the dens for the weekend?” I add quickly, “All of us, I mean. We can all go, and maybe you and I can find a few minutes to talk about… things.” 
 
    Lucan’s gaze doesn’t shy away from contact; but it strays over my face, reading me. “I’d like that. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    My belly flips, just hearing him say this. 
 
    His eyes meet mine again, and hold. “There’s a quiet place at the dens I want to show you.” 
 
    I don’t glance away to check the wall clock or my phone. Because it doesn’t matter what time it is. I stare into Lucan’s eyes and say, “Then let’s go together.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    When we arrive at the dens, Ginny and Charlotte give me significant, gleeful looks as they take Maggie’s hands and haul her into a game of tag with several other children in both forms. 
 
    With a grateful nod to them, I take Susan’s hand. My gaze is drawn to her fingernails, which are done in alternating colors: a lemony-bright hue from a bottle labeled Hay There, and a royal scarlet shade called Can’t Be Beet! 
 
    Ginny and Charlotte were grinning as they surprised her with the latter bottle of polish the other night. And Susan laughed. 
 
    I was amused at the name too. When I examined all the little bottles of polish the girls had brought out to the coffee table in the living room, I found myself chuckling softly at all the color names. Tickle my France-y. To Infinity & Blue-Yond! Teal The Cows Come Home. And my favorite: Alpaca My Bags. 
 
    The girls began giggling at how much fun I was having with the inventive shade names. “You’re such a dork,” Ginny had wheezed. But she said it fondly, and I felt the friendship in the words. 
 
    The nail polish smell and polish remover stench are hell on my nose, but the girls all sit down and paint each other’s nails on a weekly basis. It’s all so… domestic. Bafflingly, Ginny has been part of the family’s nail care days for years. It makes me wonder how her sensitive wolf’s nose hasn’t been burned away. It’s one more thing on a list of things I’ve started chalking up to the mystery of feminine creatures. 
 
    And speaking of feminine creatures, I’m gearing up to declare my intentions to one. I clear my throat and ask Susan, “What's the difference between a cat and a comma?” 
 
    She gives me a slow, slow blink. 
 
    “One has claws at the end of its paws and the other is a pause at the end of a clause,” I blurt. 
 
    “Lucan…” 
 
    Before I lose my nerve, I tell her, “While there’s still some daylight, there’s somewhere I want you to see.” 
 
    Her eyes are on me, searching me, but I can’t meet her gaze. In a tone that reveals her understanding, she asks, “Is this the quiet place you promised?” 
 
    Her fingers squeeze mine. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, my hand tightening around hers, returning her affectionate squeeze. “Come with me.” 
 
    I watch her lips curve up sweetly. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We’re almost to the church—our destination—when I realize that she’s grimacing to herself. 
 
    I stop, and now I do manage to meet her eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She gives me an abashed smile. “It’s my feet. They’re complaining.” 
 
    I look down at her sneakers. “You have been on them all day.” 
 
    “Yep,” she agrees. She tugs my hand. “Let’s keep going. I’ll power through.” 
 
    I slide my hand from hers only to take her elbow. “You don’t have to suffer. Let me help.” With no hesitation, I step close beside her, wrap my arm around her back and bend down to catch her under her thighs. I pop her up into my arms and tell her, “Put your arms around my neck.” 
 
    Her hands are clutching my shoulders. Her heartbeat has doubled and she ducks her head, shy. “You don’t have to carry me! Gosh, Lucan, I’m—” 
 
    “Perfect,” I tell her, staring at her. “C’mon. Arms around my neck.” 
 
    Eyes wide, heart thudding in a startled song, she timidly clasps her hands behind my nape. As she does, I watch her face, unencumbered by the challenge of meeting her eyes because she’s so steadfastly avoiding my gaze. 
 
    She’s easy to carry and doesn’t slow me down in the least. In fact, I’m able to cover more ground because I’m not matching her walking pace, but moving us at my own. She stays quiet, her body tensed like she’s afraid if she moves, I’ll lose strength and drop her. 
 
    I won’t. “Hey,” I murmur. And when her eyes tap mine and glance away again, I frown. “Why so uncomfortable?” 
 
    “I’m too heavy,” she claims, sounding ashamed. 
 
    I heft her, an action that takes no effort and makes the point plain that she’s not, in fact, too heavy. “Not for me.” My mouth curves up in a crooked smile. “You’re lighter than any adult wolf I’ve ever carried. And even if you did weigh more, sweetheart, you have to know I could carry you for miles. If I can distribute the weight properly, I could carry a horse.” 
 
    This surprises her. She not only steadies her gaze on mine, she seems to really see me—she absorbs the fact that I’m not struggling to hold her at all. 
 
    I glance around, and not seeing anyone nearby, and not hearing anyone close either, I lay it out for her. “I’m crazy about you,” I admit. 
 
    Her eyes turn into lasers, the intensity of her focus becomes so strong. 
 
    I’m forced to drop my gaze to the inside of her elbow where it rests against my sternum. “I know this probably seems sudden.” 
 
    Voice cracking the tiniest bit, she shares, “We’ve been living together twenty-four seven for like two months. Maybe this isn’t really all that sudden.” 
 
    Heartened, I look directly at her face—only to find she’s now gazing around us. 
 
    Feeling my excitement building even more as I clutch her in my arms, I know I’m probably smiling like an idiot, but I can’t care. I’m too happy. Holding her feels too right. I inhale Susan’s scent, absorb her warmth against my chest, and train my gaze ahead of us, to the house tucked unobtrusively behind the church. 
 
    “What is this?” Susan whispers as it comes into view, sounding awed. 
 
    I’m warmed at her obvious appreciation. “This is the parsonage.” 
 
    It’s a small stone house flanked by twisting apple trees, with a slightly overgrown garden patch off to its left. The exterior is of a warmer color stone than the church, as are the paver stones that lead up to the doorway. Three steps see us to the porch, and with a twist of the handle, we’re inside the unlocked dwelling. 
 
    “Who lives here?” Susan asks, and my body is humming so loudly at her nearness I almost can’t track her question. She hasn’t unclasped her hands from where she’s got them anchored around my neck; she’s not giving me any signal that she wants me to let her go. 
 
    “Technically, no one,” I tell her, content to hold her as she looks around the home. The three-bedroom, two-bath home, perfectly sized for a small werewolf family. “But it’s mine.” 
 
    Her gaze swings back to me. 
 
    I hold her eye contact. “And it could be ours. If you ever want to explore—if you…” I curl my lip and roll my eyes at myself, frustrated with the way I’m struggling to express what I want her to know. “This place is here. It can be our… whatever we need it to be. A quiet spot just to talk, if you’d want that.” 
 
    “Lucan?” she whispers, and her voice and her scent and her nearness are, as always, soothing to me… at least until she utters her next words: “I want way more than that. I’d like to kiss you now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    His face, which is caught in a very bushy-but-not-yet-creature phase, immediately turns hungry. It’s thrilling. So is the fact that he carried me here—he’s still keeping me cradled to his chest in the tenderest hold—and he’s not even out of breath. It’s impressive. He is impressive. 
 
    I run my tongue over my bottom lip, slowly, suggestively, and I’m further delighted when his gaze snags on my mouth. “What I mean is, I’d like to take advantage of this incredible alone-time to kiss the heck out of you,” I tell him. 
 
    Gently, he lowers me to my feet. Taking my face in his hands, he does a rare thing. He searches my eyes for a prolonged, beautiful heartbeat. “I’d like this. Very much. Please kiss me.” 
 
    It’s not at all what I expected him to say. Or do. I thought he’d take advantage of my permission and he would move in to kiss me. 
 
    But I didn’t fall for an alpha. 
 
    And… I’m really okay with that. I’ve been a single mom for so long that I’m used to taking the reins in every situation, because there’s been nobody leading the way. 
 
    With Lucan though, I don’t feel like I’m doing this all on my own anymore. He may not be a leader, but wouldn’t I rather have a partner? He can be that. I already know, rock-solid, he can be great at that. And his eyes tell me he’s here, ready to do anything with me. 
 
    Smiling, I wind my arms around Lucan’s shoulders and angle my head, lids lowering as I fit my lips to his. 
 
    His lips are firm, but his touch is tentative. He lets me be the one to add the pressure. Lucan, as with everything, cedes control of the situation to me, letting me take full charge of our kiss. 
 
    Thumbs sliding along the corded muscles of his neck, my fingers sink into his hair, sliding up, pushing it to stand straight up in back. 
 
    I freeze when he involuntarily growls—not because I’m scared, but because his chest vibrates against my perked nipples and even through my tunic and bra, it’s perhaps the most amazing sensation I’ve discovered in a very long time. 
 
    My eyes slowly open to find Lucan with pupils blown wide, his focus fully on me. 
 
    This much direct eye contact, in quarters as incredibly intimate as this, prove to be too much for him—his lids snap closed almost as if he wasn’t ready to stop meeting my gaze but his body forced him to lock it down. 
 
    I laugh softly, my breath puffing against his lips, and I get to watch them stretch up into a wry, sexy smile. He still can’t look at me, but he’s responding to me. He’s right with me. 
 
    It takes my breath away. 
 
    He takes my breath away. 
 
    His hands are clamped on my hips, but his left one leaves its hold, skating up my side, my arm, my shoulder—fitting itself along my cheek. His fingers sink into the hair behind my ear, the near-caress from his strong digits making my scalp tingle deliciously. 
 
    His thumb fits gently to the hinge of my jaw, the rough brush of his skin exciting all by itself. But then he applies a little pressure with his fingers where they’re buried in my hair and braced against my neck, all joining in to clue me into a silent, demure cue. 
 
    Charmed, biting my lip and staring into his downcast eyes, I follow his polite lead and tilt my head for him. 
 
    He kisses me this time, taking charge with a quiet, modest authority. There’s hunger, I can taste it not from his lips, but from the hardness of his muscles everywhere he’s pressing against me. I can feel it in the needy grip of his hands. Yet nothing in his manner is aggressive in urging me along. He doesn’t even force us to madly kiss until we’re breathless; he breaks away just as gently as he began. 
 
    “You are so sweet,” I breathe. 
 
    His gaze meets mine, just a flicker, and then he’s staring at my lips. “You are too, you know.” 
 
    My hands make their way to his ribs, wondering if I can get him to untuck his shirt so I can feel his bare skin. “How long do you think we have until the girls miss us?” 
 
    His eyes connect with mine again, longer this time. More comfortable. “That depends. I’m pretty sure Ginny and Charlotte are rooting for us. They’ll be disappointed if we come back at a time they’d deem too early. Maggie is the wild card.” 
 
    I tease my fingers up and down along his sides, secretly thrilled when this makes his hands tighten on my hips. “She’s got Liam to entertain her. I think we might have some time.” 
 
    Lucan’s swallow is audible and visible. “Good… because we need to talk.” 
 
    I nod to that, knowing that after he revealed what he did back at the house, we won’t get a better chance than this to have a private word. But my hormones are keyed up in a way that has me glancing around, a thrill of excitement I haven’t felt since I was a teenager striking me like a sledgehammer. “Do you have a bed in here? Or a couch?” I’d settle for a dining room chair. Shoot, if he has a rug of decent thickness, I can be convinced to lay back on it. Or maybe he’ll volunteer to be the one to take the floor—either way, the wonders of being horizontal cannot be overstated right now. Sure, we could stay standing, but I have a suspicion that Lucan will be driven to go farther with me if we’re locked more intimately. And I’d like to go far. It’s so much harder to put on the brakes when a body is hot and hard over or under you. “Does the door lock?” 
 
    “Susan,” Lucan says. “What do you want to happen?” 
 
    “I want to seduce you,” I tell him honestly. I force my gaze to his face, a feat made easier by the fact that he’s pinpointed his shocked stare on my throat. “Just a little,” I add as reassurance. 
 
    His nostrils flare. “If you mean to… to use your wiles to convince me to want you, I’m already there,” he admits softly. “I want you like crazy.” He drags his eyes up to mine, and stares at me so hard my spine sings. “And I don’t mean for just now. I don’t mean for just sex. I want you now, and I’ll want you forever. And if you don’t believe that, we should stop.” He takes my hands in his, imploring. “If you don’t agree with that, if you don’t feel the same way for me—please stop.” 
 
    My heart, my locked-in-a-vault, freeze-branded with old pain until it grew numb to feeling anything heart—it stalls. 
 
    And then it soars. 
 
    I pull my hands free and catch his strong biceps, giving the rock-hard muscles a strong squeeze. “This is insane, but I want you too.” If ever asked to write down the qualities of my ideal man, I’d describe Lucan. Not just because I like him as a person, but because he’s everything I used to wish for, and more. 
 
    Life taught me my ideal man was fantasy. But here is Lucan in the flesh, everything I told myself a long time ago to stop hoping for, everything I haven’t let myself dream about. Although sure, he’s not exactly a man. He’s my werewolf. 
 
    He moves so fast I’m not expecting it. He swoops in and slams his lips over mine, kissing me hard, shockingly hard when he’s been so cautious. 
 
    It’s amazing. Our lips slide, my belly flutters, my hands find his shoulders and anchor there. 
 
    When he pulls back, he stares into my eyes, brow knitted, face earnest. “If Finn were here, pretty safe to say he’d be cheering, ‘about feckin’ time, you two pox puppies.’” 
 
    He’s mimicking his best friend’s accent so perfectly, I grin. 
 
    “Also,” he adds with a dose of self-deprecation that, for some reason, I find unbelievably attractive, “if he were here, he’d probably be butting into this moment to assure you that even though I haven’t said it yet, you should know that shifters mate for life, and werewolves in particular take our relationships very seriously.” 
 
    My heart screams, LUCAN IS THE BEST! 
 
    My head is still cautious. In fact, I nearly shake my head, the urge to deny that such a thing as an unbreakable matebond actually exists. 
 
    But I search Lucan’s face, seeing only a shining earnestness. Quietly, I absorb a zing of elation that he’s still not averting his gaze from mine. “I like the sound of this.” 
 
    “Finn will be very pleased,” Lucan drawls dryly. 
 
    I chuckle, the sound soft between us. Then I sober. 
 
    He senses it, because his arms, which are brushing low on my sides, tense. His gaze jerks away. “What's the difference between a magician's wand and a policeman's baton?” 
 
    If romantic music has been playing while we’ve been enjoying this moment, here’s where it screeches to a stop. 
 
    But… this is Lucan. I don’t even blink. I just smile at him harder than before. “I don’t know. What?” 
 
    He licks his lips, gaze darting up to mine before flitting away. The corner of his mouth twitches up. “One is used for cunning stunts…” 
 
    “Lucan,” I say, dropping my hands from his broad shoulders to cover my face. “Your jokes are terrible.” 
 
    He peels my fingers off my forehead and draws my hands down, fitting his thumbs in my palms as he informs me with sincerity, “They can get worse.” He peers at me, gauging my reaction. “What did the tired lobster say to his wife when she asked him where they should have dinner?” 
 
    “You don’t have to prove that these can get worse,” I inform him, eyes wide. 
 
    He bares his teeth, abashed but unable to stop himself from spreading these bad jokes when he has a captive audience, apparently. “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a clam.” He licks his lip. “Since we’re on the topic of marine life, I have one about squids. Do you know what a GoPro camera is?” 
 
    I make a face. “Hang on. Squids, GoPros, and you have an affinity for corny… is this going to end in a painful play on ‘quid pro quo?’” 
 
    His eyes shoot wide. “Susan…” He could not sound more delighted with me and his face breaks into the goofiest smile. “You nailed the punchline!” 
 
    Wincing for him, I laugh. “Lucan, no—we need to look into getting you help for these or something!” 
 
    But Lucan isn’t bothered. In fact, his lips tip into an entirely different sort of grin, morphing from adorable to super sexy in the space of a heartbeat. 
 
    “Maybe…” I bite my lip, battling shyness. “Do you think we can have sex?” I want him. But it’s been a while for me—so long, I thought something was broken. It turns out all of my parts are still operational; it seems I only get interested in a specific sort of man now, and the prospect of a few stolen moments with him has my head swimming with excitement. “Do you want to?” 
 
    His gaze collides with mine and I read a strong YES that he doesn’t give voice to. His body heat has ratcheted up; he clears his throat, his eyes lowering, but only as far as my lips. 
 
    Without no preamble, he asks very seriously, “Are you opposed to getting married?” 
 
    My breath catches. “Marriage,” I clear my throat on the word, it comes out so squeaky. “You weren’t kidding when you said werewolves take relationships seriously. That’s...” It’s one thing to have sex with no promises. It’s another to make vows and put all your faith into the other person not abusing your trust. 
 
    But this is Lucan, my heart stubbornly points out. He’s not a human man, who has the luxury of being fickle. He’s a werewolf. A werewolf who wants you for forever—and you want him too. 
 
    Lucan lowers himself until he’s kneeling on one knee. “Susan? Will you marry me?” 
 
    I hear Finn’s easy Irish drawl in my head next: Swayt hart, don’t be a cunt about this. Say yes! 
 
    If you’d told me a few months ago that I'd be considering getting married again, I’d have scoffed. And my inner self would have screamed, “Are you stupid?” 
 
    After all, I know better. 
 
    I was schooled to detest the word marriage by a man who twisted all the vows we made to each other, once upon a time. I've heard every excuse. Every lie. Every broken promise. 
 
    Before Lucan, I would have said I have no trust left. Because everything I had was crushed to death. Systematically and completely and horribly. 
 
    But Lucan? Bone-deep, I believe he’d never hurt me on purpose. And with every fiber of his being, he’s loyal. I believe that. I know it. He would never betray me, because that would be like betraying himself. 
 
    Likely because of my silence, he’s searching my eyes, such a rare thing. “I don’t want to scare you,” he says, “but yes. Marriage. See, I’m… you’re my…” His words trail off strangely, and his gaze turns distant and… aggravated. His jaw works and his neck muscles swell. “Crap.” 
 
    I blink at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I’m going to beat Finn’s face in.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lucan’s lips are peeled back, and his glossy cuspids are growing very prominent. “He never gave me permission to tell you—son of a mangy coyote!” 
 
    Lucan, werewolf-cursing? I blink again. “Should I try to guess it?” 
 
