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    SUMMARY


    In spite of his apprehensions, Dr. Paul Berger gives in to the psychic pull guiding him home to Norseton and the Afótama clan. His friends are all pairing off in unions blessed by the old Norse gods, but as he lacks the sociability of his peers, he assumes he’ll get passed over for a match. However, the Fates have someone unexpected in store for him.


     


    When the newcomer werewolf Petra becomes his patient after being thrown through a truck window, it’s evident to almost everyone that Paul is meant to be a wolf’s mate. His terse practical nature doesn’t bother her one bit. She’s more worried that Paul will abandon her because of her wild behavior—the same way her human father left her mother.


     


    To complicate what should be an easy love affair, Paul’s wary of being left, too. If he bonds with Petra in the way of his kind, he risks irreparable emotional ruin, and he has good reason to be concerned she won’t stay.


     


    No other woman ever has.


     

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Paul Berger suspected his bedside demeanor could use some brightening, but not once in the ten years since he’d graduated from medical school had he been accused of intentionally aggravating a patient. There was a first time for everything.


    “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered.


    As the wild woman in his care snarled and charged at him, he dodged and weaved around her. He wasn’t running from the nude werewolf. In the past, he’d tackled far more fearsome patients who were plain-old human. He was trying to find a safe angle to grab her from. The lady, though, was agile, and wasn’t afraid to throw a punch.


    “She wouldn’t have swung at you like that unless you’d done something to her.” The man called Arnold, who was the wild woman’s twin, blocked the door of the bedroom—the only real favor he’d done for Paul in the week since Paul had started making house calls for his sister.


    His sister. The wild woman. Petra.


    Petra had been comatose until a few hours prior, and Paul had been tending to her in spite of the fact that he wasn’t a veterinarian. He worked in the small, sleepy, emergency care department of the Norseton community hospital, and he’d never in his life tended an animal. Or even a person who was capable of transforming into an animal. Supposedly, the one under Paul’s care lacked the ability to shapeshift for the time being. That didn’t make her any less unpredictable.


    Before Norseton’s wolfpack had moved into the community to head up security for his clan leaders, Paul had never encountered a shapeshifter face to face. He thought he would have known if he had. If all of them put off the same kind of energy as the wolves in Norseton, there was no way he wouldn’t have pegged them. He was a witch, though. Or at least, something close enough to one. He was probably a little more attuned to weird shit than the average E.R. doc.


    “You know damn well I didn’t do anything to her,” he snarled at Arnold in response to the snarl the other man had targeted at him first.


    Paul’s bedside manner perhaps wasn’t the sunniest of all the medical care providers in the community, but he was a good doctor and everyone knew that. They didn’t call on him because they wanted someone who’d be tender. They called him because he didn’t back down from challenges.


    He didn’t appreciate Arnold’s accusing tone. Paul was doing him a favor.


    Petra charged at Paul again, white teeth bared and dark almond eyes narrowed. She made some wordless, screeching sound and, reflexively, he bent.


    He rammed his shoulder into her belly and hauled her—flailing limbs and all—to the bed.


    That’s enough from you, she-beast.


    “Arnold, grab my bag,” Paul said.


    The bed she’d hadn’t moved more than an inch in on in the entire week since she’d arrived had become a chaotic swirl of torn covers and dented wood. She’d waked and gone wild, and Arnold claimed Paul had been the trigger.


    Paul hadn’t done shit but to step into the room, warming the end of his stethoscope just like he had fifteen other times.


    He narrowly missed the swipe of her hand near his cheek, but not the nasty words coming off her sharp tongue.


    “Degenerate bastard. Fucking loser. Sadistic asshole.”


    “Yeah? I’ve been called worse.” He turned her over onto her belly, pinned her arms behind her back, and pressed his knee to the top of her shoulder.


    Still, she writhed and fought—very nearly throwing him off. She might have been tiny, at barely over five feet, the best he could tell, but Paul wasn’t a small man. He probably had eighty pounds and at least ten inches on her.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Arnold stood at the end of the dresser lamely holding Paul’s bag. Halfway across the room, instead of next to Paul where the bag could have done him some good.


    “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m trying to keep the wild woman from hurting herself. Perhaps you could let her know that I’m not here voluntarily, so she can direct her vitriol to someone more appropriate, hmm?”