    He reaches into his back pocket and draws out his cell phone. “I want the right to tell you. I need to call Finn. Again.” 
 
    When Finn answers, Lucan’s eyes meet mine, causing a little zip of thrill to buzz through me. “I need you to give me permission to tell her, you scut.” 
 
    I squint. From what I’ve gathered at the pub, ‘scut’ is the affectionate form of ‘jackass’ in Ireland. Either that, or my fellow employees are really mean to each other. 
 
    “And how are the girls doing?” Lucan adds so naturally, no prompting from me, that right in this second, I know I love this man. 
 
    Finn relays that they’re playing, and Maggie, the one most likely to need me, is doing fine and hasn’t asked for me yet. He also shares that should she get anxious, he’s fairly sure he can buy us time by busting out ice cream because she’s been telling Liam about all her favorite flavors. 
 
    Then Finn gives Lucan what he wants—or needs, it seems—to hear. “Thank you,” Lucan growls into the phone. And without a goodbye, he peels the device away from his ear, thumb-stomping the screen to cut the call before he crams the phone back into his pocket. “Susan,” he says, his gaze making it to my eyes for a millisecond before being forced down to maybe the level of my nose due to his extreme nerves. “You’re my ahhnehm kahrrreh,” he declares, the last part of his announcement purred in pure Irish. 
 
    My knees go weak. “I don’t know what that is, but please say it again.” 
 
    Lucan’s lips tug up in a shy smirk. But he indulges me. “My ahhnehm kahrrreh. You are my soulmate. My other half. My ideal mate for life.” His eyes lock on mine. “I know they say humans don’t sense mates the same way as werewolves, but I know I’m yours. And that means you’re mine. You’re my soulmate, Susan.” 
 
    I squeeze my hands together and outwardly keep calm—despite his words setting off a warm pulse in my lower belly. “How do you know? How do you know for sure?” 
 
    His eyes flick down to my clenched hands. “Because werewolves don’t make mistakes when it comes to mates. At first, I thought I was crazy, because I thought you and Finn belonged together, which meant you couldn’t be for me and I would never be for you. I thought I was seeking you out because you were the closest thing I had to an alpha—but that wasn’t it. It was just you.” His thumb runs along his lower lip. It’s a mysteriously masculine maneuver, for some reason. His nostrils flare, and he drops his hand, his jaw clenching before he admits in a voice like gravel, “I’ve just wanted you.” 
 
    I smile at him goofily as my heart starts to sing. “I want you too, Lucan.” Then I frown. “About Finn. Why has he spent all this time trying to—to woo me? He’s known me for a while. He couldn’t tell we aren’t meant for each other?” 
 
    Lucan tips his head, his strong neck muscles tightening briefly with the movement, distracting me. “Shifters are different than werewolves. He may not be able to sense his anamchara.” His gaze flicks to mine before it jerks to the floor between our feet. “The point is, I will cherish you and love you and want the best for you like no one else ever has before.” He searches my collarbones with his gaze. “You’re beginning to reek of fear. Are you panicking?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    His eyes jump to mine, hope brimming in their butterscotch depths. But then he looks back down at my hands—no longer fists but my tightly wringing hands—pointedly. “Then what are you scared of?” 
 
    “If I’m wrong,” I whisper. My eyes sting but I blink them clear with determination. “I really care about you, and you really are so perfect it’s scary, but if you screw me over…” 
 
    “I won’t.” His eyes are glued to mine. “I might hurt your feelings by accident, but I’m not Jillian.” 
 
    “Julién,” I correct, biting my lip, trying not to smile. 
 
    He notices, and his gaze warms. “Whatever,” he says. “Susan, you can believe me.” His chest expands. “You have my commitment for the rest of our lifespan.” 
 
    This man uttering ‘commitment’ in relation to me? My heart thumps faster. I didn’t think he could get any more attractive, but he’s really proving that he can. 
 
    His eyes drop. “You don’t have to be committed back. You’re not trapped.” He tips his head a little guiltily. “Should you start dating other people, your dates might develop a strong habit of disappearing though.” 
 
    Oddly enough, the way he delivers it doesn’t come across as threatening. I feel a glow happening in my middle. And in my chest, right in my heart. “They’ll start disappearing if they get near your anamchara?” 
 
    His nod is contrite. “They will mysteriously go missing if they go near my anamchara.” 
 
    I close the distance between us. “Well if there’s something I can do to prevent you from committing abductions in my honor, I guess I should do it.” 
 
    Lucan stops breathing. 
 
    I move, circling him. Enjoying the way he tenses but holds very still. I ask the strong line of his back, “What are your feelings in regards to… consummating now?” 
 
    I get the term ravish in a way I never have before. How it can be applied in an adoringly hungry way. At the moment, I feel like it's all I can do not to shove Deek into a chair, climb into his lap, and ravish the heck out of him. 
 
    His body shoots through with even more tension. He turns his head just far enough to eye my throat, looking reluctant to answer me, owing to a deep sense of caution, no doubt. “A mating ceremony, held before the pack—a marriage, essentially—always came first when I imagined consummation with you. But…” He faces forward again, straightening his shoulders. “I trust you, Susan.” 
 
    I feel myself go a little melty that I’m not the one vulnerable in this. We both are. Lucan is taking the idea of this as serious as I could ever want him to. 
 
    I finish my revolution around him, stopping in front of him. “And I trust you.” 
 
    He dives for me—shocking the absolute crap out of me. 
 
    I make a high pitched, startled noise. He catches me up in his arms, bumping our noses inelegantly—but his suddenly starved kiss isn’t unwelcome. Neither are his adoringly roving hands. He lets them roam to the point that my thigh is trying to climb up his, before he slides his big hands to my elbows, cupping them, catching them, holding me fast. 
 
    He pulls back, tremendous tension marring his brow, making him look even sexier. “I don’t know what to do, Susan.” He looks almost apologetic. His eyes dart over my face. “But if you tell me, I’ll listen.” 
 
    I smile to let him know he has nothing to feel regret for. “Your ability to listen is one of your best qualities. So is your willingness to take orders.” I let my gaze scan over him, so openly suggestive that his frame stiffens. “Get undressed.” 
 
    As a man who strips frequently to Change forms, he’s an expert at ripping his clothing off. In the time it normally takes me just to top off my mug of morning coffee, he’s standing before me, completely naked. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” I tell him. 
 
    He glances down at his already swollen shaft. “Thanks.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    His lips quirk, and his eyes raise to the level of mine, gazing at me expectantly. “Your turn, Susan.” 
 
    I stop laughing. 
 
    He’s on me in an instant, eager hands, rugged and strong, helping me pull my tunic over my head. 
 
    My leggings quickly follow, making the slide down my legs before my shoes and socks. Of course this results in that super awkward dance where your naked thighs, knees, and calves slide past one another as you jerk and kick your feet which are stuck together and gargantuan on account of your leggings being wrapped around your shoes and still clogged with your socks. 
 
    Not content to let me struggle alone, Lucan drops down to help free me, and when I risk an embarrassed glance at him, I catch his eyes glued not on my feet as his hands work my clothing, but aimed higher—smack at the apex of my thighs. He jerks his gaze away like he’s been scolded when he realizes I’m watching him. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I tell him, my face hot, but my body feeling amazing. With him so pointedly not looking at me, I feel comfortable looking at his lap—and it’s obvious that he likes what he’s seen. 
 
    Likes it a lot. 
 
    Still, I feel like an idiot trapped in my clothes. “Hang on, I think the only way I’m getting free is if we pull these back up.” 
 
    “Affirmative. Can’t even get to your shoelaces to pop you free that way.” 
 
    Smiling, I bend down and peel my leggings over and off of the toes of my shoes, and as I do, Lucan helpfully hooks his fingers into the heel of my sneaker, then catches one of my hands to plant it on his shoulder as support, and tugs my shoe off. 
 
    “This is not like the movies,” he shares conversationally. 
 
    “Oh, it never is,” I assure him. 
 
    Then I’m standing bare before him, as naked as he is, with his focus zeroed in on my pubic area like he’s going to die if he doesn’t get to touch it soon. 
 
    It makes me feel good. 
 
    My heart slams hard, probably seconds from pounding its way out of my ribs. And Lucan can hear it—I know because he cocks his head, his eyes sliding to the left side of my chest. His gaze raises to mine, vulnerable and sweet and understanding and desirous all at once. 
 
    Suddenly, he advances on me, making me gasp as he catches me by my hips and drags me against him. “Susan,” he growls brokenly into my hair. “You don’t know how badly I’ve wanted this. You.” 
 
    I melt for him. 
 
    His hands cup my butt and upper thighs, gripping me, kneading, making my insides almost catch fire, and with his face buried in my neck, clutching me to him this way, needing me so openly—he makes me feel like I’m his everything. 
 
    And I love it. 
 
    I love… him. I really do. I can’t help the happy chuckle that hits me as I hold his jaw. 
 
    Lucan pulls back. He sends a nonplussed look in the vicinity of my face, his lips parted slightly, allowing for his rapidly panted breaths. “I don’t want to know why you’re laughing, do I?” 
 
    I scrunch my nose. “Sorry, it’s not you—what you’re doing, I mean. It’s perfect. You are perfect. My thoughts are just speeding a mile a minute up here,” I share, tapping the side of my head. 
 
    Lucan’s gaze turns tender and surprisingly direct. “Will you tell me what to do to quiet things up there? What,” he asks on a nervous breath, “what can I do to drive you wild?” 
 
    It’s hard to tell him. It’s hard to look him in the eyes and describe what I want him to do to me. So hard that I chicken out. I’m shaking my head. “Let me touch you,” I say instead. “Take me to a bed?” 
 
    Looking a little stunned, Lucan leads me to a bedroom that smells like spring. He flips on the lights. The bed looks freshly made, with sprigs of evergreen branches on the two smallest pillows. 
 
    Someone has freshened up this place. I think of Finn orchestrating the pizza and it’s not a giant leap to assume he had a hand in even this detail. He’s weirdly helpful for a guy who was working pretty darn hard to get me to agree to a date with him before his friend stole every scrap of my attention. 
 
    Just like he’s stealing it now. I notice nothing else about the room because I’m drawn to Lucan. I’ve seen him in various states of undress before, but keeping decent has always been a priority for him. Prior to this moment, I felt a flash of guilt for even thinking of looking. Not now. With no kids around and with his permission, I’m dying to look. His physique is incredible, fit and mature and undeniably rugged. And although he’s modest, Lucan’s not shy; he’s well used to nudity and feels no shame about his well-proportioned body. 
 
    I’m a little less comfortable with being naked in front of him, but I’m also feeling uncharacteristically sexy. I think my courage is due to the way Lucan can’t stop touching me. 
 
    His hand rides at the small of my back, urging me to climb on the bed. I do, and he palms my ass—and then his fingers slide right along the curve of my fanny until he’s slipping his fingers between my legs, popping past the creamy slickness gathering for him. He leans down close enough I can feel his body heat over me, and I hear him inhale, deep. 
 
    “Lucan!” I gasp, my muscles locking up, my back arching like my body is waving a big climb on, cowboy flag at him. 
 
    I guess that’s exactly what it’s doing. It’s so clear that even Lucan takes it as a signal. 
 
    He mounts the bed behind me, knees coming to rest outside of mine. When his hands grasp my hips, I moan and brace myself on my elbows, fisting the bedding and turning to look at him over my shoulder. 
 
    My attention is too direct for him. 
 
    He jerks his gaze away from me, still breathing hard, still holding me at my hips, but seeming unable to continue. 
 
    I want to be able to look at him though. For this first time, I want to see him. I just have to get him comfortable enough to relax his submissive instincts. 
 
    I roll over, thrilling in the fact that it takes some effort on my part because Lucan doesn’t at first release my hips. 
 
    I love the tight way his hands are gripping me. 
 
    But when he sees what I want, he lets go and edges back, grabbing my leg and drawing it over his hips so that I’m spread in front of him, for him. 
 
    And here he stops, chest heaving, eyes pinned to my throat. 
 
    Smiling, sitting up a little, I reach out and pet down his chest. “You have a beautiful body,” I tell him. 
 
    His eyes squeeze shut, and his jawbones… At first, I think that he’s clenching his jaw, but I quickly realize that he’s struggling not to shift. Fur starts peppering his face as his bones alter, lengthening then shrinking. 
 
    “Lucan?” I ask hesitantly. 
 
    “I’m… here,” he pants, his gaze flickering to mine, showing me that his eyes have gone just a bit wild, as in the arooo! arrrooo! way. 
 
    I study his face, before my gaze dips to his raging erection. “Um, want me to keep touching you, or stop?” 
 
    His cock jumps. He jerks his head to the side, teeth bared—and now he has fangs. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    “I don’t want to put more pressure on you, but if you turn into a wolf, this show is over.” 
 
    He nods. “I’m super excited for you. Nervous too. Never been this much of both at once before,” he admits. 
 
    “Okay,” I tell him, charmed. “I get that.” I like that. If possible, I’m getting more turned on than before. Ever so sweetly, I drag my fingernails down the flickering skin of his taut belly. Hard edges of muscle meet my hand, exciting me enough to sit up and lean in to lick his delicious abdominal slabs. 
 
    Lucan groans. 
 
    His penis is large, thick like the rest of him, curved slightly, with a vein that throbs so hard and so attractively it deserves its own Instagram account. His shaft matches his body color until his glans, which is cherry red, worthy to star in XXX films, and possesses a deeply flared corona. It’s much more pronounced than I’m used to, and my insides flutter as I imagine how he’ll feel inside me. Just thinking about it has me exhaling shakily, right over his crown. 
 
    The musky scent of his interest intensifies, and a fat bead of precum wells up from the eye, shining brightly. 
 
    My sex blazes with arousal. “Can I touch you?” I ask, breathless. 
 
    His eyes squeeze shut and his head jerks up and down once. Certain. He still can’t look at me, either too close to coming to risk it or too submissive, but that’s fine. 
 
    Wrapping four fingers around his shaft—and rolling my lips over my teeth, sucking in a breath through my nose when I can’t get my thumb and index finger to meet—I greedily take his length in my hand. Because he can’t avidly watch me, I’m able to peruse him without quite as many nerves plaguing me as I think I’d otherwise have. “I want this inside me so bad,” I tell him. 
 
    His head drops back, and he groans like I’m torturing him. 
 
    He isn’t telling me to stop though. 
 
    I keep my hand wrapped around him, my fingers gently gripping the satin-wrapped steel of him. His skin slides as I pump him, and he lengthens before my eyes. He’s so hard, he has to be hurting. I tear my eyes away to glance at the nightstand next to the bed. “Condom,” I say. 
 
    Lucan goes dead still. 
 
    The room is suddenly filled with the you could hear a pin drop quality of silence. 
 
    I blink in disbelief. I keep my voice light and neutral as my hand stays wrapped around his overheated flesh. “You don’t stock condoms.” 
 
    “No,” he says hoarsely. 
 
    I wince. Having had myself tested after the very last time I had sex with Julién, I know I’m clear of STDs, and I’m 99.9% sure Lucan is clean—but that doesn’t mean we’re good to go. I’m not on birth control.  
 
    “We don’t have to have sex,” Lucan says, and I’m surprised when he manages to meet my gaze. 
 
    His gentle eyes are so sincere. 
 
    My gut check does a rapid calculation that I’m not proud of: I don’t care about consequences—I WANT LUCAN NOW! 
 
    I lick my lips. “We’ll have you pull out.” I give him a little squeeze right behind his glans to help him keep control. The edge of his flared head fits hotly over my thumb and forefinger. 
 
    Lucan makes a low, masculine moan that’s somehow music to my ears. 
 
    But he gasps, “I can’t.” 
 
    Surprised, I pull back. “Wait. Is the rumor about the ‘breeding knot’ actually true?” I’d dismissed those claims when I’d come across them during my initial research on werewolves. I thought it was a bunch of tall tales. Erotic ones. Various websites claimed that shifters have a bulb of extra erectile tissue at the base of their shaft, which swells significantly during intercourse—swells so large that it locks partners together, often dubbed ‘tying’ or ‘knotting.’ 
 
    It’s supposed to feel amazing for the woman—but it means your partner is stuck inside you. You two don’t get to separate until things calm down. 
 
    The idea of it is… daunting. 
 
    Lucan catches my wrists. His eyes are a little crazed when he meets my gaze directly. “Yes, I’ll knot inside you. I won’t be able to pull out. And Susan, if I get inside this—” I squeak as his hand grips me between my legs, his middle finger pressing upward with enough force to make my body hum “—sweet little slit, I’m going to fill you with cum.” 
 
    Shocked by his language, completely titillated, my vaginal vault, which I’ve never heard before in my life, laughs evilly and whispers that this is an excellent idea. 
 
    My brain tells her to get ahold of herself because this is really irresponsible. 
 
    “But if you want to risk it,” Lucan adds, searching my eyes so deliberately that I’m all but igniting under his unusually strong stare, “You’re not at your fertile peak.” 
 
    I blink. My period is due any day, and of course he can smell that. He’s a werewolf. 
 
    Lucan nods like I’ve said this out loud. “Susan, I want to come inside you, badly.” He glances away quickly, embarrassed—but then his eyes shoot back to mine. “If you want me to.” He adds, “I know this isn’t ideal.” 
 
    No, it isn’t. But the desire on his face humbles me. His hopeful, hungry eyes make my heart inflate and my lower belly flutter. 
 
    What’s the worst that could happen? He should be STD free—not only because he’s never been with anyone, but because werewolves are supposed to be immune to all the normal human ailments. What’s the next huge concern? A Lucan baby. 
 
    My womb clenches, and I swear Lucan looks ten times sexier than a second ago. I can almost hear my ovaries titter, “But a Lucan baby would be adorable, and just think! Maggie would be thrilled...” 
 
    I shake myself, hard. “What are your pheromones doing to me?” I ask him. I even wag my finger in his face. “This isn’t responsible.” 
 
    And yet… my excitement has reached an insane peak. I want Lucan terribly—I want to have sex with him, and I want to make love with no barriers. I want the closeness, I want to feel him skin to skin, have him fill me up until I’m dripping his cum. And if there are consequences later… 
 
    I stare into his eyes—and he holds my gaze. 
 
    He takes my hand. “Tá mé i ngrá leat,” he declares. “I'm in love with you,” he translates. “And if I knew the words to say it,” he adds seriously, “I’d tell you that I love you more than Maggs loves ice cream.” 
 
    I laugh. But hearing him purr his declaration in Irish Gaelic is too much for me. I leap on him, attacking his face with kisses, throwing my arms around him. 
 
    He clutches me back, and then he dips me so that I’m hovering above the covers. “Yes?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I pant into his neck before I nip him, the taste of his skin waking up my senses, making my tastebuds sing with his potent hit of sweat, woods, and man. Lucan. 
 
    He growls in response to my little bite and drops me to the bed, letting me bounce once before he’s climbing on me. 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asks, dark golden eyes flickering bravely between mine. 
 
    Splaying one hand on his hard chest, which has an excessive crest of hair that’s less a treasure trail and more an overgrown line of jungle, I whisper, “I am. Make love to me, Lucan.” 
 
    Groaning, he rears back, admitting, “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    I poke my tongue into my cheek, mostly successful at curtailing the smile trying to take over my face. “Here.” I take one of his big hands and place it on my breast. “Tease me like this,” I say, instructing him to arouse my areola. I nudge his thumb with mine, instructing him on how I’d like him to touch me, breath growing ragged as he gently teases my nipple into a peak. 
 
    He stares down at me, expression naked with wonder, his eyes huge. His gaze is locked on my breasts like they’re the most beautiful things he’s ever seen or been allowed to touch as he palms them, squeezes them, kneads them. 
 
    It makes my stomach warm, to watch him take me in like this. My toes curl, digging into his thighs, my body blissed out as he carefully caresses me. His cock thumps my belly, leaking on me, leaving a little trail of coolness everywhere his fire-hot tip touches. 
 
    He’s not the only one dripping. Creamy hot slickness leaks from my sex, wetting—soaking—my curls. Unable to stand the emptiness another moment, I reach past his arm to take hold of him. I give him a tug. 
 
    Lucan’s grunt sounds more like he’s choking. 
 
    His thick flesh kicks so hard, for a moment, I wonder if he just came. 
 
    But I run my thumb over his tip, feel him thump in my hand, and receive nothing but a trickle of precum. Ah, so that was only his cock leaping with excitement. Whew! 
 
    Breath held, I take his shaft more firmly into my hands and aim it down, angling it away from his abdomen and pointing it at me. 
 
    Squeezing my breast, watching me take him in my grip, Lucan’s chest vibrates with a deep purr. It’s a sound of encouragement—and pain. He needs this as badly as I do. 
 
    But holding him this way, I’m beginning to get misgivings. He’s big. 
 
    “Sit up,” I pant. 
 
    He immediately does, his reach long enough he’s able to continue fondling my chest even as he grants me the access we both need. 
 
    Burning and hungry with lust, I wetly lick my hands and jack him with my fists, spreading my spit and his precum over his overly-large crown and down the arc of his shaft. My attention has him lurching forward with a low moan, thrusting into my hands. His eyes meet mine a second before he devours me in a kiss. 
 
    Aiming the fat head of him along my cream-soaked lips, teasing him up and down, slicking him more thoroughly, I gasp when he makes an eager little thrust, bumping his tip inside me. 
 
    “Susan,” he breathes roughly, face a beautiful mask of erotic strain. 
 
    With the spongey, hot head of him seated at my entrance, his hips flex with an instinctual thrust, shoving in an inch. 
 
    We both make breathy, almost pained sounds of pleasure. 
 
    Panting, he pulls back, withdrawing fully before his eyes meet mine, shockingly direct. 
 
    Bringing my knees up along his sides, I lock my ankles over his back, signaling that I’m ready. But in case he needs the words, I encourage him. “Fill me up, Lucan. I want to feel all of you.” 
 
    His cock forcefully pulses, and he slams in, stretching me, filling me with his hardness, making me cry out. AND HIS CURVE. Feeling it work its magic, I moan and fall back, my neck going full rubber noodle. His special dick is hugging my g-spot, and when he begins to pull out, it adds a dragging pressure before he slides in again, cupping it with his hardness. 
 
    The muscles along my inner thighs begin to quiver. 
 
    It’s real work to raise my head, but I want to watch. 
 
    Propped up on his arms, Lucan is watching too. He’s staring at his cock’s slow retreat, pulling out from my puffy lips all glossy and wet. And then he angles himself, sinking in again, looking wonderstruck as he brushes a careful thumb along my obscenely stretched labia. 
 
    His eyes meet mine, and darken. 
 
    “I want to touch you,” he shares. “Like this.” To my surprise and delight, he means my clit. He strums it, the gentle manipulation making me moan his name. 
 
    “Show me what you like,” he orders, riding an edge of need that’s plain in the gruffness of his voice. 
 
    I sit up on an elbow and reach for his hand, guiding his fingers to touch me while he thrusts. I offer to take over, but he jerks his head in negation. Wanting to please me this way himself. 
 
    I’m not about to argue. His intrinsic impulse is to satisfy me, and I’m kind of in love with this about him. 
 
    He coaxes my body into giving him what we both want: I come with the force of an explosion, crying out his name as he watches me raptly, hissing, “Yesss, Susan, just like that.” 
 
    My insides flutter strongly around him, a squeezing treat he apparently wasn’t expecting—or maybe it just feels better than he could have ever hoped for. His lips part in shock and he goes still inside me, absorbing the sweet clenching he’s wrought. 
 
    They’re the strongest contractions I’ve ever experienced during an orgasm, making me wonder if my body has been waiting for Lucan all my life, and I didn’t even know it. 
 
    “Wow,” he gasps, dropping his head back, swallowing hard, baring his teeth as my pussy continues to ripple tightly around the length of him. And—if possible, he feels like he’s getting bigger every time my insides squeeze him. 
 
    “Your cock is huge,” I pant, staring up at the corded muscles of his throat. 
 
    He makes a pained sound and tucks his chin to his chest, growling as he draws back his hips and flattens over me, starting to hug me to him. 
 
    As he does, there’s suddenly a weird, firm tug on my insides. It has me sucking in a breath. “Stop!” 
 
    Lucan has already stopped though. His face is a mask of, if not pain, then discomfort. 
 
    I can’t help the tiny burst of panic. “Are we—” 
 
    “I’ve knotted.” 
 
    I clear my throat, preparing to seek further confirmation of what my body already knew. I slip my hand between us, and he shifts himself above me to better facilitate my access, his abdomen twitching against the back of my wrist. I find our connection, my fingers bumping his shockingly hot cock where it’s locked tightly against my swollen lips. 
 
    On the inside, I feel him, swelled up huge, jammed in place. 
 
    My pussy is in shock, a little scared that it’s crammed full and we can’t escape. “So… we’re stuck together?” I ask, voice tight. 
 
    “Yes. We are.” Golden eyes flash to mine. His face is tight with worry. Or discomfort. He shifts, sitting up, his knees adjusting near my ass. 
 
    But just this little movement has his cock shifting, and when it does, I feel a strong… snagged sensation. “Don’t! My vagina is caught on you. Like a fish on a hook.” 
 
    Lucan blinks down at me. “Is now an acceptable time to tell a crappie one-liner?” 
 
    I stare into his face, gaping at him. “Was that a fishing joke?” 
 
    He nods warily. 
 
    I reach up and cover his mouth with my hand. “No. Nope, you don’t need to tell bad jokes to de-stress right now.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he says softly into my palm. His eyes are so luminous and earnest. 
 
    A little afraid to hear the answer, I stroke along his fully bearded jaw, asking, “How long will it be before we’re unstuck?” 
 
    Now he looks away, his gaze falling between us—but then he’s squeezing his eyes shut and grimacing. 
 
    Inside me, I feel everything becoming tighter. “Are you getting bigger?” 
 
    Through a hiss, he nods. It isn’t a blissed-out, excited sound. 
 
    “Does this hurt you?” I question. 
 
    He nods again. “In the best way, but… yeah.” 
 
    “Is there a way to make it better?” 
 
    “Kiss me,” Lucan says, sounding a little ill. 
 
    Only hesitating a little as his fullness tugs at me, I take his arms and drag him down over me until his chest hair is tickling my nipples—and I gasp. 
 
    Like this, my g-spot is thrilled by the pressure. 
 
    Our mouths meet, clumsy. His lips soften after a moment, and he angles his head, his tongue tentatively running along the seam of my lips until I part them, and he strokes his tongue along mine. 
 
    As he does, some of the stinging, stretched-sensation at my entrance eases. 
 
    Better. 
 
    “Touch me,” he whispers, and I run my fingers over his shoulder, up his neck, into his hair. I hug him to me, stroke his back, drag my nails over his skin. 
 
    His knot’s swelling goes down considerably. He’s still hard as a rock though, something I can’t say I don’t appreciate. I’m getting that slow-build excitement tingling behind my pubic bone. A few more minutes of his curved cock’s hugging attention and I think I could come from this. 
 
    I slide a hand between our chests and tangle my fingers in his pelt, tugging on it, making him suck in a breath. “If I could reach your balls,” I whisper, “I’d do this.” I rake my nails down his shoulder blades. “See if you liked that.” 
 
    The idea must sound really exciting. Because without warning, he rams himself forward, knot shoving deeper, balls spanking me, making me squeak in shock—and he freezes, holding himself deep as a jet of fire-hot cum splashes my insides. 
 
    “Annh!” I shout, or maybe he does. I definitely make a sound when I’m hit with a second spurt of hot werewolf cum—and that’s when my orgasm, the one his cock had been nudging me towards, breaks over me. It’s the light-up-your-world kind, and my pussy clamps down on Lucan so hard that I get kicked with the biggest fire-hot jet. 
 
    He’s emptying himself inside me. 
 
    And rather than spilling out like cum should, it stays trapped, filling me up, so hot it’s scalding. “Lucaaaan,” I moan, my insides quivering. 
 
    “Sorry,” he pants into my neck, and then he kisses and even licks my throat. “Sorry if I hurt you.” 
 
    He feels great on top of me. He feels amazing inside of me. His dick is twitching, strong thumps inside my pussy, steady as a heartbeat. And still, we’re locked together, the plumped knot at his base crammed deeper than before, stretching me right to the threshold of pain. But the warmth of his trapped cum feels so… comforting. It’s like a whole new layer of bonding as I absorb him from the inside out. “You surprised me,” I murmur. “But I’m not hurt.” I languidly draw my fingers through his hair, and he shudders on top of me. 
 
    We stay connected like this until I’m almost dozing. And it feels wonderful, to hold each other this close. It doesn’t matter that it’s due to his body’s biology that we’re forced to stay together—if you set the natural instinct to panic aside, this is wonderfully reassuring. Like the most perfect way to come down from such an intense shared experience. Lucan has wrapped his arms around me, holding me, letting me feel his full weight—maybe because he doesn’t know that most guys would worry about crushing their girl, or maybe because I feel as good under him as he feels on top of me. 
 
    His hands gently knead me, slowly sweeping up and down my back, massaging what he can reach and grip. Quiet. Soft. 
 
    Occasionally, his shaft jumps inside me, making me bite down on my lips so I won’t squeal. It makes my channel contract, every time he has a strong flex, which in turn seems to be prolonging the swelling of his knot. 
 
    I scratch his back, loving the way he moans and growls a little behind my ear. He stays stretched out on top of me, squishing me in the best way. And finally, the tugging sensation everytime we shift eases to the point that I don’t feel like my pussy has been fish-hooked. The slow crawl sensation of his dick softening—of the welling of fluids as they’re permitted to exit, it has me biting my lip. They slide down my crack and begin to pool under us like a dam has broken. 
 
    “I need to clean up,” I tell him, preparing to scoot out from under him. 
 
    Lucan raises himself, his eyes jumping to mine, his pupils swelling with sexual excitement. “Allow me,” he says, his voice huskier than a moment ago. And suddenly he’s moving down my body. 
 
    He fits his hands confidently under my thighs, slides his grip to my knees, and sits back to stare between my legs with a predator’s hunger. 
 
    “You don’t have to—” I start. 
 
    He leans in close. “Shhh.” 
 
    My body lights on fire to have him shush me. And then he inhales, one hand releasing my leg so he can touch me, squeezing my tender lips on either side of my entrance, where I feel puffy and sore and so good. 
 
    “I have to taste you,” he declares, voice guttural, rough. And then he does, his tongue broad and hot and perfectly wet as he applies it to my overheated flesh. He drags it upward, licking our cum from me, making my mouth drop open. 
 
    I’ve been gone down on before sex—but never after. It feels… it feels like it should feel dirty. 
 
    What it is is hot. 
 
    “Ungh!!!” I squeal-grunt, a high-pitched, breathy sound that has him growling and shoving my knee to the side, knocking me wider with his shoulders as he pushes closer like this is a dessert that could be stolen from him. Guarding me like he doesn’t want to share his delicacy. 
 
    He laps at me like he’s starving, his beard tickling my ass and the insides of my thighs and making my muscles tremble and quake as he cleans me up greedily. 
 
    “My clit,” I beg, mindless. I’m on the verge of coming again but I need more stimulation. “Please!” 
 
    Lucan digs a thumb right beside my entrance, bracing his hand to raise the flesh of my mound with his forefinger, really exposing my clit—and he dives for it, latching on, sucking hard. 
 
    I scream his name, and he begins to hit my sweet spot with firm, fast strokes of his tongue. I’m shaking on his face hard enough to make my teeth chatter. 
 
    Proving he has an innate talent for this form of exercise, he expertly flattens my clitoris with his tongue, adding pressure that feels so right—before he forces his lick into a point and begins to tease my pearl into standing straight up for him, to peek out of its hood, exposed to his attack. 
 
    He catches it, cupping it with his lower lip, and sucks. 
 
    “Lucan!” I gasp, shattered. 
 
    Gripped in his commanding hands, dying beautifully with every lash of his tongue, I see all the stars of heaven. My back curls up from the bed, forcing him to trap my pelvis with a broad, commanding palm. This stops me from wiggling away, forces me to be still, allowing him the access to clean me up in this primal, determined way. 
 
    Mouth against my sex, Lucan growls—setting off flutters inside me that have me gasping. He goes at me until I’m bucking on his face, my toes pressed to his shoulders, back arching, the sensations so strong he’s making me squeak every time his tongue laps at me. My fingers are in his hair, gripping—I thought it was to push him away, but as another orgasm strikes me out of nowhere, I realize I’m holding him hard against me, knuckles tight to his scalp until I finish. 
 
    This time, with my body twitching and unfurling beneath him like a rubbery noodle, Lucan eases back—his throat vibrating with a deep, ultra satisfied noise that has my eyes rolling back in my head. 
 
    He carefully arranges my legs, which is nice of him. I can’t feel my feet. There’s not one part of me that I can move on my own. I’m not even sure if I’m breathing. 
 
    “Was that good?” Lucan asks, gaze meeting mine as he drags the back of his arm over his glistening mouth and soaked chin. 
 
    “You’re incredible and I love your face,” I manage to say, despite my lips and all the muscles of my mouth feeling too relaxed to properly form words. 
 
    Shyly, he smiles, his eyes warming. His hair is curled and sticking up and tousled like he just made a woman come her brains out. 
 
    “You should wear your hair like that every day,” I tell him, arms splayed, still unable to move. 
 
    Curious, he reaches up, running a hand through his hair—and he stops, realizing it’s mussed from me hanging on to it. 
 
    The look that comes over his face. His eyebrows go up high, surprised. But then a carnal, satisfied light enters his eyes and his shy smile curls into a wicked, wicked grin. 
 
    “Lucan,” I breathe, mouth curving up. “I think we’re corrupting you.” 
 
    He shakes his head, gaze dropping to my throat—then he surprises me by making a slow, decadent perusal of my naked body. “Let the husband render unto the wife due benevolence…” His eyes flick up to mine, dancing, playful even as his expression flirts with seriousness. “Did I treat you with consideration?” 
 
    Biting my lip, I nod. 
 
    “With kindness and generosity?” 
 
    I manage to raise my leg, bend my knee, and hook him at his waist with my foot. “You did. You treated me kindly and very, very generously.” 
 
    “Think I treated you properly with consideration?” He asks. “With indulgence?” 
 
    I lazily turn my gaze up to the ceiling—shiplap boards the color of honey, beautiful—and pretend to think about it. “I suppose you did.” 
 
    “Mmm,” he murmurs, his hand closing around my shin, caressing. Then his fingers tighten and he angles my leg so that my knee bends outward, keeping me open wide for him. “And likewise, you were the picture of benevolence with me. You were very,” he bends down and places a kiss on my mons that makes me jump, “kind, showing me much benignity and… liberality,” he says, brushing his lips on my lower stomach, across my stretch marks and belly skin that I normally feel self-conscious over due to its loss of elasticity, thanks to carrying two babies. But with Lucan so lovingly showing me attention, I’m not struck with an unwanted awareness of my body’s imperfections. 
 
    Under Lucan, I don’t feel imperfect. 
 
    “This wasn’t corrupted,” he declares. “This was perfect.” 
 
    He’s right about that. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Do you—does your penis make a knot every time you get excited?” 
 
    Glancing at my face, he pulls his fingertips from where they were tracing the lines on my belly and rests his hands on my knee and my waist, like it’s the most natural thing in the world to touch me. “Yes.” 
 
    I nibble my lip, meeting his eyes while he’s able to gaze into mine directly. “Does it hurt more than it feels good?” 
 
    “It still feels good,” he assures, less embarrassed than me about talking about this. “It’s all I know.” 
 
    Fair point. “Okay,” I say, taking a breath and letting my words out in a rush. “I’d like to taste you. If I held your knot in my hand while I gave you a blowjob, maybe you’d like that? Do you want to come up here and, um, sit on my face?” 
 
    Lucan freezes, his eyes widening for the briefest moment. 
 
    And then he’s climbing on top of me, moving to pin me under him. As we get into place, he shares with fervor, “If it’s too soon to tell you that I love you again, then can I say that I’ve been waiting my whole life to find you? Because, Susan? I have.” 
 
    I don’t answer him in words. Instead, I draw the tip of his already stiff cock into my mouth and meet his shocked, heated eyes as I take my first suck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 45 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Lying side by side with Susan, our breathing slowing, gazing at each other (me looking mostly at her throat which inevitably leads me to ogle her breasts) just soaking in the endorphins while they bind to receptors and release dopamine throughout our systems. 
 