    “…the fuck off me!” she shouted.


    “The angel has such a spirited voice.” He scoffed.


    For a week, he’d imagined that the voice would have been bell-like and sweet, but there was huskiness to it—an unexpected strength coming out of that small body that extended no welcome to strangers. She probably considered Paul strange enough.


    The feeling was mutual.


    “If this is how she behaves all the time,” he said to Arnold, “I can see why she wrecked your truck.”


    Arnold kept his useless vigil by the dresser, glowering at Paul, and Petra bucked hard beneath Paul’s knee. Her protests were becoming less violent, but he’d expected that would happen. Her adrenaline was going to crash, and the waif hadn’t had a solid meal in who knew how long.


    “I’ve got something in that bag to calm her down,” Paul said. “If we don’t get her calm, she’s going to hurt herself.”


    “She’s just doing what her instincts tell her to do.”


    “Get off me!” she shouted.


    “Are you going to be still?” Paul asked.


    She made some vicious sound at him that couldn’t legitimately be categorized as language, but he could guess that noise meant, “No.”


    “If you’re not going to help,” he shouted at Arnold, “go get your fucking alpha, or tell him to send someone in here who can talk her down from this wild episode.”


    Still, Arnold stared.


    “Go, God damn it!”


    Arnold dropped the bag and ran through the door.


    “Arnold!” Petra spasmed ineffectively under Paul’s grip and made another of those sounds of animalistic protestation. Cavewoman noises coming out of a woman he’d mistaken for an angel. She’d looked like one when she’d been asleep, but of course, she hadn’t had those dark-as-night eyes open then and her pretty face contorted into a terrible sneer. She hadn’t been trying to slice his eyes out with the fingernails one of the helpful ladies in the pack had thoughtfully trimmed for her.


    “I’m Dr. Berger, by the way,” he said through clenched teeth.


    She hissed at him.


    “I thought you were a wolf, not a cat.”


    “Shut up.”


    “And to think, everyone calls me uncivil. I can’t wait until they get a look at you.”


    More writhing. More hissing.


    This is what I get for wishing for a little action in the E.R.


    “I imagine you know who you are since you recognized your brother, but humor me. You’ve been asleep for a week. That may be normal for your kind, but I generally treat people who are a little more human.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Does that mean you don’t know who you are? If you don’t tell me, I’ll assume you don’t, and I’ll have you strapped to a table, sedated, and rolling into a CT scanning machine within an hour to make sure nothing in your head is about to explode.”


    “You’re not putting me into any fucking machine!” She growled and arched beneath him—no longer strong enough to dislodge him, but still trying all the same.


    She was pitiful. He almost felt sorry for her.


    Almost. He’d probably be feeling that one good blow she’d landed on his shin for a week.


    “Tell me your name,” he said.


    “Why? I’m sure you know it already.”


    “I want you to tell me. Tell me your name and the last thing you remember before you fell into your enchanted sleep, princess.”


    “Don’t call me princess!” she shouted, because apparently, she’d coded that word as an insult rather than the metaphor he’d intended it to be.


    She was no sleeping beauty, though. True love’s kiss hadn’t woken her up. She was up and hissing because she’d healed enough from her accident for the wolf part of her brain to shut off the hibernation. And he was no prince. He was just the doctor who’d been in the right place at the wrong time. Or the wrong place at the right time. He wasn’t sure of which yet.


    “What. Is. Your. Name?” If she wanted to snarl tersely, he figured he’d do the same—talk to her in the language she understood. Briefly, he considered trying grunts and rude sign language next to see if those would be more her speed.


    “Petra!” she shouted.


    “Petra what?”


    “Just Petra.”


    He didn’t push because he didn’t think doing so was going to get him anywhere. Arnold hadn’t divulged a last name, either.


    “What’s the last thing you remember?”


    “I was—ugh.” Another ineffectual wriggle.


    He pulled his knee off her back because pinning her down seemed too much like overkill, and contrary to what her brother might have thought, Paul didn’t want to bruise her.


    She’d already yanked out her IV needle improperly and her hand was bleeding all over the white bed sheets.


    He needed to get her calm so he could clean and dress the wound and examine her, now that she was awake. Or get her over to the hospital and let some other fool examine her. If she were holding out for a lady doc, though, she’d be shit out of luck. Norseton didn’t have any at the moment.


    He was off her back, but still holding her wrists together against her spine. “You were…”


    “I—” She turned her head to the left—toward him—and pinned her one visible eye on him. “I was in the truck.”


    “Okay. Give me a little more than that. You could have picked that up just from the conversation we’ve had in here today.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with me.”


    “You’re not equipped to diagnose that, but I happen to be. I’ve got an M.D. after my name.”


    He still wondered if veterinary credentials would have done him more good with her, though.


    “I don’t trust you,” she spat.


    “Tell me something new, sweetheart. I’ve heard that before.” Sick people weren’t always rational people. “You have the right not to. You probably feel very vulnerable right now. Trust me—I understand. There’s some asshole in scrubs pinning you against a bed and you’re not wearing a scrap of clothing.”


    She’d had some on—just a simple hospital gown that tied at the back—but she’d ripped that off sometime during her acrobatic attempted escape from the room. He couldn’t even remember seeing her strip. Things had been a blur.


    “Normally, we’d get you a lady in here as a chaperone so you feel comfortable,” he said, “but you weren’t awake, and Arnold couldn’t predict when you’d wake. Neither could Adam.”


    “Who’s Adam?”


    “Your alpha.”


    “I don’t have an alpha.”


    “You do now.”


    “What?”


    “Welcome to Norseton. You can thank your brother for getting you here.”


    She stopped squirming, but her body was tense. He knew better than to give her too much slack. “Norseton? I’ve never heard of it.”


    “Yeah, well.” He shrugged and tried to put on a smile, but he was too stressed. He knew what his smiles looked like when he was stressed, and they were far from charming. His friend, Chris, who also worked at the hospital, had turned Paul into an Internet meme about doctors. The jerk had taken a picture of a sneering Paul right after he’d come off a twelve-hour shift. He’d been hungry, had the headache from hell, and had bags under his eyes bigger than his mother’s Dooney and Bourke tote. Chris’s favorite of his creations was the one that said, NOW PAGING DR. LOOKS-LIKE-ASS.


    He rolled his eyes and let out a short breath. “We try to keep outsiders from talking about us too much.”


    “Why?”


    “Because we’re weird.”


    “How?”


    “I think I was the one asking the questions. Nice try distracting me, though.” He eased off the bed, still clamping her wrists in one hand, and helped her sit up.


    He needed to cover her so she felt a little more comfortable—so she’d know he didn’t have any lecherous intent. Unfortunately, he didn’t have enough hands to do much more than to loosely drape one blood-spotted sheet against her front.


    “I’ve gotta pee,” she said.


    “I’m sure you do. You’ve been getting intravenous fluids for a week. Fortunately for you, the nurse that was here earlier took out your catheter this morning because you were getting a little irritated. That’s not something you really want to have fall out while you’re leaping around a room like a lemur on crack.”


    She opened her mouth to obviously spit out some retort, but she didn’t have time to get the words out. Arnold had returned with the Norseton wolfpack’s alpha—Adam Carbone—at his heels, as well as one of the younger lady wolves named Graciella.


    “What happened?” Adam asked. He stayed in the doorway of the room, but Graciella sidled around him and cautiously approached the wild waif.


    Graciella was proof that werewolves smiled on occasion. She was the happiest beast Paul had ever met. Apparently, she tended to be somewhat more optimistic than the typical wolf. She had plenty of reasons to be happy, though. One of her favorite refrains for when folks asked her how she was doing was, “Life’s good!”


    “Hi, Paul,” she said softly.


    “Nice to see ya.”


    She moved a little closer, putting her hands up in a placating gesture.


    Petra eyed her warily.


    Paul didn’t know if wolves recognized each other on sight the way his people—the Afótama—did. He was guessing they did. Wolves supposedly had much better senses of smell than their human counterparts, even when they weren’t in their wolf forms.


    “I’m Graciella. I live not too far from here.” She moved a little closer and knelt at the bedside. She crooked her thumb in the general direction of town, which was about a ten-minute walk on a desert path from wolf housing. “I’m kinda new here, just like you.”


    “Where’s here?” Petra asked.


    Graciella cringed, and then looked over her shoulder at Adam.


    Adam nodded. “Go ahead.”


    “Norseston. A very small town in New Mexico.”


    “New Mexico?” Petra furrowed her brow. “How’d we get here? We were driving in Oklahoma.”