    I feel great. It felt better when I was lovingly holding her in my arms, but we lasted only a few minutes of this before she felt like she was being burned alive and I was pretty certain I was going to go up in flames if I tried to keep her body tucked against mine for much longer. In the future, we’ll need to consider opening a window to pull in a decent chill. When it starts snowing, there’s a good chance we’ll be able to withstand prolonged full-body contact without testing if she’s secretly a phoenix shifter. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Susan asks. 
 
    “I’m wondering if I can make a joke about you being a phoenix for as hot as you are,” I tell her. If we try to spoon, one or both of us is sure to reach the temperature for spontaneous human combustion. 
 
    Her smile is slow and beautiful. “Thank you.” 
 
    It pleases me that she took it as a compliment—because she deserves to. She absolutely is hot in both senses of the word. Ask anyone who’s seen her when she’s wearing her Daisy Duke-worthy work shorts and her indecently small tank top. But naked? Sweet Mary, mother of Mac tíre, as Finn would say. Susan is magnificent. 
 
    I lace our fingers together and give our grip a scrunch. “What, ah, what are you thinking?” 
 
    She shifts onto her side, propping her head up with the heel of her hand, her tangled, work-styled hair falling all over. “The future. This changes a lot of things.” Her mouth twists and her gaze goes to the ceiling like there’s a list up there. “I’m thinking about the kids. About the house. My house, that is, now that I know you have this place. I only got the briefest impression of your kitchen here, but if you don’t have a slanted floor like ours—” 
 
    “Perfectly level. You could set a bag’s worth of marbles on the kitchen counter and they’d stay there.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing. I’m also thinking about Brooke, Ginny’s mom. And I need to pee so I don’t develop a UTI.” 
 
    “Wow.” I stare at her throat. “And here I thought you might be considering the merits of a nap. You’ve been on your feet all day so I figured you’d crash with me for a few minutes.” 
 
    She laughs and pats my chest, then gives my chest hair a tug that has my cock twitching. “I’ll be passed out before 9pm now, I can promise you that, but sex is better than coffee for reviving me.” 
 
    “Really?” I say, intrigued. “Does the sleepiness go away with practice or something?” 
 
    I watch her mouth tug up into a huge grin. “Well, you were on top for all activities, doing almost all the work. Next time, maybe I’ll ride you and then—” 
 
    I’ve caught her up and tossed her on top of me before she can finish speaking. I LOVE EATING PUSSY—and I can’t wait to do it again. 
 
    She curls into my chest, covering her face, unsuccessful at smothering a giggle. It’s an unexpected, cute sound coming from her. “I didn’t mean now. We should get back to the girls, make sure they’re okay.” 
 
    I pet her hair, thinking the girls are probably doing great and I’d really, really like to find out if I’m more invigorated after another round of sex. Afterwhich, I’ll get Susan to ride my face— 
 
    But she’s right. We should check in on the girls. For all that Maggie is in love with Liam, she’s going to start wondering why her mom isn’t back yet. She might worry. 
 
    “All right,” I croon up at her, drawing my hands down her back, loving the feel of her silky smooth flesh—awed that she’s mine to touch now, just like she’s proven I’m hers. Her scent is turning just the faintest bit coppery, and I know what that means. I find the areas on her lower back that I’ve frequently seen her rubbing when her cycle starts torturing her, and I dig my thumbs in and start kneading. 
 
    She melts into liquid on top of me—and her moan is the dirtiest thing I’ve ever heard. 
 
    “Um, Susan?” I tell her. “If you keep making noises like that, I either have to stop what I’m doing or we’re going to be late seeing the girls.” 
 
    She chuckles into my neck, making gooseflesh pop up everywhere on my skin. “Please don’t stop. You’re going to think this is crazy, but I bet I can almost come from this.” 
 
    It turns out that it’s the second session of lovemaking that makes both of us tired. We get sucked into a nap, with her dozing on top of me, bathing me in the luxurious feel of her slight weight draped over my chest. And luckily, despite how warm we are, neither of us catches fire. 
 
    When we regain consciousness, it’s dark outside the windows—and Susan’s eyes are barely open when she’s fumbling for her phone to check to see if she missed any SOS messages. 
 
    She didn’t, and she’s relieved—but the silence also makes her a bit anxious. 
 
    “Let’s go check on them,” I tell her, helping her up. The moment she stands, my cum and her fluids slip out of her, perfuming the air even more. Feeling only a little dirty, I tug her to a stop just long enough that I can raise her leg and watch the pinkish-white stream run down the insides of her thighs. 
 
    I brush at it with my thumb, bringing our taste to my mouth. On the insides of her legs, cum crusts have formed from when we were tied together, since I had her ride my face before sex. 
 
    It feels negligent not to take proper care of her after. 
 
    She watches me lap the rivulet’s drop from my thumb with a disturbed little look on her face—but when I meet her gaze, there’s interest in her eyes too. 
 
    I incline my head, indicating her pussy. “I want to eat you again.” 
 
    “I find your fascination with this act way too hot,” she admits, staring at my mouth before meeting my eyes, making me drop my gaze to her clavicle. “But raincheck?” 
 
    I nod, but offer, “Let me get you a washcloth.” I almost let her hand go. But we don’t have to separate. I haul her into the bathroom with me. 
 
    She’s embarrassed but receptive when I draw a warm washcloth between her legs, running it down the insides of her thighs until I’ve cleaned up everything. Feeling her gaze warming the top of my head, and loving the way her hands grip my shoulders as I carefully brush the cloth over her sensitive areas—it’s a pleasurable, intimate few moments. Doing this together indefinably changes the charge in the air; this act of aftercare making us feel even closer. 
 
    But then she surprises me by not being able to urinate because I’m in the bathroom with her. 
 
    “Even though we just made love?” I ask as she gently guides me backwards, her hand planted in the middle of my chest. “Twice?” 
 
    She shuts the door in my face. “I’m sorry! I actually need privacy to pee. I didn’t grow up as a werewolf.” 
 
    I peer at the door, confused. Don’t human women visit bathrooms in packs? What are they doing in there if not peeing together? I wonder if all humans are socialized so poorly or if this is just Susan. Bewildered, I decide I’ll have to ask Finn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Big floodlights have been set up on a knoll near the dens. Clearly for the humans’ benefit, as werewolves can see as well as a dog in the dark. The kids are still playing. That they have the energy to run and roughhouse is almost enough to make a person over thirty envious, but honestly, I’m relieved. 
 
    They’re okay. 
 
    Judging by the way they’re running around on the grass, playing soccer and racing with the Pack kids like long-time friends, they’re going to crash on their faces and sleep like rocks tonight—but they’re doing okay. More than, with the way they’re laughing and giggling. 
 
    Finn spots us, gives us a Chesire cat’s grin, and pops us a wave. 
 
    “I need to ask you about humans’ urination habits,” Lucan calls to him, and practically all the werewolves in the vicinity give us curious stares. 
 
    I slowly turn to the man beside me, but disbelief has stolen my words. 
 
    Finn’s face screws up, and he darts a look between us. “Deek, lad, I was hoping we’d be talking about topics more fun than this. Good grief, man. This sounds like something I won’t like sticking my nose into. In fact, this is me refusing to get involved.” He backs away, taking off without giving Lucan a chance to expound on his question. 
 
    His surprise squeamishness makes me laugh. 
 
    As we rejoin the girls, it’s clear that Charlotte, Ginny, and even Maggie are way too aware. Of everything. I swear I feel Ginny and Charlotte giving us appraising looks. They suspect we did what we did, and as Lucan’s body stays close enough to brush mine, my pair of eldest look positively gleeful, looking a little creepy in the harsh glare of the floodlights, but they’re thrilled, not upset, so it’s a good thing. 
 
    When the kids are ready to file inside for the night, we say our goodbyes to others who won’t be joining us and head for Night Howl. We file in with everybody else who lives in this den, but Lucan murmurs that he’s a bit hungry, so we stop in the kitchen, which feels really strange to be in when it’s empty. Without it being full of jostling, starving werewolves, it also looks huge. 
 
    We all take seats at the giant trestle table, Maggie showing me her grass-stained knees, Charlotte and Ginny darting looks between Lucan and me, whispering. 
 
    He’s preparing a tray of food for us, and I wonder if he can hear what they’re saying. In fact, as I stop watching the girls and start looking Lucan over, I think the tops of his ears are turning pinker. He’s definitely beginning to sprout some additional hair. His face is turning shaggy with beard fur. 
 
    My direct attention catches his, and he glances at me, meeting my eyes long enough to send me a proud smile that makes my heart beat faster. 
 
    He brings the tray of meats and vegetables over for the girls and me to nibble on, and he makes something he refers to as a sandwich, but which is actually just half of the butt end of a baked cow, I swear. He takes a healthy bite of it as he moves to sit right beside me at the bench seat. He’s only in (hairy) human form long enough to pull a pickle off the pile and toss it back before Maggie erupts, “Deek! Is it true you and Mom are going to get married and have puppies?!” and he turns full wolf. 
 
    He sighs, there on the floor, caught in his shirt and pants while his prepared meal waits on his plate for him. 
 
    And to my surprise—maybe everyone’s surprise—with effort, he slowly transforms back into a man, only having to make minor adjustments to his clothes. He takes his seat, clears his throat, and leans forward, angling around me to stare Maggie dead in the eye… or shoulder, actually. “Your mom and I haven’t gotten to talk about it yet.” 
 
    Maggie is not deterred. “I want ones just like Liam.” 
 
    “Maggggie,” I chide. 
 
    “And if you can’t do that, I just want Liam,” she goes on. 
 
    “Maggie!” I warn sharply. 
 
    She turns wounded eyes on me. “What?” 
 
    “You’re making Lucan uncomfortable. Stop. It’s not polite.” 
 
    Maggie’s eyes dart to Lucan. “Did I do that?” 
 
    “Make me uncomfortable?” he asks. When she nods, he smiles off to the side of her face and holds up one big thumb and a forefinger. “A little bit.” 
 
    “And besides,” I add. “You can’t order sibling gender or… or ability. No one is in control of that,” I tell her. 
 
    “God is,” Lucan murmurs. 
 
    “Then I’m praying for puppies!” Maggie announces. 
 
    Lucan sits taller, moving his gaze as high as he can go on me until he’s looking at my throat. “I’m gonna stop helping.” 
 
    Ginny and Charlotte are being unnaturally quiet during this exchange, but they’re sitting together on the opposite end of the table, watching Lucan and me with nothing short of hawklike intensity. 
 
    Lucan has some trouble holding his fork, I realize, because his hands have mostly shifted to paws, but finishes the potato salad portion of his meal like a model citizen, only using his fingers and thumbs to punt his food onto the tines a few times. When he stays (primarily) human through the entire meal, I feel like he deserves a medal. 
 
    Without warning, Ginny sets her cup of cranberry juice down with a snap. “All right. We’ve given you two lots of uninterrupted time. Spill.” 
 
    “Yep,” Charlotte pipes in, staring at us earnestly. “We need details. Do you guys want to get m—” 
 
    “Details about what?” Maggie asks, looking back and forth between everybody. “You mean Liam?” 
 
    Charlotte is going to hurt herself rolling her eyes like that. “Forget Liam, Snowpea.” 
 
    Maggie gasps. 
 
    Ginny holds up her hands in a Time Out gesture. “For now, Maggs. She means for now.” Her gaze snaps to Lucan and me. “What’s going on with you two?” 
 
    Lucan looks like he’s about to speak, but I lean forward, staring intently back at her. “What’s going on with you and Hudson?” Hudson, the maned wolf who made it clear he really likes Ginny but whom I’ve learned absolutely nothing else about. He spent loads of time with Ginny and Charlotte this last weekend while we were visiting the Pack. He looked panic-stricken when we left for home because he had to leave for home too—and he’s from a whole different pack on a whole different continent. I don’t know when they’ll see each other again. But he must have tried to work something out with Ginny, surely. Right? Until now, I haven’t pushed for any information. 
 
    Ginny snaps her mouth closed and sits back. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Charlotte looks to her properly cowed friend and huffs a Troops, we aren’t yet defeated! noise before she turns her attention to me, imploring, “Mom, we can help.” 
 
    I feel my brows launch above my hairline. “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah. Finn said we could stay the whole weekend.” 
 
    Maggie claps her hands. “Can we—” 
 
    Charlotte’s head drops back like it’s hanging off her shoulders by a thread. “ARRGH, YES, AND WE’LL GET TO SEE LIAM!” 
 
    Maggie cheers even more enthusiastically. “I was going to ask if we could have ice cream, but I would like Liam to have ice cream with me, yes!” 
 
    Charlotte slowly raises her head and slaps herself in the face. 
 
    Ginny gives her a commiserating look, but she’s clearly resolute in staying mum. 
 
    Lucan murmurs, “Are you going to eat that?” 
 
    I don’t know if he’s asking Charlotte or Ginny but they both push their plates of spinach leaves and bacon topped with salted pumpkin seeds and grilled chicken in his direction, and he polishes off what they left of their late dinner like he didn’t just eat a 32-oz porterhouse steak. Which, as I’ve come to learn, is more like an appetizer to a werewolf. He’s slow to put his plate in the middle of the table—where the dirty dishes sit until it’s time to wash them, because there’s not enough room in the sink to fit them all, and there’s no such thing as stacking dishes in a werewolf house. Not unless you want to see a tower of plates take a crash to the floor the first time a pack of pups thunders through the living room hard enough to shake everything in the kitchen. 
 
    “You guys ready for bed?” I ask them. “Do you want to sleep in the girls’ room or—” 
 
    “Yes!” Maggie cries, and clambers down from the bench. 
 
    “Wait, are you done eating?” Lucan asks. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    He drags her plate over and inhales her mashed potatoes and the couple of green beans she left behind. 
 
    “Welp, I’m just going to go get ready for bed…” Charlotte says, eyeing us as she eases off of her side of the bench. Like she’s giving us plenty of chances to shout from the rooftops that there are wedding bells in our imminent future. 
 
    I give her a patient smile that tells her absolutely nothing and get a teenager’s groan in return as she drags herself out of the room, Ginny following—still mum—and Maggie bounces at the doorway, waiting for them to lead the way to the girls’ room. 
 
    “Finn took their bags up when we got here,” Lucan says to me, tilting his plate to prevent it from screeching as he slides it towards the middle of the table with the other dishes. Werewolves are sensitive to sharp or irritating sounds—and one thing that continues to strike me as interesting when I dine with the Pack is how absent the clatter and squeaks are of silverware on plates or bowls.  “Do you want to check on them to make sure they have everything before we… go up?” Tentatively, he dismounts from the bench and stands, turning his face away even though he’s asked me a question. 
 
    I stand too, getting right in front of him, and when he still won’t—or can’t—turn his head and look at me, I step to his side until I’m in his line of sight. 
 
    I watch as fur floods down his arms, his nerves are getting so strong. 
 
    Leaning myself against him, I fit my head under his chin and murmur, “Hey. What’s the matter?” 
 
    Tentatively, his arm comes around me before he crushes me tight against him. “I’m not sure,” he says into my hair, “but I think I’m overthinking—everything. I might be overthinking everything.” 
 
    “Why don’t we go upstairs,” I start, planting a kiss on his collarbone, “and spend the night connecting in your room after we check on the girls for the night?” 
 
    He’s quiet for a long moment and very still against me. Then, “By connecting, do you mean—” 
 
    “Sex. After that power nap, I’m pretty darn awake and you’re ridiculously handsome.” 
 
    His swallow whaps his Adam’s apple into my temple. His kiss mashes my hair against my scalp, forcefully goofy, excited—messy but affectionate. “If you’re waiting for me to object, don’t waste your breath. I’d follow you anywhere, for anything, anytime. And also—you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    My cheeks heat. Because I know that he means it—he believes it. “Gosh, thanks, Lucan.” Then I gasp, because he’s slid down my body, wrapped his arms around my thighs, and the whole world turns upside down as he hefts me over his shoulder. 
 
    “A—fireman’s carry—really?” I pant around the unforgiving muscle of his shoulder. 
 
    “No, actually, a fireman’s carry is different,” he says. “I’d wear you over both my shoulders and hold one of your arms to keep you secure.” 
 
    “Then—what’s—this?” 
 
    He pops me on the butt—and I’m not sure if it’s deliberate, but he spanks me right where the increased blood flow can do the most wonders. “Don’t know its official name. This is how we carry deer home if we don’t feel like dragging them with our teeth.” 
 
    “Flatterer,” I tell him as he makes his way to the stairs. 
 
    “You should feel flattered. You are dear to me.” 
 
    “Lucan, another pun? NO,” I laugh. 
 
    He chuckles softly, something I feel all over my body. “Well, what else can I say?” His voice deepens, and he caresses my rear end, making me bite my lip to stifle a moan. “You’re one hot meal, and I’m going to enjoy eating you in a minute.” 
 
    Grinning, I tuck my face against his back, inhaling his shirt and anticipating what’s about to come. 
 
    Me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Normally, I look forward to teaching Sunday school. I love working with the kids, they’re so vibrant and enthusiastic, for everything. 
 
    But I have a hard time pulling away from Susan in the predawn hours. I only manage to separate myself from her and get dressed because we need to check on Maggie. 
 
    “You make this feel like Christmas morning,” I tell the back of her neck, nuzzling at the spot as she belts my robe around her naked, well-used body. “I’m feeling that same level of excitement, like you’re hamburger cookies and chaffles mixed together.” 
 
    Susan stops and cocks her head in that way she does when she’s encountered something that seems really strange to her. “I’m not sure if I’m more disturbed that someone made something called a hamburger cookie, or the fact that it’s your Christmas tradition. Lucan, that’s weird.” 
 
    I sniff her hair right behind her ear and kiss the spot. “Wait til you try them. Especially if you stack them between chaffles.” 
 
    “And those. I’m not even sure what those are.” 
 
    I nip her earlobe, making her suck in a breath. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    I’ve got a pair of sweats clutched in my hand, but I haven’t put them on yet. Standing naked at her back, I’m debating whether I have the prowess yet to bend her over the bed and get her to the finish line in under five minutes. 
 