    So she does remember.


    Paul wasn’t so ready to let go of her hands and leave her to the wolves, though. She did still need medical attention. If not from him, he’d need to arrange for someone else to provide the care. He had a professional obligation to do so.


    “Looking out for folks to take in is what we do,” Adam said. “Or rather, what the ladies in the pack here do. Their idea. I can’t take credit. I think it’s one of the better ideas they’ve had.”


    “I still don’t understand,” Petra said.


    “That’s because he’s not explaining it very well,” Graciella said.


    “No. He’s not.”


    Graciella, gnawing on her lower lip as if she were trying to choose her words carefully, settled onto the edge of the bed beside Petra. She started to rub slow circles onto Petra’s upper back, and Petra let her.


    Petra probably didn’t know why she was submitting to the touch, but Paul suspected the friendly wolf was pushing magic through her. He’d been around the wolves enough in the past seven days to have picked up a lot of trivia about their magic. Like Afótama magic, the various kinds of wolf magic seemed to be necessary for maintaining pack order. Unlike with the wolves, though, Afótama magic was a needy sort of phenomenon. It needed constant feeding.


    Interaction.


    That was the hardest part for Paul. He’d moved back to Norseton because he’d had to. Their queen connected the Afótama psychically. Being at a great distance from the network was incredibly disquieting, though had been mitigated somewhat for Paul by the fact that Chris had been with him. They’d had a tiny network of two when they’d been away. Magic had pulled them both back to the clan in the past year. The disquietude was gone, and in its place came discontentment.


    So much about the clan made him fucking miserable. When he’d first gotten back, he put on a good front that he’d reformed and turned into a nice person, in spite of the hostile treatment he’d endured from some of his peers as an adolescent.


    Most folks knew better. Lately, he’d stopped pretending to be pleasant.


    He didn’t have any choices. Couldn’t leave—not without a huge psychic wound—but he wasn’t happy, either. Mostly, he just tuned out and ignored the magic around him. He didn’t think he’d be able to ignore it for much longer, though. Magic had a way of invading one’s dreams.


    “I think it was Christina’s idea initially,” Graciella said quietly after a minute of silence. “She’s one of the wolves who’s been here longest, and her job is finding people. Normally, she’s looking for specific people for the Afótama, but she tried something a little different for the wolves one day to see what would happen. The good thing about being in a group like this is there’s always someone around to brainstorm with. Someone suggested that we could probably find some homeless wolves to shelter if we started calling around to hospitals and places like that querying about John and Jane Does who don’t seem quite right. Hospitals don’t generally want to give you any information over the phone, but we have ways of putting clues together.”


    “Most folks can’t walk away from a wreck the way you and Arnold did,” Adam said.


    “That’s how you knew?” Petra’s nose crinkled when she furrowed her brow.


    Damn shame how someone so evil could be so cute.


    Not that Paul could talk. One of his exes liked to call him “The Devil Himself,” and according to his mother, he was attractive enough for women to tolerate him for at least a little while. A little while was usually all he wanted, anyway.


    “No, that’s how we guessed. We sent Nixon and Esther up to check things out, and I guess some hospitals are more than willing to transfer uninsured patients out when someone promises to pay the bill. Nixon knew what you were the moment he stepped into your room.”


    Petra whipped her head around toward her brother, who was standing in the doorway. “You let ’em take me?”


    Arnold turned his hands over and let out a ragged breath. “I didn’t see where I had a choice, P. Where were we gonna go, anyway? Start hitchhiking again? I don’t think so. Not after what happened last time.”


    “What happened last time?” Paul asked. He was in the middle of a wolf conversation and the answer was probably none of his damned business, but he needed to know just how reckless the patient in his charge was. If she and her brother had been thumbing rides across the country, the chances of her being the kind of person to adhere to a care plan were probably quite slim.


    Petra squired and tried to yank her hands away from him.


    He let one of her hands go, and leaned back just in time to avoid her fist arcing toward his nose.


    “Petra!” Arnold scolded. “That’s not nice.”


    Grinding his teeth, Paul grabbed her flailing arm, pinned her wrists once more, and looked to Graciella.


    “Sorry.” She cringed. “I got distracted. I’ll do better.” She must have pushed one of her soothing surges of magic at Petra, because the wild wolf sighed and simmered down.