    My newfound skills are too unpracticed though; my lack of confidence has me hesitating. 
 
    Susan turns a sultry look over her shoulder that has my jaw dropping open and my already interested cock lengthening and getting rude with her rear end. “Before we do breakfast, maybe we should take a shower.” 
 
    Blinking to clear my thoughts, I straighten. “Yeah. We should have time for showers.” 
 
    Susan turns around fully, wraps her arms around me, and brings her hips indecently close to mine, backing me up to the wall. She slides her hands to my shoulders, adding light pressure that manages the power of railroad spikes—because I stay glued right where she’s got me. She leans in close, her sapid morning breath making my mouth water. “No. I mean we can shower together.” 
 
    “Ohhhh.” I stare at her neck like I want to devour her. Because I do. 
 
    “Look at me,” she whispers—and obediently, my eyes fly up to lock on hers. 
 
    She kisses me. 
 
    My hands come up to cup her face and I growl into her mouth, “Maggie’s probably still asleep, right?” Actually, she’s a pretty early riser. But the girls’ room has a guest bath, so she’s got that need covered. And there’s a ton of puzzles and games for her to quietly play with while she waits for the house to wake up. “She’ll be fine for a few more minutes.” 
 
    Eyes bright for the brief second I meet her direct gaze, Susan grins at me. “She will. And this won’t take long. Hold me up.” 
 
    I frown. “Hold you… up?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She slides her arms around my neck and hops to bring her hips to mine, her knees banging into the wall as she crosses her legs to hang on to me. 
 
    My palms land on her generously swelled derrière, and I jerk her tighter to my front, supporting her and using her to tease myself. Under my robe, she’s as naked as me. 
 
    And she’s hot as a forest fire and three hundred thousand times more wet. 
 
    “Susssaaan,” I groan into her shoulder. My cock is pounding, riding between her slick thighs, begging for entry. “Lose the robe. Please.” 
 
    It piles between us for a moment, caught. And then it’s shoved to the floor in a heap. Her breasts pillow my chest, her nipples two stiff points mashed against me. 
 
    “Turn us around,” she instructs, her mouth close to mine. 
 
    I do as she says, and when her back is braced against the wall, I can’t help the wild thrust—but then I roll my hips. A technique Susan taught me she liked last night. 
 
    My cockhead bumps her, runs along her seam—slips inside her. She’s slippery and soft and squeezing in the best, most welcoming way. 
 
    The exhale I make into her neck is choppy, stuttered, and hoarse. 
 
    She drops her chin, bringing her mouth to my ear. “Take me,” she whispers. And I can feel her lips stretch and curl up in an enchantress' smile. 
 
    Hands sliding to the backs of her legs, I grip her hard and take her harder. Forcing the breath from her lungs with each pounding connection of my pelvis to hers, I nearly go at her rough enough to send her through the wall. 
 
    Tipping my head back, sucking in air like up til this point in my life it’s been stringently rationed, I meet her eyes. 
 
    Her gaze is rapt on me, staring back with huge pupils and hunger. But… something’s missing. “Can you come from this?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. “No, but I love feeling you. And watching you,” she adds. And I think she means it. But I don’t want her to just enjoy the view. 
 
    Wrapping my arms tightly around her lower back, I haul her hard against me, making her gasp, and walk us to the bed where I bend her over it like I imagined, slide my hand between the bedspread we just set to rights five minutes ago and her front, and I inexpertly fumble to find her clit. 
 
    Sensing my waning confidence perhaps, or simply saving us some time, she clasps my wrist and smooths her fingers down until they cover my fingers, and she guides me to find her, showing me how to touch her exactly like she needs. 
 
    THIS JUST IN: hottest experience of my life happening right here, right now. 
 
    “Susan!” I growl against her back, curled over her, my shaft between the cheeks of her ass, wet and throbbing and ready to get back inside her. I imagined that I’d lovingly take in the view of her back and hips and whatever I could see of her breasts if I got them swinging hard enough as I rode her from behind—but now that I’m actually here, on top of her, feeling her shudder and break apart under me and whimper my name? 
 
    I’m not going to last two seconds. If I so much as open my eyes and see her under me, I won’t last long enough to get back inside her. 
 
    Her nails dig into my hip, reaching for me, urging me to properly mount her. 
 
    I’m driven to nip her on the shoulder before I bend my knees and grab myself, bringing my tip to her entrance, making a slow tease at her lips that has us both biting back exclamations. 
 
    I push into her hard enough to scrub her across the comforter. Only her thighs being trapped at the end of the bed stops her movement. She’s probably going to have rugburn by the time I’m done, no matter how fast I manage to embarrass myself. 
 
    “The scent of your blood makes me even crazier,” I admit, panting. 
 
    Susan goes still. “I’m bleeding?” 
 
    I don’t even have to look down at my red-stained cock for confirmation. I can taste her blood in the air. 
 
    She rushes to sit up. “Oh no! I hope we didn’t make a mess of your bed.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    She frowns at me. “Lucan, it’s going to look like a crime scene. We either need to get towels, or move this to the shower.” 
 
    I lick my teeth, my cock pounding for her. “To get to the shower, we need to be decent enough to pass four bedrooms.” 
 
    She glances down at my shaft and smirks at me. “I’ll get the robes. Let’s do shower sex. I promise you’ll like it.” 
 
    I believe her, so I follow. 
 
    And, it turns out, she’s absolutely right. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    Breakfast is fun. (Chaffles with hamburger cookies, prepared by me for Susan and then everyone who comes tripping down the stairs once they scent meat.) The whole house feels like it’s vibrating with excitement, no doubt everybody’s waiting to hear when our Mating Ceremony will be. Under my breath, I tell Susan, “Perhaps we should have done more talking than… Actually, no, what we did was perfect. But these mutts want answers. They may pester us for them.” 
 
    Susan, rather than being daunted, just smiles at me. I wouldn’t have a clue that she was feeling nerves of any kind if I couldn’t hear the way her heart starts pounding harder when she asks, “When would you like to have our Mating Ceremony?” 
 
    My own heart starts racing like a chipmunk on speed. “I think we need somewhere private to have this conversation.” 
 
    “All right then.” Her chin goes up bravely. I know that, for her, the concept of being bound to a man again is scary. But you wouldn’t know it by the love shining in her eyes as she stares at me. I hold her gaze, my whole body heating. She says, “We’ll have to schedule another visit to the parsonage, and this time, actually do some talking.” 
 
    I lean in until my lips are nearly on top of hers. “Other things too, right?” 
 
    Her arms come around me and her hands slide into my trouser pockets—and then she’s running her fingers over my length quickly before giving me a surprise squeeze, her incendiary move completely hidden between us. 
 
    I kiss her, hard. A promise. We’ll finish this later. 
 
    We file out of Night Howl with the crowd, Susan craning her neck to locate the girls, making sure they’re still okay. They’ve been studious about playing with the Pack kids this morning, God bless them, giving Susan and I a surprising amount of alone time. Everyone assembles on the lawn, dressed and ready to walk to church. I offer Susan my arm, and she takes it. It feels so right. Having her here, my mate—not just with me, but with all of us, surrounded by my family—this is perfect. 
 
    Maggie skips up to Sue, with—no surprise, Liam tagging along at her side. Charlotte and Ginny are with a group of girls about their age, and Finn jogs towards us from the direction of Half Moon, grinning at us like an idiot. 
 
    “Awf, Sue—you look like you’re limping,” he calls cheekily. 
 
    “I am,” she calls back, and to my shock, she tosses him a suggestive grin that has him stopping in his tracks. “I’m sore. Really sore, in all sorts of places—if you know what I mean.” She winks at him. 
 
    She’s exaggerating, or at least leading him to believe we did more than we did, but it doesn’t matter. She’s well rewarded for her teasing. Finn’s mouth is hanging open. He pans his attention to me and utters a low, “You dog.” 
 
    I shake my head at both of them and draw Susan close to press a kiss to her temple. “Are you really sore?” I murmur, even though Finn is close enough he’ll hear me anyway. I’ve got manners. I try to give us the illusion of privacy. 
 
    “Yep,” she replies, a smile evident in her voice. Evident on her face too, when she turns to look at me. I hold her eye contact, searching her, and she places her hand on my chest, sliding it beneath my jacket and holding it right over my heart. “And I don’t regret a thing.” 
 
    Her eyes glint with something decidedly wicked. 
 
    And beautiful. 
 
    “Let’s go to church,” I say, because if we don’t get moving right now, I’m going to shock everybody’s sensibilities by dragging this woman back into the house to do things to her that I shouldn’t even think of on the way to holy ground. 
 
    As if she can read my thoughts—or maybe she’s having the same ones, judging by the scent of arousal I’d swear I’m picking up from her, she agrees lightly, “We’d better hurry.” 
 
    I one hundred percent agree with her on this. Thankfully, as soon as we start walking, my focus starts moving where it should—to work. To teaching. And by the time I head downstairs for the Sunday school room, with Donal taking over the scripture study for the rest of the congregation, I’m thoroughly on track and caught up in working with all the innocent little minds our pack boasts. 
 
    Today, we’re learning about Solomon’s prayer for wisdom, and his judgement over the case with the two children. It’s a tightrope walk for some chapters of the Bible—for example, two out of the three Tamars don’t get mentioned down here, Samson’s addiction to women and his use of foxes is glossed over, and David and Bathsheba isn’t a story this group is ready for. In a few years, they will be. And privately, their parents might choose to share and supplement further details they feel their children can handle, since we do keep these classes carefully edited. But for now, lessons are studies on the broadest concepts, containing simple morals they can follow. Listen, obey, treat others as they wish to be treated. Things every werewolf and shifter needs to get a handle on in order to be a properly socialized member of our society—dominant or submissive, it doesn’t matter. We also do a lot of activities: learning and writing the names of pertinent people through history, tracing shapes on felt and cutting out characters to act out scenes, and sometimes we put on little plays. I’ve never herded cats, but I imagine this is actually easier. I love these little clowns, because at this age very few of them care about hierarchy or status; they just want to absorb the world and play. 
 
    And I can help with that. 
 
    “Everybody goes to sleep,” I prompt the class, and all of them drop to the carpet, looking like inchworms that got sprayed with knockout gas. “Samuel?” I call in my most authoritative voice. 
 
    Sam, a yakan shifter (Japan’s native werewolf), leaps to his feet, his four-piece suit a little wrinkled, but nothing his parents will growl over. Everyone who’s ever dressed a child in their Sunday best expects a little horseplay in them—at least we’re inside yet and not out on the grass where he’s more likely to get stained. “Here am I!” he shouts proudly, acting out 1 Samuel 3, where God calls the little boy, who in turn obeys faithfully. It isn’t a book we’re studying today, but these guys love this game (Sam most of all, since the study figure is his namesake), so we play it often. 
 
    “Very good,” I praise, and hold out the reward box. Colorful stickers, erasers, rulers, you name it, there are little prizes in here and not a piece of candy in sight. 
 
    Sam frowns, looking crestfallen. He looks up, not meeting my eyes because he’s a submissive. But he’s not afraid to ask for what he wants, and that’s great. “Can I have jerky instead?” 
 
    I growl deep, making him duck and grin. But I had the tray ready, a fact he—and nearly every child in this room—can definitely smell. 
 
    With a playfully begrudging air, I snatch up a length of jerky—a flat square of the most delicious dried meat you’ll ever be lucky enough to try, and homemade, not the sad store-bought kind that’s either pulpy and soft or harder to gnaw on than a shoe with a human foot still in it—and point it at him like it’s a sword. “Just this once,” I insist in an aggressively petulant tone that has him giggling. 
 
    He reaches out for it tentatively, as if I might bite off his arm, but he’s laughing, not really worried in the least. “Thank you, Pastor Deek.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Sam. It was good of you to answer right away. Go have a seat.” 
 
    He does, taking the pint-size chair that Chessa, my werewolf helper and fellow child-wrangler of the day, offers him, and I call the next nipper. “Maggie?” 
 
    Maggie, one of the few humans in the group, looked like she was going to burst her skin if she didn’t get called on soon. And since she’s not a shifter, that’d be worrisome. She hops up and races over. “Here am I!” 
 
    “Very good,” I tell her. “And here you go—what would you like?” I offer the prize box. 
 
    Her eyes go round as she spies a wolf-shaped sticker in pink. But then she looks at Sam, at the delighted way he’s going to town on his flake of jerky. She looks torn even as she asks, “May I have a piece of jerky too, Deek?” 
 
    I smile at her. “Yes. You may.” I hold one out, but when her fingers touch it, I lean down and growl at her, making her shriek—then laugh, loudly. 
 
    I let it go, watching as she dissolves into giggles and backs away from me, saying in a sing-song fashion, “Thaaaank yoooou!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You did good, Maggs. And here. You forgot this.” I hold out the prize box and wait until she scampers up, awe painting her face, and claims the sticker she’d wanted. 
 
    Then I hold the box out to Samuel. “You get a prize too, buddy. Everybody gets to pick two things today.” 
 
    Sam speeds over, grabbing a dinosaur-shaped eraser that I think is supposed to smell like apples, but really just smells like burnt rubber and the esters that make artificial flavoring. The resulting composition doesn’t smell at all like the real thing, I can tell you that much—and so can any werewolf. 
 
    Speaking of smelling like the real thing, the scent of coconut has reached my nose, and because I watched Susan rub herself in coconut oil after our shower, not to mention when she took me by my dumb handle (and jacked me with her oil-slick fist, then sucked me off)—the scent makes me think immediately of her, and my mouth waters. 
 
    I will never be able to think of coconut the same. I may not even be able to safely walk past a stand of coconuts in the Pack’s grocery store. 
 
    Susan’s standing on the stairs, watching me, smiling. She mouths, “You big softie.” 
 
    I think she’s saying this in response to me calling Maggie back so she could have both things she wanted, which means the whole class will get to pick two things as a fairness ripple effect. 
 
    But I tip my head to her. “Soft is not my situation with you here,” I mouth back. 
 
    Her mouth curves up in a smile that has my heart racing. 
 
    I quickly redirect my attention to the class. “Harper?” 
 
    “Here am I!” she calls, sitting up. Roll call continues until my stack of homemade jerky squares are nearly depleted: I’m down to one. And this jerky was made by my mom and dad and shipped all the way from Ireland. These kids are eating Irish beef—the meat with the lowest trace elements of heavy metals because Ireland has never had their soil spoiled by an industrial revolution. Plus, my parents don’t believe in putting sugar in anything that isn’t a dessert, so this is the good stuff. Susan, who eats whole-food everything and even makes her own salad dressings from scratch, would approve. This dried cow is healthy, with its low number of calories while achieving high protein and sublime flavor. So help me, if one of the kids drops theirs on the floor, it’s mine. 
 
    (Among werewolves, the ‘five-second rule’ is less like this is safe to eat if I pick it up within five seconds of it hitting the ground and more like five seconds is the time it takes for every other werewolf in the place to cross the room and snatch up whatever is dropped. If you drop meat, be prepared to lose it. And if one of the kids gets the dropsies in this room, it won’t matter that we’re in church. Our adorable sea of grade schoolers will begin brawling in a fashion worthy of the movie Road House.) 
 
    I’m hungrily watching the kids’ hands, clutching the last slice of jerky close but not daring to distract myself with eating it yet, or I might miss my chance to wade in—as the adult—and prevent fighting by snatching fallen food for my own— 
 
    “Lucan?” Susan asks, now at my side. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    I stiffen when I feel a tug on my jerky. My eyes snap to her hand. 
 
    She goes still. Her fingers open slowly. I want to look up at her face, but I can’t take my gaze from what I’m clutching. “You’re acting weird. Are you…” she asks, just as slow and careful as her movements. “Are you food aggressive?” 
 
    A bit of shame licks at me. Not enough for me to straighten out, but enough I feel it. “No more than any werewolf.” 
 
    “This whole time?” she asks, the shock plain in her voice. 
 
    I’d shrug, but my focus is back on the kids—on their jerky. “Thankfully, it’s never come up. I wait til the dominants are done eating their portions, and I eat what you guys leave, and nobody ever tries to take my food or take back theirs once they’ve given their plates to me. No casualties,” I add as a joke. Obviously, I’d never harm Susan’s brood, but it would be difficult to hand off food if I thought it was mine. 
 
    There’s only one person I’d share my food with. Without moving my eyes to hers, I hold out my jerky flake. “Here. Try it. You can have half.” 
 
    There’s a pause. “You’ll give me half. The whole half?” 
 
    I slide my eyes in her direction, but quickly snap them back to the kids when I catch a wobble out of the corner of my vision. It’s Liam taking a tumble—but thankfully he’s not hurt, and lucky for him, he kept his jerky clutched tightly in his hands. Smart man. “I’ll split half my portion with my mate,” I tell Susan. 
 
    “What about the kids?” she asks. 
 
    I gesture to the room. “I make sure the kids are fed first.” 
 
    “You know, I keep thinking I have werewolves figured out, but then I learn something new and weird about you guys.” Her fingers close again on my jerky, and she tugs it, just a little. 
 
    I keep my grip on it, my hand following. 
 
    “Lucan!” she laughs. 
 
    “You can have your half,” I insist. “But Susan, I’m not letting it go.” 
 
    “Oh my land, you can’t be serious!” she cries, still laughing. 
 
    My eyes leave the kids and swing to hers. “I’m a werewolf. I never joke about meat.” 
 
    Susan holds my gaze as she leans in close— 
 
    And drags her tongue slowly and provocatively along the meat in question. 
 
    My eyes narrow. “Change of plans. You’re going to have to wait to share this,” I inform her. 
 
    Her eyes dance. “Oh?” 
 
    “This is not the place or the audience where you can lick anything in front of me, it turns out. Least of all my meat.” 
 
    She chokes on a laugh. 
 
    Chessa calls out, “Kennedy, watch it, you’re about to drop—” 
 
    Pint-sized growls erupt. I leave Susan’s side so fast she’s probably spinning. But before I wade in to break up the shifter brawl of tots with Chessa, I pressed my jerky into Susan’s hands for safekeeping. Because she’s my mate, and I trust her. 
 
    When I’ve got three kids scruffed between both my hands, I spare Susan a glance, and find her smiling wistfully at me, her heart in her eyes, and my jerky held carefully between her fingers. 
 
    “I love you,” I call to her. 
 
    She holds up the jerky square and grins. “Lucan, I believe you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 
 
    SUSAN 
 
    Lucan and Chessa herd everyone back upstairs to join their families. I’m glad I snuck down to watch him teach. Lucan is so good with kids. He’s playful, he’s thoughtful, he leads them by excellent level-headed example, even when half the class erupts into wolf and various shifter forms and tries to rob each other of jerky. I run my hand down Lucan’s back as I pass him, earning a lycanthrope purr (a male sound of satisfaction I got well acquainted with last night), and quietly move to our pew, following Maggie. 
 
    Lucan is right behind me. His broad hand makes contact with my lower spine, and stays there, causing a warmth to radiate through my whole body as we rejoin Charlotte and Ginny, who I left with Finn, Jenn, and Dave. 
 
    My girls eye us speculatively from the pew, and Finn is smiling—not smugly, just happily, which is nice. He also moves to stand, politely offering us an alternative to clearing his knees like Olympic pommel horses or hurdles. Liam goes in first, then Maggie, then me, squeezing past Ginny and Charlotte, our usual seating order. The only thing different this time is that Lucan is with us, bringing up the caboose of our train. There’s no room for him on the pew—or there wouldn’t be—but Finn gives him the end seat, leaving us for the choir box where he’ll lead the final song. 
 
    “Psst,” Ginny whispers to me. “Switch spots with us.” 
 
    My brows furrow, distracted—but then I see her and Charlotte’s gleeful faces, and I give them a wry grin. “Thanks. Lucan and I appreciate it.” I stand, and Ginny and Charlotte scooch behind me, sliding next to Maggie, leaving me the perfect spot. 
 
    Right beside Lucan. 
 
    “Anamchara,” Lucan greets with a soft smile and a direct glance into my eyes. “My lovely anamchara.” 
 
    What it does to me to hear him use this word. I put my hand over his mouth. “You can’t speak Irish to me in church,” I warn, keeping my voice soft in the hopes that I’m saying this for his ears alone. 
 
    Lucan’s eyes snap to mine the moment my palm meets his lips. He kisses my hand but doesn’t otherwise move. “Fayr enuf,” he murmurs. 
 
    I give him a nod so prim Mary Poppins would be proud, and lower my hand to my lap. “Thank you.” 
 
    Donal has been cueing the congregation to grab their songbooks and turn to “Mary Did You Know.” 
 
    Lucan’s gaze stays fixed to mine as he reaches out with his long arm, his tailored suit making him look even more masculine, even more impressive, if it’s possible. He plucks a songbook out of the tray, setting it so that it’s opened with the left side on his thigh, the right side of the book on my thigh, and he turns expertly to the page with “Mary Did You Know,” either because he was listening better to Donal than I was in regards to the page number, or because Lucan just knows the book that confidently. 
 
    Either way, his competence is sexy. So is his direct look. 
 
    To my shock, he holds eye contact until the congregation finds their pages and begins to sing, the rustling and the hush before the song begins turning absolutely electrifying. Lucan shares the book with me on our laps and brings his arm up behind me, resting it along the length of the pew, connecting our bodies shoulder to knees until my skin hums. It’s the weirdest, most innocent-feeling flirting I think I’ve had since my playground days. 
 
    When the song ends, and Donal asks everyone to kneel for final prayer, I whisper to Lucan, “I’m ready for the Mating Ceremony. Whenever you are.” 
 
    I expect him to meet my eyes to acknowledge what I’ve said. He does—but he also grabs me and hauls me against him, not letting me go even while we pray—he just guides us down to the kneeling pillow and we join the prayer like that, embracing each other. 
 
    When it ends and everybody moves to stand, Lucan hauls me up and calls out to the whole congregation, “Susan and I are getting Mated!” 
 
    Everybody cheers. 
 
    Easily two hundred voices reflect off the stone walls, the reverberation impressive to the ear. “Congratulations!” 
 
    The girls are going wild beside us, like we’ve won the lottery. 
 
    Gazing at Lucan, I know we have. 
 
    I tug him to me and set my mouth against his ear so he’ll be able to hear me over everyone’s excitement. “Will your mom and dad want to be here for the ceremony?” 
 
    He pulls far enough away that he can meet my gaze. “I don’t want to wait another moment. They’ll understand. But what do you want?” 
 
    I smile and search his eyes. “As far as I’m concerned, we became a thing back at the parsonage.” 
 
    Ginny makes a squeak beside me, pulling both our attention to her. She’s almost bouncing on the pew, eyes bright with happiness even as she looks a touch guilty. “Sorry for eavesdropping, I can’t help it!” She taps her ear. Her werewolf hearing works perfectly well in her human form. “Guys, we’re so happy for you!” 
 
    Charlotte starts waving wildly beside her. 
 
    I glance in the direction she’s waving—up front—and see Finn and Rooker standing off to the side of the podium, beaming at us. 
 
    Finn calls. “We’ve got you covered, lads! Don’t you worry!” He’s shed his choir robes, and he’s carrying something with Rooker. Something on a long wooden slab, something that, although it’s covered in white silk, is shaped exactly like a— 
 
    He draws the cover off to reveal a three-tiered wedding cake. Snowy white, with gold and bright yellow ribbons of icing swirling all around the frosting. 
 
    Unless there was a bakery shop that just happened to have this on hand, someone (or several someones) stayed up all night baking and decorating this magnificent edible artwork. 
 
    “Maggie!” Finn shouts, grinning. “Come here and lend us a hand, would you? Yeah, Liam, you can come help too.” 
 
    The pair of them clamber over us and scramble out of the pew, enthusiastic for the chance to get closer to the cake. 
 
    Finn jerks his chin to items that weren’t present beside the pulpit a few minutes ago. There’s a five-gallon bucket with a metal lid, a stack of paper bowls with a pile of spoons, and a wooden box with a bow. “Can you grab all that and haul it over? Awf, look how strong you two are. Perfect. Open up that box, would you, Maggie?” 
 
    When Maggie draws off the lid, she gasps. 
 
    “Ain’t that a sight?” Finn asks. “Do us a favor and set that right up here.” He indicates the cake. 
 
    He and Rooker bend their knees, arms tight as they support the massive confectionary marvel, lowering it enough that Maggie can reach up and place a wedding topper on the uppermost tier. 
 
    It’s your typical human bride figurine—and beside her is a wolf, two children figurines, and a smaller wolf figurine. Our whole family, represented on a beautifully piped wedding cake. 
 
    “And that’s not all,” Rooker tells her and Liam, everybody watching really. “Back at Half Moon, in the freezer we’ve got—” 
 
    “CEASE FIRE!” Maggie shouts. “Ice cream! SAY ICE CREAM!” she cries. 
 
    Charlotte slumps forward, groaning so loudly she can be heard over the congregation’s laughter. Beside her, Ginny, arms folded, a smile on her face, shakes her head. “Typical. Maggie, you’re so special.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Maggie calls back. Then she turns to Finn. “Can I have—” 
 
    “Maggs,” Finn says gently. “That pail over there?” He tips his head to indicate the bucket. “That whole thing is ice cream. If you don’t get full on that, we’ve got the other flavors up at Half Moon, but garl, if you don’t get full on that, something is wrong with you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    LUCAN 
 
    ONE YEAR LATER. 
 
    “Dad,” Susan says, voice full of exasperated affection. “You don’t have to do the dishes. You’re the guest here.” 
 
    The scents of cloves, sugar cookies, wet boots, and chemically imitated citrus soap are thick in the kitchen, where my dad is steadfast in staying. 
 
    It’s cold enough to see your breath in here, just like werewolves like it. It’s two days before Christmas and the sleeves of his oatmeal Aran fisherman’s sweater are rolled up, his arms are buried to his elbows in soapy water, and a winsome smile graces his face—the man is the picture of contentment. Chestnut hair showing almost as much grey in human form as his coat has gone silver in his wolf form, my father shakes his head, keeping his gaze lowered because he’s a submissive, but he’s smiling back at Susan warmly. “Guests who help tidy up are remembered fondly, and they get welcomed back.” 
 
    He draws another mug under the water, scrubbing it with care. It’s one I bought for Susan, because mugs are the one place where she loves to see puns, and I love wooing her with things that make her happy. This one has a craftily designed set of letters that look like they’re made of yarn, and a crochet hook is printed on it. The mug reads Coffee, because I was up hooking all night. 
 
    (We’re not crocheters, but I couldn’t stop laughing at the play on words, and my reaction as I gave her the gift made Susan crack up. She still smiles when she uses it. Witty coffee mugs; the gifts that keep on giving.) 
 
    Susan moves to hug my dad one-armed, holding our son, Shane, in her other. “You know you’re always welcome, with or without doing any cleanup. Here,” she offers. “Take your grandson, and I’ll finish the dishes.” 
 
    My father makes a dramatic sound of indignation. “You’re not doing these dishes. You just had surgery!” 
 
    “That was over three months ago,” Susan points out, gasping and laughing at his absurdity. Thanks to our joined incomes and my help around our household, Susan felt secure enough to have carpal tunnel surgery a while ago. And like she said, she’s recovered, already back to work and everything, her wrist doing worlds better. 
 
    My father, though, is not sold. “Saoirse told you to sit down and take a load off your feet, just wait til she gets back. She’ll say, ‘See? That’s the problem with humans. None of you feel properly compelled to listen to an alpha.’” 
 
    Susan kisses him on the cheek before dutifully sitting down, catching my eye and giving me a wry shake of her head as she re-situates Shane on her lap. To dad, she asks, “There. Happy?” 
 
    My father meets her eyes and wags a soapy finger in front of her nose. “You know how Finn is lippy?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Do you know how we controlled him when he was a boy?” 
 
    Susan makes a thoughtful face. “You didn’t beat him enough, I’m thinking, if that’s where you’re going with this. But how?” 
 
    My dad laughs, turning back to the sink and starting on a big salad bowl. The same salad bowl Susan gave me way back when we first met, so that I could ride in her car without getting sick on the seats. To my credit, I never did end up using it to yark in. All the women in this family drive more gently than Finn. 
 
    “We’d threaten to beat Lucan,” my dad tells her. 
 
    Susan freezes, hand poised to use Shane’s sleeve to mop up his slobbery lower lip. “What?” 
 
    Hearing his mother distressed makes Shane’s human ears turn furred and wedge-shaped. 
 
    Grinning, my dad fondly recalls, “You could walk Finn out to a tree and tell him to pick his switch, and he wouldn’t be sorry for whatever he’d done. He’d take a switching like a man, and his da and mam never knew if the lesson was really sinking in, you know? But we found out that if you told him to go pick a switch so that Deek would be punished in his stead, his whipping boy—well, Finn was right sorry then. He’s a rascal, but he’d walk over broken glass for his loved ones.” 
 
    Susan is not sharing the warm fuzzies that my dad is. This walk down memory lane has her concerned. “Did you actually whip Lucan for things Finn did wrong?” 
 
    Although she keeps her voice level, there’s an unmistakably protective edge to her tone. She may not be a werewolf, but she has the protective heart of an alpha. 
 
    And she’s all mine. 
 
    I leave the cookie dough I’d been rolling out, wiping my flour-coated hands on my apron as I round the counter and cross to her and lean down and kiss her. 
 
    She relaxes, eased that I’m not at all bothered by this history. Shane, however, heard the agitation in his mother’s tone and he’s turned into a full werewolf. When Susan feels his tiny but sharp claws on her forearm, she glances down at our bundle and sighs, beginning to strip off his onesie. “Half the fun of having a baby is picking out the cute little clothes,” she laments. 
 
    “Stop getting upset and your son will get to model the cute little clothes,” my father points out. “And nah, we never switched Lucan. But Saoirse would have me take him out to the woodshed while Finn watched. And Lucan was instructed to limp out, make a good show of his ‘punishment.’” 
 
    “That’s terrible!” Susan cries with a disbelieving laugh. 
 
    “But effective,” Finn calls out over the sound of him knocking his boots against the doorpost to clean them of as much snow as possible before he enters the house, bringing searing cold in with him. 
 
    Snuggling a furry Shane under her chin, trying to stop him from gnawing off the buttons at the throat of her sweater dress, Susan throws me a look asking for support. Not with Shane—with Finn and my dad. 
 
    I push the rolling pin over the dough. “It really was effective. The rest of that day, Finn would be an angel.” 
 
    My dad scoffs. “Only until he turned, what, eleven, and stopped being fooled?” 
 
    “It was about that, yeah,” Finn confirms, grinning wistfully. “But you all had me going, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Where’s your mate?” I ask him. 
 
    “She’s getting our boy, and then we’re crashing at Night Howl all week. She’s hoping to do horseback riding with you, Sue, if you’re up for it. And Gin and Char.” 
 
    “Def—” Susan starts. 
 
    My dad turns away from the sink, a puzzled furrow lightly marking his brow. “What about a sleigh ride? While the girls go on the trails with the horses, you boys should get the kids together for their own adventure through the woods.” 
 
    “Ohhh, yes, please!” Susan exclaims. Her face is shining when she throws me and my father a happy grin. “Maggie—all of them actually—they will love that. Gosh, I love Christmas. Everybody here, something tasty baking in every house, and all the family doing fun things together.” She gazes down at our son, expertly removing her fingers from his teething mouth, making his tail wag. 
 
    “Personally, I’m now fond of Valentine’s day,” Finn says, stealing a ball of cookie dough from off my tray, the one meant for the oven in a moment. Susan hisses at him but I just drop another ball into the empty space and he keeps talking. “There’s excellent babysitters available in every house so there’s bound to be someone who’ll free up our hands, help us out so we can do date night right.” 
 
    I actually like this too but I don’t need to share my opinion. Finn swipes another ball of cookie dough off the tray and Susan growls, “I’m going to chase you out of here with a wooden spoon.” 
 
    “You’re going to need more than a wooden spoon to beat me away from these cookies,” Finn drawls, taking another. 
 
    “Threaten to whack Shane with the spoon,” my dad offers—and while Susan gasps, so does Finn. 
 
    My dad laughs and pulls the plug on the sink, dishes washed, rinsed, and set neatly in the drying rack on the counter. He turns to me, his eyes meeting mine briefly. “Why don’t you let me take over here, and you relieve your mate of Shane so she can get ready to go for a relaxing ride? The good Lord knows it might be the only way she’ll get off her feet today.” 
 
    “He claims as I’m in the middle of doing nothing but sitting down,” Susan grouses, setting Shane on the floor. He high-steps, ears up, paws clomping, tail lashing back and forth wildly as he gambols towards his grandfather’s sock-clad toes and begins to attack them. 
 
    I hand dad the rolling pin, catch the neck strap of my apron, drawing it over my head, and pass it to him. 
 
    “See this?” my dad says to Susan and Finn. “Tell a submissive wolf what to do and he does it.” 
 
    “It is nice, when you’re the one giving orders,” Finn agrees. 
 
    There’s a knock at the door. An uncharacteristically tentative one, which identifies the visitor before we can catch so much as sight or scent of her. 
 
    Finn turns and opens the door, not bothering to ask our permission to admit the guest, because we’re Pack. Everybody who knocks is welcome. 
 
    It’s Brooke. Ginny’s mom. 
 
    “Hi,” she says to him, eyes downcast. She’s essentially a human alpha, but she’s subordinate to him—not because she can’t shift, but because Finn’s fiercely dominant. He’s affable so much of the time a human could be forgiven for mistaking his status, but a werewolf would never make the same mistake. We feel it. “Susan said to stop by…” 
 
    “Come on in!” Susan calls, struggling to catch Shane, who found one of his pacifiers on the floor behind a bin of carrots that need to be tossed out to the wood cows. 
 
    Brook has been working at the Pack’s butcher shop, works hard, arriving early and staying late, and she’s been doing really well physically. She’s stayed clean, proving to herself and the Pack that she’s got a future. 
 
    Where her relationship with Ginny is concerned though, things are… strained. It’s dangerously thin ice. Brooke made choices that caused her daughter to suffer terribly. Worse, Brooke knew what was happening with her boyfriends and Ginny—and Brooke punished her for it. That’s a betrayal no child should have to endure, and if Ginny didn't love her mother, the Pack would have killed Brooke, not rehabbed her. 
 
    But although Ginny’s concern saved Brooke’s life, Ginny keeps her further away than even arm’s length. Sometimes she chooses to stay home rather than go to the butcher shop with Susan or me when we pick up our weekly order of cuts. 
 
    And since limiting contact with her mom is what Ginny wants, we respect that. 
 
    With her permission though, Susan has been inviting Brooke on some social outings. For example, right now. “How do you feel about horseback riding?” Susan asks, only sparing Brooke a quick smile before she’s crouched back in front of Shane, holding his pacifier aloft triumphantly as she stretches for the fridge and pulls out a good carrot (the ones in the bin are slimy and going just a little off. Fine for the woodland critters but not the choicest for us) and offers it to Shane in trade. 
 
    He makes an excited woofing noise and carries it around like a bright orange stick. 
 
    I guide him to the door so he can play outside. And I’m not going to lie: we love kicking our son outside. Wolf pup poop is a breeze to shovel up, and we rarely have to deal with terrifying diapers of doom. 10/10, I’d recommend shifter pups to anyone. 
 
    (Plus? Puppy breath. Shane has it, and it’s delicious.) 
 
    Shane happily picks up his carrot, drops it, picks it up again, and repeats this process all the way to the door, his big paws clomping as he goes. I take a moment to step into my boots at the door, grab a blanket off the shelf, and I follow him out. 
 
    He makes a garbled wurf of happiness and pounces into a sizable drift of snow. 
 
    As a human baby, he hasn't mastered walking yet. As a wolf pup, he can already run. Thus we fenced the yard so that he’s got a safe place to play, about twenty feet by thirty feet, the werewolf version of a playpen. He loves it, and he’s almost always outside. And the beautiful thing about werewolf children who can shift is that they can play in the snow without needing to be bundled up. The only concern is if Shane shifts to his human form while he's outside. A baby's naked skin can't suffer the exposure for long, which means he needs to be watched when he's playing. 
 
    Finn joins me in overseeing my toothy son, letting Shane nip at his boots before he bends and retrieves a rope toy, one that’s frozen solid so it’s more like a rope brick. He tosses it and watches Shane bolt after it, woofing madly. “Can I talk to you?” Finn asks. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He sidles up to me. He shifts his weight, scuffing his boot. “You and Sue are using an IUD, right?” 
 