    “You know, at the hospital here, they’ve got beds with straps,” Paul said to Petra. “I’m wondering if you need one.”


    “You’re not strapping me down.”


    “Stop acting like you need to be bound, then, and I won’t make any further overtures that I’ll sign off on the activity. Prove to me you’re not going to swing at me again if I let go of you.”


    She just blinked.


    “Why the hell are you swinging at me, anyway? I’m trying to help you.”


    “You’re nosy. I don’t like nosy people.”


    “Yeah? Well, I’m not here out of the goodness of my heart, precious. Your alpha called my clan’s queen and asked if there was a doctor they could send over to monitor you, and they sent me. You hear that? I didn’t volunteer. I’m getting the same paycheck I would have been getting if I’d been at the hospital right now haunting the emergency room. I’m just doing my job. Call me nosy if you want to, but I have people expecting me to do my job to the best of my ability, because that’s what I’m paid to do. You want to refuse care?” He shrugged. “Take it up with your alpha. I’m not convinced you’re rational enough to make medical decisions for yourself right now.”


    “Fuck you, dude.”


    “If you say so.”


    While he’d been telling the truth when he’d said he would have been paid the same no matter where he was working, he had to admit that arguing with a cranky, naked wolf was a lot more entertaining than bending over the nurses’ station counter filling out charts and forms ad nauseam. At least he’d have a good story to tell Chris later.


    That asshole’s not gonna believe this.


    “That guy’s not my alpha,” Petra said. “He can’t make decisions for me.”


    “For right now, he is,” Arnold said.


    “No.” She gave her head a hard shake and glowered at her brother. “We said we’d never join another pack.”


    “I didn’t see where we had a choice.”


    “We’ll pay him back whatever we owe him and go. That’s what the holdup is about, right? Always comes down to the money.”


    Arnold looked to his new alpha, who’d been very quietly waiting in the doorway.


    That was typical Adam, from Paul’s experience. He tended to wait and watch before opening his mouth, and that was why Paul liked him.


    “Told you she was gonna say that,” Arnold said.


    Adam rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms and grunted. “Debt or no debt, makes no difference to me. If she doesn’t want to be here, I’m not gonna force her to stay. The wolves here all want to be here, and I don’t stand for there being any exceptions.” He dropped his hands and then crossed his arms over his chest. “Doc, if you think she’s healthy enough to be released from care, let her go. She doesn’t have to stay.”


    “Let’s go, Arnold,” Petra said.


    She wasn’t going to go very far. Paul still hadn’t let go of her, and he still didn’t know enough to work up a medical opinion. She seemed lucid, if a bit aggressive and argumentative, but for all he knew, werewolves made bad patients in general. She was still a little banged up. Her face was swollen and bruised. He’d guessed that the lacerations on her forearms and the top of her head from her impact with her truck’s windshield were healing nicely, but he hadn’t had a chance to take a look.


    Beyond the X-rays she’d had done at the hospital in Oklahoma, she hadn’t had any new scans. For all he knew, she could have been a ticking time bomb on the inside.


    But logic wasn’t why he was gripping her wrists so tightly and unwilling to let go. That was his gut talking. It said, Don’t let her run, and the people of his clan hadn’t survived for so long by ignoring their guts. No one had better guts than Vikings.


    He pulled in a bracing breath through his nose and let it out through his mouth, keeping his gaze straight and true on her swollen face. “I think she needs further observation.”


    “You son of a—”


    Whatever toxic words she was going to spew, she didn’t have a chance to spit out. Her eyelids drifted closed and body went limp. When her body listed toward the floor, he and Graciella had to jump to keep her from face-planting.


    Graciella chuckled nervously and then cringed at Adam. “Sorry. Might have overdone that surge a little. You know, learning curve, and all.”


    Adam pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “Gods, girl. She’s gonna be spitting mad when she wakes up.”


    “Probably,” Arnold said quietly.


    “Hey, I won’t let you take the fall. You did the right thing, son.”


    Arnold scoffed. “Yeah, you convince her of that the next time she opens her eyes.”


    “Better for the words to come from you than for her to hear me saying them. She’ll actually believe you.”


    “Nice that you think that, Alpha, but you don’t know Petra. I did promise her that we’d never join another pack, and look where we are now.”