    I raise my eyes to his. “Yeah.” 
 
    He grips the back of his neck and avoids my eyes. “Does it ah… Does it cause you any damage?” 
 
    I snort. “Strings got you?” 
 
    He throws his hands out. “Yeah! Feckin’ thing stabbed me right in the dick!” He grabs his fly. “That uterus guard has a bite like a cobra. I still have a red spot.” 
 
    I look for Shane and find him clawing and chewing bits off of the snowman Maggie made with Liam yesterday, unaware of the subject of our conversation. Still. “Don’t show me—” I tell Finn, grimacing. 
 
    “I’m not showing you! I’m gesturing. Anyways,” he meets my gaze and implores me. “How did you fix it? Tell me there’s a fix because this can’t be repeated. My cock’s developed a phobia—which is the cruelest thing in the world. The doctor promised us it was effective birth control, but she didn’t tell us it was because I’d be afraid to ride my wife—” 
 
    I hold up a hand, trying not to smirk even as I’m snickering. “They soften up. The strings. You can tuck them up past her cervix so the most you’ll feel is their loop, like a tail, but they won’t be able to nail you again.” 
 
    Finn sags in relief. “Jaysus, Mary, and Jacob, thank fuck.” 
 
    A midnight blue Dodge truck pulls up to the house. It’s ours, and Ginny exits from the driver seat. She got her license a few months ago; she didn’t feel ready to get behind a wheel before now, even though Susan offered to take her out to practice. But when I started learning, so did she. 
 
    And then Ginny turned around and taught Hudson. 
 
    Hudson, who put in the official request to join our pack, and was approved. Every werewolf can tell that he and Ginny are destined mates, even without the Claddagh promise ring that she wears on a chain around her neck. 
 
    Hudson wears one too. 
 
    The two have kept very private, with no announcements about their engagement, although the pair did sit down with Susan and me to get our blessing for them to marry when they turn eighteen. 
 
    Because we like and trust Hudson, and can see he’s a good match for her even if there wasn’t a near-visible matebond between them, of course we gave it. 
 
    Charlotte exits from the passenger side of the truck, and Ginny opens the back door on the driver’s side to help Maggie from her car seat. 
 
    “Ladies,” I call, giving them a nod. I meet Charlotte’s eyes in particular, and she grins at me like always, because she worked hard and made a lot of cookies over the last year to ensure I was conditioned to give her my direct gaze. Even if I can’t maintain it, she’s trained me to send her eyes at least a brief glance. An unintentional side effect of my conditioning though? Every time I look into her eyes, now I get hungry for cookies. 
 
    Finn waves. “You pups are looking savage.” 
 
    “You are,” I agree. Sweater dresses in jewel tones, black leggings on all of them, and puffy winter jackets in white and pink for Charlotte and Maggie. Ginny has no jacket at all, which is typical and understandable. She loves the crisp air, same as any werewolf. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ginny calls, boots crunching until she reaches the paver stone path that’s stringently salted (with paw-safe salt, of course) so that nobody slips and dies. The ice storms in December are nothing to mess with, and it’ll only get worse as the cold season ramps up. The real chill and serious storms begin in February. Even werewolves hunker down then—with coats. Ginny chuckles at Shane who’s trying to rip the scarf off of the snowman, and she asks us, “Is mom inside?” 
 
    She means Susan. This summer, when she asked Susan a question, she began her query with, “Mom?” 
 
    Susan didn’t make any big deal of it—other than drawing Ginny into a loving hug. And that was that. Susan has been “Mom” to her ever since. But then again, Susan has been a mom to Ginny for a very long time. 
 
    Ginny refers to me as Lucan or Deek, and that’s perfectly fine by all parties. Charlotte and Maggie use my given name to refer to me too, as they should. They have a dad. And he’s determined to have his time with them, when he’s got the time. Jillian has to drive all the way up to Pack headquarters to collect his daughters now, and Finn and I like to see the girls off. So does a good portion of the pack, mostly in wolf form. If Jillian is intimidated, we’d never say it was our intention. 
 
    But we’d probably admit that it’s a lot of fun. 
 
    “Both of your moms are inside, actually,” I tell Ginny, and I don’t miss the careful glance Charlotte sends Ginny’s direction. 
 
    “Oh,” Ginny says. 
 
    Finn, hands slid into his pockets, rocks on the balls of his feet. “They’s a bunch of them going horseback riding. You three are welcome to tag along with them, I’d think. Course you may want to ask someone with more authority on the matter than me, but if nothing else, you can form your own riding posse or…” He inclines his head, smiling and bracing himself for the response. “We could set up sleigh rides.” 
 
    Maggie stops in her tracks, clapping her mittens together and exclaiming, “A sleigh ride?!” 
 
    Her squeal has Shane’s head popping up, and he abandons the miniature rose bush he’s bared in favor of running for his adoring sister. He hits the fence with his paws, beginning to whine pitifully in a way that makes all three girls melt and rush to enter the pen. 
 
    “That little sod has you ladies wrapped around his paws,” Finn mutters, shaking his head. 
 
    I’m moving for the rosebush. “How did he get at this? We were supposed to be watching him.” It has thorns—how did he not start yelping? Didn’t he notice he was getting stabbed a thousand times? Sometimes the boy is almost impervious to physical inconveniences, like getting stabbed by sharp things. I’m not sure yet if it’s a good thing. Lately, he’s been eyeing Susan’s cactus, which lives on the counter. It may need to move up to a shelf. A high, high-up shelf. Thank God we’re not werecats. 
 
    “We were watching him. We saw him burrow down through all the snow and dig out all those insulating leaves and straw until he was able to tear the crap out of it. What is it?” 
 
    “Susan’s rose. The one that grows all the tiny yellow blooms.” Susan loves them. 
 
    “Aw, shite,” Finn says, clomping up beside me. “Can you save it? You ought to watch your son better.” 
 
    My tone is laced with a healthy dose of sarcasm. “Thanks. You’re a big help, Finn.” 
 
    The door opens behind us, and Susan and Brooke step out. Brooke stops dead when she sees Ginny. 
 
    Charlotte sends a stiff smile her way. Ginny doesn’t have any expression at all. 
 
    Finn claps me on the back and starts for the gate, moving around Shane who’s playing with his carrot once again, enjoying the fact that it’s now half-frozen. “Thanks a million for the advice, by the way. My flute appreciates it and commends you.” 
 
    I make a face, shoving leaves and straw back into the cavity around the little rose plant. “No more talking to me about your flute, Finn, good grief.” 
 
    “What’s a flute?” Maggie asks. 
 
    “A huge instrument,” Finn replies, reaching out and ruffling her hair. “Huge. And it makes beautiful music, if you know how to play it right.” 
 
    “Okay, enough euphemisms with the seven-year-old,” Susan warns. 
 
    Finn nods, contrite. “Sound. So about those sleigh rides. Am I getting the draft horses harnessed up, Maggs?” 
 
    She holds up Shane, who she loves to carry around when he’ll let her, like now. “Can Shane come?” 
 
    I raise a thickly folded blanket, which I’ve been keeping tucked under my arm. When or if Shane Changes, he can be swaddled and kept warm enough until we make it back inside. 
 
    If he happens to get chilled while he’s in wolf form, the blanket is good for that too. Otherwise he’s small enough he can ride with me in my sweater. An activity he loves. 
 
    I do too. There’s a sweet sort of bonding when you carry your furry son tucked over your heart, the snow melting off his fur and freezing parts of your chest. 
 
    “You bet Shane can go,” I tell her, moving to join her and Finn. “This is a beautiful day for his first sleigh ride.” 
 
    Charlotte glances at us, but her eyes go back to Ginny. And Ginny, instead of joining us, moves past me to stand with Susan and Brooke. “We could ride with you guys… if that’s okay.” 
 
    Brooke swallows, meeting Ginny’s eyes, hers turning glassy, but she blinks away actual tears. “I’d love that.” 
 
    Ginny nods. “Okay.” She looks down at herself.  “Should we change, or—” 
 
    Susan smiles. “You don’t have to, but remember, you’ll never get the horsehair out of those leggings.” She gestures to herself, similarly attired in a sweater dress. “I put on jeans. I figured I’d just shove my sweater up so I’m not sitting on it.” 
 
    “Hang on. Removing horsehair is a nightmare,” I say, testing the pun—then chuckle. 
 
    Finn laughs with me, but the girls all groan. Shane wags his tail, unaware of the context but able to pick up on the fact that we’re happy. 
 
    Charlotte raises her hand like she’s in class. “I’m going to change into jeans and a regular sweater. An old one that I won’t regret if it smells like horse. Give me five minutes.” 
 
    Maggie stares at her sister’s retreating back like she doesn’t know who she is. “You don’t like how horses smell?” 
 
    Ginny winces. “It’s a good smell, Maggie, but you don’t necessarily want your whole wardrobe to smell horsey. On that note, I’ll be right back. I’m gonna quick make a costume change too.” 
 
    Maggie is aghast. “I do want my whole wardrobe to smell like a horse.” She turns a direct look on me—so direct, I have to drop my gaze. 
 
    This is a recent development with her. One I don’t regret. It means she’s growing up, taking her place in the hierarchy, even if she is human. 
 
    “I’m wearing these clothes,” she declares. 
 
    “That’s fine,” I agree. “Your mom gave permission and I don’t care. I like the smell of horses too.” 
 
    “Let’s roll out then,” Finn says. He snaps a wave at Susan and Brooke. “My love will be joining you shortly. You birds enjoy your trail ride.” 
 
    “We will.” 
 
    “Thanks, Finn!” 
 
    I pass him Shane’s blanket, move to Susan, and take her face in my hand. “Ride safe,” I murmur. “Have a good time.” I kiss her. 
 
    She wraps her arms around my neck. “I intend to. And when we get back, your mom told me they’d watch the kids tonight, in case you and I want some alone time.” 
 
    Putting my mouth back on hers, purring with pleasure against her lips, I grip her hip. “I’d like that.” I kiss her gently, then pull away. Not enough to leave her arms, but enough so that our faces aren’t in easy kissing range. It’s a dangerous proximity for us when there’s people around. “I need to tell my parents that I love them.” 
 
    Susan squeezes my butt, yet manages to maintain a serene, relatively innocent smile. It’s kind of impressive, because I know she knows how much I’m starting to consider the merits of hauling her away to somewhere—anywhere—private. We just need a few minutes. “They earn the second topmost spot for my favorite babysitters ever.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I say to her, sliding my hand into her hair, my gaze rising from her lips and moving straight to her eyes. “Who’s your first?” 
 
    “You,” she whispers, smiling. “I love you, Lucan.” 
 
    “And I love you,” I tell her, staring into her beautiful eyes. 
 
    She smiles. “So. Was that my yellow tea rose that you let our son eat?” 
 
    I look her right in the eye. “Finn is my whipping boy. I think you should switch him with what’s left of the rosebush.” 
 
    Susan tucks her face into my neck and laughs, her arms hugging me tightly. Just as tightly as my arms, now wrapped around her, hug her back. “If your dad is sure this punishment system works…” 
 
    “A tried and true method,” I assure her, smiling into her hair. 
 
    “You two have weird foreplay,” Finn observes. 
 
    “Well,” Susan says, pulling back from me enough to look over her shoulder at him. “You’d know. I hear you guys are the king and queen of foreplay, now that you can’t do… anything more.” 
 
    Finn explodes with a noise, a sort of cross between a snorting elephant and a coughing wolf. “That IUD is the Cerberus of contraceptives! Did my wife tell you the evil beast took a bite out of my—” 
 
    “Flute,” Maggie supplies helpfully. 
 
    Everybody goes still. Susan drops her arms from around me and slowly turns to fully face Finn. 
 
    “Why,” Susan asks in a scary-calm voice, “does Maggie seem adept at using that word in that sentence?” 
 
    Finn looks flabbergasted. “I have no idea—we were speaking in code—!” 
 
    Susan crosses her arms. “That word is now added to The List.” 
 
    The list of words Finn isn’t allowed to say. Susan and Finn’s mate have a whole slew of impolite things he’s not supposed to utter. Naturally, his topmost forbidden item being cunt. 
 
    With that blow to his vocabulary alone, it’s been a really difficult year for him. 
 
    Ginny and Charlotte exit the house, and Ginny joins Maggie—who’s holding Shane up for Brooke to pet. 
 
    Susan’s crossed her arms, and she’s gone full mongoose on Finn, all squinty-eyed scary stare. I catch her by her fur-lined hood and draw her into my arms. “The sooner you cut Finn loose, the sooner you can all take your ride—and then the sooner you’ll be back for my parents to give us a night off together.” 
 
    She twists around until her eyes meet mine. I don’t drop my gaze. “All right. I’ll let him go, just this once.” 
 
    I kiss her nose. “I’ll owe you a new tea rose.” 
 
    “Yellow,” she says. 
 
    “Of course.” I kiss her. “And maybe two of them to make up for this travesty.” 
 
    “You can make it up to me tonight,” she offers, whispering the words against my lips. 
 
    Ginny, with her werewolf hearing, covers her ears. Charlotte looks to her and gives her a sympathetic smile, spared the details but catching the gist of the topic. 
 
    “It’s a date,” I tell Susan, giving her one last kiss before letting her go. “I think I’ll start the night with dessert.” 
 
    Her eyes flare. “I love the way you make things up to me.” 
 
    Finn cries, “Please stop.” 
 
    Susan grins, and pats me low on my stomach. “See you soon, dear.” 
 
    I give her a nod and a direct stare. “Can’t wait, wifey.” 
 
    During that phase when it’s perfectly normal to test out endearments on your spouse, we found out that if I call Susan my wifey, she can’t help but crack up. I use the term like it’s a rare spice, saving it for occasions when she needs a smile, or when I just want to hear her laugh. 
 
    Like now. She laughs hard enough she has to hold her stomach, making everyone crack up. With a final chuckle and a fond look, she straightens and turns away, her hips swaying, her long hair flirting with her jacket’s hood. 
 
    As Finn once said, JAYSUS, WATCH HER GO! 
 
    She’s a vision. 
 
    And for the rest of our lives, she’s all mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    JUST FOR FUN 
 
    FINN 
 
    THE DAY AFTER LUCAN AND SUSAN’S MATING CEREMONY. 
 
    Green bills paper the wall I’ve propped my shoulder against. “Always the best man, never the groom,” I announce to the pub at large, making the crowd laugh. 
 
    But me? I may be laughing on the outside, but I’m completely serious. Now, do I regret that Susan fell for Lucan? 
 
    No. I swear I mean that. Because it means Susan isn’t my mate—but she is his, and he’s hers. I couldn’t be happier for the pair of them. 
 
    It means I’m still searching for the love of my life though. My anamcharra is out there somewhere. And someday, I’m going to succeed in sniffing her out. 
 
    “But today is not that day,” I mutter to myself, knocking back the last of my pint. 
 
    Rooker, on my left, hears me perfectly and pats me on the back. Good bloke. Not trying to fill my ears with anything. Just sitting here beside me, being supportive. We were up late having a grand time, and then we were up too early, working off the books. Doing the kind of work you don’t get paid for with money, just good ol’ peace of mind, knowing you’ve made the world a cleaner place. 
 
    “Sun is peeking out,” he comments. 
 
    I make a disinterested noise—but I shove back the scarred up stool I’ve been planted on for the last hour, and gain my feet. “The blighter is probably cooking in the boot.” 
 
    “If he dies in Esmerelda, you’ll be ripping.” 
 
    “So I will.” I’ll be eating the head off myself for letting dead stink leak into wool carpet. Again. 
 
    Rooker doesn’t say anything else, because he doesn’t have to. No matter how many tarps you put down, whenever someone dies, they shite and piss themselves, and it always, always rolls off the edges of a tarp. It will then glue itself to the vehicle and permeate the interior and it’s just damned disgusting. 
 
    “I’m off then,” I say wearily, and I glance towards the door, trying to get up some enthusiasm for taking yet another arsehole to the dens’ pig pen for some much-needed recycling. 
 
    When I glance at the door though, I don’t just see the bar’s trademark dollar bill wallpapering all over the entrance and exit. 
 
    I see a woman. 
 
    Short, curvy as an 8, with tightly corkscrewed hair in shades of chestnut and auburn that have to be dyed-in, and the biggest, prettiest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. 
 
    She’s looking right at me like she knows me. And I’ve never seen her until this moment, but I know her instantly. 
 
    Because my soul recognizes her. My soul has been waiting for her all of my life. 
 
    “Oh, feck me,” I whisper. 
 
    “Not for a million dollars,” Rooker claims. 
 
    “Look now,” I tell him, not even embarrassed at the way my voice cracks. “My acushla just walked in.” 
 
    Acushla means pulse of my heart. 
 
    Rooker’s head whips up from his Hohner backpack (it holds his accordion, which he’ll be playing today) to have a see. 
 
    Uncomfortable at the attention, my rúnsearc, my secret love, takes a step back and glances at the way she came, maybe wondering if she should make an escape. 
 
    I jump the table and the half-wall that separates us in the time it takes her to glance back. 
 
    It’s safe to say my new, sudden proximity startles her. “AHH!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I soothe, hand held out to her. “Awch, mo mhuirnín, I’ve been waiting for you—” forever “—for a long time.” 
 
    Mo mhuirnín: my beloved. 
 
    She frowns and draws her hand against her leg, takes it right away from my fingers which were reaching for her. “Hi. I, uh, came in here for help.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” I vow quickly. “I’ll help you with anything you need.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow, and she searches me thoroughly and not in the complimentary manner you’d hope for in a mate. “I need a ride.” 
 
    God bless Yanks. ‘A lift’ is what most of you mean. 
 
    In Ireland, her asking me for a ‘ride’ would involve me bucking up between her thighs, and that’s the kind of ride I want to give her, believe me. Oho, do I. 
 
    I gesture to the car park. “My mechanical steed is just over there, where ah…” Oh shite. “In that patch of sun.” 
 
    I bet the boot is smokin’. 
 
    It’s bound to smell like high hell inside. I knew I should have gotten that bloke out. 
 
    Then again, if I’d driven all the way to the dens to drop him off to the piggies, I wouldn’t be here, now, to meet my mate. 
 
    “You know, I can call an Uber,” my girl says suddenly, her voice wary. 
 
    And I realize she must have caught something in my expression; she saw my dismay or hesitation, and it’s spooked her. She has no idea that she’s perfectly safe with me. I’m not wasting time just now thinking up ways to cut her into pieces; I’m simply wondering if the scent of the dead bloke in the back half of my car is going to be a deal-breaker for her. I mean, if it’s not really how I’ve pictured our first date, surely this wasn’t in her script either. 
 
    “Finn. Take my truck,” Rooker calls. 
 
    “GOD BLESS YE, MAN,” I shout at him, twisting and catching the keys fast. Inhumanely fast. When I turn back to my colúr, my sweet dove, her eyes are wide and she’s staring at me in a new way. 
 
    “I’m a shifter,” I explain to her—and interestingly, this makes her relax. “And,” I tip my head to the window showing the car park, “I have a loving relationship with my car out there—proud as hell of Esmerelda, I swear, but I’m afraid she needs her interior detailed something awful at the moment. Anyway, here’s my I.D. if you’d trust me better to see it.” I’ve snagged my billfold from my back pocket and I’ve got it flipped open to show her my driver’s license. “I’m from just outside of Dublin, my parents still live near there, and I’d never hurt a woman. Also, I think my new favorite color is chocolate.” The exact shade of her eyes is what I’ll be in love with for the rest of my days. “What’s yours, a chroí?” My heart. 
 
    “Esmerelda?” she asks. 
 
    This is why my car has a name. Women respond to men with cars who have pretty names. It’s a fact. 
 
    This is normally where I love to walk a woman out to my car and watch her face as she gets a look at it for the first time, but I’m too leery of her catching any dead body whiffs that I’m going to have a hard time explaining, so I say instead, “Rooker’s truck is the big black Dodge riiight there,” I tell her, pointing to it. Out of the corner of my mouth, I add, “I’d like to point out that not all of us need to overcompensate with such a beast. Why, I have a very modest car. The only modest thing about me.” 
 
    Then I look at my lady and bounce my eyebrows. 
 
    She bursts out laughing and takes a step sideways. Which I find interesting. It’s a retreat, but not a you’re scaring me or I don’t like you. It’s maybe an ‘oooh, I feel compelled by our matebond to rub myself up against you right now, but I’m trying desperately to resist.’ 
 
    A’right, I might be projecting. 
 
    “Is, uh…” she pauses, and I’d swear she’s beginning to blush. My ears perk up—and I mean that in both senses. I need to be careful before I go wolfhound on her. “Is Rooker Scottish?” 
 
    I slow blink. 
 
    “I thought I heard a Scottish accent when he said… Never mind,” she says with a quick shake of her head. “Actually, I’m not sure why I even asked. I have absolutely no reason to—I need a ride,” she says again. 
 
    And again, hearing naughty words come out of her pretty mouth, no matter how innocently she means them, makes me think bold, bold thoughts. 
 
    “I just got done with an interview and my car decided to quit on me. I need to pick up my son from school,” she explains. 
 
    “Where did your car die?” I ask, brushing past her to get the door and hold it for her. 
 
    This move seems to make her shy. She drops her gaze from mine like a submissive, but she’s no such thing—she’s doing it in reaction to how I’m making her feel, and it makes my blood fire. 
 
    Wait—son? 
 
    My gaze plummets to her left hand... 
 
    Oh feck no. Please no. “You're married?” I ask—and I'm surprised she can hear my question with the way I'm suddenly sucking for oxygen. 
 
    I’ve finally found my anamcharra... but she's married to the wrong bloke. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    ALL IN A NAME… 
 
    A Note from Amanda 
 
    *Doggone! I could squeeze the hug-jelly out of you for getting this far with me!!* 
 
    THANK YOU for reading Lucan and Susan’s book! =D 
 
    A ways back, readers named Sue, Susan, Susie, and Suzy lamented that their namesakes are only ever secondary-character fodder, and I thought that was a crying shame. This one is for you, Sue and Susans! 
 
    (Susies and Suzy, you’re still getting shafted. I’m sorry! I can try again! XD) 
 
      
 
    SUE 
 
    Speaking of Sue, did you know that Johnny Cash’s song, "A Boy Named Sue," was written by Shel Silverstein? That trivia bit blew my mind, and boa constrictor poetry will now play in my head when that song comes on, I think. 
 
      
 
    FINN 
 
    Thanks to R for telling me about Finn the Wolfhound, a story that stuck with him for years. You too might have read this one in school, and if you did, you probably didn’t forget it either! https://amzn.to/3niAqoQ.  
 
      
 
    EVERYBODY SAYS MEIJERS 
 
    Susan mentions Meijer, which is a series of popular chain stores. During this book’s early draft, my beloved editor pointed out that although every yokel calls the stores Meijers, it technically isn’t spelled that way. 
 
    I was like “WHaaat?!” 
 
    My whole life I’ve known these stores, yet I had no idea there wasn’t an ‘S’ on the end. Conversely, did you know it’s BrusselS sprouts? Does anyone actually pronounce the S when referring to the food? Like, are you supposed to? Here, we call them ‘brussel sprouts.’ Yet when referring to Brussels, Belgium, we pronounce it Bruh-slz. 
 
    I’d say we’re just word-lazy, but that doesn’t explain the addition of the S on Meijers. Anyway, things that make you go, “Huh…” ;D 
 
      
 
    LLAMAS 
 
    Mentioning llamas in almost every book has become something of a game :D Enter Maggie’s adorable Llama story, which is a real book, one that I absolutely recommend if you’ve got children who are at the age for picture-book appreciation: 
 
    Is your Mama a Llama, by Deborah Guarino and Steven Kellogg: https://amzn.to/2GZ3GS8.  
 
      
 
    THE GARGLED WEREWOLF 
 
    McGuire's Irish Pub in Florida was the prime inspiration behind The Gargled Werewolf. (And Hooters! Fascinating to learn about the mandatory dress code and grooming requirements for Hooters.) From live music to the whole place being wallpapered in currency, McGuires was a neat spot to research, and we’re told the food is amazing too. 
 
      
 
    SPEAKING OF FOOD 
 
    Watch this woman expertly prepare geoduck, and enjoy her commentary XD 
 
    https://youtu.be/x2Kd1JeHGLc?t=468.  
 
      
 
    BEET IT (GASP! Is this a music pun? Lucan would be so proud!) 
 
    Beet ice cream is totally a thing, and WE HAD TO TRY IT! It was almost more fun to make than it was to eat, all that apprehension building up as we puréed beets and enjoyed that one-of-a-kind soil odor. 
 
    (Another food to try: galaxy candy apples—I highly recommend checking out this video to watch regular apples change from food into art: 
 
    https://youtu.be/MafTDK_aVhU ) 
 
      
 
    SPEAKING OF ROOTS… 
 
    The Abraham Elder Stone House, located in Halfmoon Township in Pennsylvania, was the original inspiry behind Half Moon. Then I tripped across The Stone House, a 140-year old home in Fayetteville, West Virginia, and THAT is the look I wanted, right down to the teal roof. Imagine that home, but properly manor-sized. https://www.airbnb.com/rooms/14125364 
 
      
 
    HOW DO YOU SAY ‘WEREWOLF?’ 
 
    Almost every language has a word for shapeshifting wolfmen. Faoladh, Conroicht, Lángrén, Vlkolak, Loup-garou, and Lupo Mannaro, the names of houses at the dens, all roughly translate to werewolf. And bonus! Ōkami is the name for wolf in Japanese, a thought-to-be extinct species that not only has had sightings, but cool as heck pictures have been taken, so they might not be as extinct as previously believed. If you haven’t seen the Honshū “Ghost” Wolves yet, take a look: 
 
    https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20191011-the-hunt-for-japans-ghost-wolves 
 
      
 
    JUST TO MAKE YOU SMILE 
 
    This video because if you didn’t have enough distractions today, this’ll do the trick: watch a German shepherd drinking in a weird but oddly absorbing way: https://youtu.be/0hb7E7IjrFc 
 
      
 
    ALL! THE! HUGS! 
 
    A special thanks to Deborah Marble, for mentioning my stories to others ♥, Tammy Simmons for the same!!, Ellen Noonan for your awesome comment, it made my day, Marissa Olesen (you DESERVE a whole basket of the very sweetest puppies), Brandy Roseth (THANK YOU for my face-hugger-maker! :D<3), Andrea Bergman for sweetly recommending my stories!, April Harding, Llama Wrangler!, Kate Botting for promoting my stories—Thank you!, Pam Gardner for your wonderful kindness, you know how to make a gal feel special—hugs to you!, Randi Canter, Ronika Williams, Androulla Michael (I LOVE YOUR NAME, just saying), DeAnn Holt Gurley for your humor and spreading the word, Lizandra Navarro, Becky!<3, Shana Smith, Julie Desormeaux, Sammie Jarrell, Ripley Proserpina, Sue Handshoe Bec, Susan Hudson, Susie McConnachie, Nancy Reibis, Julie Wempe (thanks for sharing Simmi!), Nancy Lynn Thompson, and Nancy Guard. 
 
    If I could, I would mail Rakhii to Susan Cologna-Forbis, Lauri Heanue (HANG IN THERE, LAURI :D), Esther Zeigler Burns, Susan Trombley, Becky Matthews-Pease, Andie Luton, Rachel Smith, Sue Clement, Nancy, Sue Mitchell, Sharon Marshall, Karen Sherratt, Stacey Leigh, Susan Graham, Jessica Lewis, Stephanie Baum, Serena Buffaloe, Sarah Nuckols, Megan Chandler, Sammie Jo, Rachel Fried, Jaime Oden Herrera, Karen Stueve: I Love Your Mind, I stalk your reviews because they awe me, Michelle Neville, and Candice Cartwright! 
 
    Heartfelt squeezes to Michelle Gorby, Theresa Lewis, Freya McGuire, Courtney Green (HUGE HUGS!), Luella David, Larisa Crawford, Ann Barrington, Sara Pearson, Marion Ambrosio, Jennifer Elaine, Jo-Anne Granger-Murray, Sara Parr, Lee Allen Was Kimber, Davette Dow-Spencer, Alicia Treat, Desiree Elliott, Morgan Hatfield-Tafoya, Shawna Michelle, Susan Clarke, YOU ROCKSTAR—(and John!!) for sharing quotes that jumped out at you, for making us smile, and for offering help and expertise: THANK YOU! Pam Chilton Meadows, for warming my heart on a day I really needed it, and to Kitty Smart, for your proofreading skills and excellent advice! 
 
    Victoria Kubasta, because you’re AWESOME—and Melissa Taylor, same! Serious thanks to Kennedy Lantz, Gerri McCann, DeAnn Barrett, and Rachel Smith (who chooses books over sleep! <3) 
 
    Otter kisses to Anna Truchinski, Ronda Hartin Boyle, Yashika Bailey, Erika Zaphyrrah, Edia Spirit, Linda Haahr, Donya B Frontauria, Susan Smith, Kelsey Nicole Price, Jeanne Becker Trinkaus, Isabel, Regine, Amanda Heroman, Poppy, Naomi, Tiffany, Emmy, Marina, Lisa Marie Tree, and Hattie True!! 
 
    Carlene Dell, Linda P. Blaker, Angela Milne, Chloe Gross (THANK YOU AGAIN for Simmi’s cover <3!!!), Kaila Howard, Charity Wells, Katherine Rose Spence, Erin Mahoney, Ana Paula Fernandes, Kira Brown, Desirée Craig, Åimee Graham, Alyssa Higley Fogg, Stephanie, Addison, Natalie Korandovitch, Hope Taylor, Laurie Christensen, Amy Wright, Mayme Eilers Hunter, Tera Griffin, Kellie Peterson Seager, Yongda Martin, Kit Mogle, Danielle Soares, KrisAnn Barnes, Tracy Madden-Nichols, Lastenia Struck, Deborah Elliston, Allie Angie, Barbie Hamilton, and the lovely Jessica Dawn Stevens! 
 
    To Nienna Weeper, Fedora Chen, Christina Varnum, Christina Miles, Becky Cannon Snaith, Sara Vermillion, Kim Malone, Jeannette Walker, Iris Wilkinson, Ellen Gibson Morris, Megan Woodard, Stephanie Storch, Holly Middleton, Rachel Caporn, Diamond Shipman, Lauren M. Snyder, Tasha DiCoio, and to Karen Douglas, whose beloved darling got his story, finally :D <3 
 
    Thanks to Jill Steinberg-Bieber, Kathryn Schilling, Lindsey Higgins, Dona Ziegler, La Pookette, Amira Mogharbel, Lisette Williams, Lori Baker Swenson, Suzy Baxter, Suzy Fren, April Blounts, Suzy Quinn, Susy Smith, Susie Griscom, Susie Mciver, Susie Hogg Price, Raven Dillard, Susie Yang, Susie Kellogg, Susie Brooks, Susan Meachen, Susan Bond, Diane Lynn Godfrey Duncan, Heather McMillen, Cindy Sherwood (for your advice and shoulder!), and to Nancy VanSpunky, I so appreciate you blogging about my books <3. Jo Bubbles—same! =D 
 
    Hugs to Dawn Poole, Janet Seavey, Lyda Eagle, and Kim Aziz, who kindly give me their time and encouragement. And with exceeding kindness, they, like so many others above and those who I was remiss in adding, also spread the word about my stories so that others take the leap and try them. Thank you so much. 
 
    And to YOU, reader, for grabbing this book. I really hope you had a wonderful time—and even more than that, I’m hoping you fell in love with a submissive werewolf. If you leave a review (I LOVE YOU!), let me know if you’re looking forward to an alpha Irish wolfhound shifter getting his story. :D 
 
    Love, 
 
    Amanda ♥ 
 
    Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/cR_CNf 
 
    https://www.bookbub.com/authors/amanda-milo 
 
    https://amandamilo.com/ 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/AmandaMiloAuthor/ 
 
    ~*~ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Books & Audiobooks by Amanda… 
 
      
 
    Wondering what else Amanda has written? BLESS YOU. <3 Here is the list:  
 
      
 
    STOLEN by an Alien 
 
    Arokh and Angie’s story ebook: https://amzn.to/2A6sH9T 
 
    This book is also available in Audio, narrated by the talented Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2N7WXHF 
 
      
 
    RESCUED by an Alien 
 
    Zadeon and Callie’s story ebook: http://amzn.to/2EZEitg 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2Nx8WxR 
 
    (WARNING: This one has some Dark times. This couple’s love is beautiful though, and they get their Happily Ever After.) 
 
      
 
    WON by an Alien 
 
    Brax, Tara, and Tac’Mot’s story is here: http://amzn.to/2FeuFGl 
 
    Audiobook narrated by Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton: https://amzn.to/2zUkHWu 
 
    (If you had to classify this one, it’s almost Reverse Harem. This is an MFM book, which means there are two (alien) guys and one woman but it’s not *quite* menage, because Brax is a Rakhii, and you know this means he doesn’t share his female. Slight problem: his female is bonded to Tac’Mot.) 
 
      
 
    CRAVED by an Alien 
 
    Dohrein and Gracie’s story: https://amzn.to/2Qn4lwo 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2s6gN96 
 
      
 
    An Alien Nanny for Christmas 
 
    This is Mitteeku and Gwen’s story. Gwen is a single mom, and when her options for child sitters suddenly fall through, her day goes from bad to worse. She knows if she misses work, she’ll lose her job. Her outlook is bleak, until a Rakhii who has always yearned to be a nanny appears at her door… https://amzn.to/3hrlW37 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blind Fall 
 
    The standalone story that answers the question you’ve all been asking me: “Is the guide dog okay?” Spoiler: She’s MORE than okay. ♥) 
 
    This is Breslin and Sanna’s story. If you read this one, I hope you have fun! 
 
    https://amzn.to/2PvoaAm 
 
    Audiobook narrated by Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton: https://amzn.to/2WImX17 
 
      
 
    Beth’s Stable 
 
    Five pirates and a baby. (Also: five pirates with a pregnant woman until Beth delivers said baby.) A reverse harem romance for movie-lovers. Just trust me. ;) 
 
    https://amzn.to/2ZFxyLx 
 
      
 
    The Quarry Master: A Grumpy Boss Romantic Comedy 
 
    https://amzn.to/2KaXSpT  
 
      
 
    Side projects *Not* related to the Stolen series: 
 
    Humorous ALIEN Romances: 
 
    Contaminated: https://amzn.to/36RFbhS 
 
    Erreck and Nancy’s story, which features Simmi as a lovably gruff secondary character. 
 
      
 
    Contagion: https://amzn.to/2ElEVuk 
 
    Simmi’s standalone, germphobic HEA story  
 
      
 
    HUMANS IN ALIEN CAPTIVITY BOOKS: 
 
    The Pet Project: https://amzn.to/2UAU3ff 
 
    The Pet Project: Unnatural Selection https://amzn.to/2URRAxl 
 
    The Pet Project: JoAyyn https://amzn.to/2ybVHfV 
 
      
 
    Valos of Sonhadra Series 
 
    Alluvial, Book 1: https://amzn.to/2OhfX33 
 
    Tempest, Book 2, written by Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2uPfihv 
 
    Galvanizing Sol, Book 3, by Amanda Milo & Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2AgxDZE 
 
      
 
    DragonTribe 
 
    DRAGON HOOKER: https://amzn.to/32MNzjg 
 
    THE MERMAID AND THE DRAGON: https://amzn.to/2WKORau 
 
      
 
    CYBORGS 
 
    CYBORG MERMAN: https://amzn.to/32JQ3xI 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Amanda Milo lives in a tiny town in a little house in the big woods, where she owns one-half of a crazy-wonderful-lunatic German shepherd who LOVES hamburger chaffles. 
 
    Amanda is a goner for otters, ferrets, dogs, & books. She has an addiction to wool socks, and likes to stab herself repeatedly with felting needles for fun. (If you’ve never heard of the art needle felting, she highly recommends this informative video: (Beware of the blood.) https://youtu.be/x4Xg-4ntF4o). 
 
    She appreciates you picking up this book. And she sincerely hopes that you had a lovely time. ♥ 
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