    Paul wanted to ask why they hadn’t wanted to be in a group, but he’d already been nosy enough, and he wasn’t even sure why he cared. He tended to keep his focus on things that actually concerned him.


    “Wolves have got to settle down sometime,” Adam said, but for whatever reason, he was looking at Paul. “We’re all compelled to situate ourselves somewhere. Trust me. Me and Lil and the boys were on the road for going on twenty years, and we were okay at first, but that contentedness changed before we realized it. You feel the call to go home.”


    Home. Yeah.


    Paul knew all about that. He’d returned to Norseton in spite of feeling like there was nothing there for him.


    Adam looked to Arnold, who was leaning with crossed arms into the doorway and staring down at his feet.


    “Can’t go back to the birthpack,” Arnold said.


    “I hope you’ll tell me why someday,” Adam said. “That’s the only thing I demand of the wolves here. Just to be honest with everyone. Honesty keeps everyone safe.”


    Arnold gave a slow nod and kept staring at the floor. “Yeah. You’re right.”


    “Come on,” Graciella said quietly, drawing Paul’s attention back to the unconscious wild woman. “Help me get Petra back into the bed and under the covers.”


    Petra slept with her head lolled to the side and her mouth open.


    Cute, in a snarly predator kind of way.


    He snorted and couldn’t help himself. She was like a lion with no teeth or claws. Scary in theory, but she couldn’t really do much harm.


    “None of us can go back to where we started,” Adam said as Paul examined the wounds at the top of Petra’s head. “Isn’t that right, Paul?”


    Paul didn’t answer. Adam’s observation had seemed hypothetical in tone, and Paul didn’t know the right answer, anyway.


    He rooted some first aid items out of his medical bag and went to work disinfecting Petra’s torn-up IV needle site. He didn’t want to have to re-stick her. Ideally, her next meal would be a solid one.


    Maybe she’ll be less cranky after a solid meal.


    He scoffed at himself and discarded a piece of bloody gauze.


    Food doesn’t make me any nicer. Probably won’t fix her, either.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    When Petra regained consciousness, she didn’t immediately open her eyes. First, she needed to convince herself just a little bit that she was alive and not merrily prancing along down the winding path to hell. She was pretty sure that was where werewolves who hadn’t accomplished anything in life besides learning to belch the alphabet backward went.


    “Freakin’ Arnold,” she muttered. “All his fault.”


    She wriggled her toes and felt the light blanket over them.


    “Okay. Feeling stuff is good.”


    She curled her fingers and grimaced at the flex of the sore muscles in her forearms.


    “Ow. What’d I do to those?”


    She tried to make sense of the noise around her. Air conditioning. Chirping outside from some kind of bug. A television nearby.


    She drew in the scents. Spice and sweetness. Like chili and cupcakes.


    Her spine tingled with the prickle of proximity of bodies very nearby.


    They’re—touching me.


    They were in her space, and she was too out of it to have sensed them sooner.


    Female bodies. Giggling female bodies, all with similar scents.


    Family?


    She opened one eye and when her vision cleared, she found the woman who’d knocked her the fuck out sitting on the bed to her right. Graciella, she thought her name was.


    Turning her head slightly to the left, there was another woman. She looked remarkably similar to Graciella. Same sort of energy, too.


    Probably sisters.


    Petra dragged her tongue across her dry lips and tried to sit up, but the covers were clamped down too tight. The ladies were sitting on them.


    “Let me up,” she rasped, realizing that in all that time she’d been talking to herself, she’d been talking to them.


    Oh, hell.


    Both looked down at her, then at each other.


    “Let me up.”


    They didn’t move, but another woman Petra hadn’t noticed before did. She must have been sitting at the bedside or elsewhere out of view, but she moved to the foot of the bed and leaned on the wooden crossbar. Older than the other two women, but same dark hair. Same light brown skin. Same nagging energy.


    Petra had thought she’d wanted to move, but her limbs didn’t seem to have the get-up-and-go she needed to stage a decent escape attempt.


    Damned useless body. What gives?


    “Don’t feel like you need to get up unless you have to pee,” the older one said. “I doubt you do, but don’t worry. We got you cleaned up. No need to be ashamed.”


    Petra wasn’t running on all cylinders, so she needed a few seconds to grasp what the hell the woman was talking about. They’d been caring for her as if she were some sort of invalid, when she most certainly wasn’t.


    “Let me up.”


    “Just be still,” the lady said. “No need to tax yourself. It’s not like you’re getting charged by the night to be here. This is your house.” She straightened up and moved away from the end of the bed.


    Petra could then see the open armoire with the television playing some show she didn’t recognize on low volume, but she wouldn’t have recognized much of anything. She and Arnold hadn’t been in front of very may televisions in the past ten years. On the rare occasions they could afford to rent a room somewhere, they’d always been too tired to turn on the sets.


    One of the words the lady had used bounced around in Petra’s head like a paper bag in a windstorm. It didn’t make sense. She’d said home.


    “What do you mean by home? I don’t know this place. I don’t come from New Mexico.”


    “Nah, you don’t. Everyone in this pack is from somewhere else. Me and my sisters are from Delaware.”


    “Your—sisters.” Petra looked at the ladies on either side of her. The lady had two sisters. Petra had always wanted one. All she’d had was Arnold, and apparently two children had been enough for their mother. Maybe even two too many after their father had left the way he did.


    “Uh-huh. Yeah, I know. Wolves don’t generally have so many children because the pregnancies are so hard, but…” She chuckled and rubbed her own swollen belly. “Our family has always been very good at that.”


    “Understatement,” Graciella said. “Our cousins have so many kids.”


    Her sister moved to the side of the bed, likely to a chair, and Graciella’s body blocked her from view. Petra didn’t like not being able to see people talking. The disembodied voices always made her nervous for some reason.


    “I’m Lisa,” came the voice. “I was one of the first brides brought here.”


    “Brides?” Petra tried to scramble out of the covers so she could put on some clothes and flee, but she couldn’t. Just couldn’t. But she wasn’t about to be any wolf’s chew toy.


    Hell fuckin’ no.


    Lisa laughed so hard that she snorted, and her sisters took up the refrain.


    “Don’t laugh at me. I don’t see what’s so damned funny.”


    Lisa’s giggles tapered off with a light sigh. “We’re laughing because we know exactly what triggered you, and seeing that shit’s the same everywhere, no matter what packs we come out of or how long we’ve been gone from them, is funny. Relax. I wasn’t traded away by my parents.”


    “Oh.” Though somewhat mollified, Petra wasn’t quite ready to take the deep breath her body needed.


    “I volunteered to come. I’m sure you know how mate calls work, right?”


    Petra closed her eyes and scrounged around in her memory for any clue of what those were. When she and Arnold had left their pack, they’d been in early puberty. They’d missed a lot of the grown-up talk, and mostly they relied on secondhand stories they picked up here and there to know how wolves were supposed to behave.


    She sucked in the breath anyway, and let it out. She had to ask. Had to know.


    “I don’t remember what a mate call is. I don’t think our pack did very many of them.”


    “Oh,” Lisa said. “Well, alphas like Adam send out calls to all the other known packs stating that they have unattached male wolves looking for mates. Alphas don’t always post the information, but if they’re fine with getting rid of a few heads for whatever reason, they’ll let the ladies go. But, getting paired up is a crapshoot. A woman could be going into a pack even worse than the one she’s leaving, and once she arrives at her new pack, she’s not generally allowed to leave.”


    “And you wanted to stay?”


    “Yeah. It just so happens that I like my husband. Usually doesn’t work that way. Anyhow, I brought my sisters here to spare them from being matched within our old pack. Our old alpha would have demanded our father give them up on their eighteenth birthdays if I hadn’t. You’ve already met Graciella.”


    Graciella gave Petra a little finger wave and a smile. “Sorry for making you pass out. That’s a weird ability of the women in our line, and it’s been changing lately, for better or worse. I didn’t realize how much.”


    Petra growled softly.


    Graciella patted her head. “I’ll buy you ice cream or something to make up for it.”


    “And on your other side is Leticia,” Lisa said.


    “Hi!” Leticia said sunnily.


    Sunny wolves were suspicious wolves. Petra side-eyed her. “Um. Hi?”


    “We’re just here to keep you from running off into the night before you’ve had a chance to really understand what’s happening,” Lisa said.


    “Far as I can see, I’m being held here against my will.”


    “You can go,” Graciella said. “We hope you’ll stay, but like we said before, everyone here in Norseton wants to be here. This is a young pack. Adam’s building us up pretty much from scratch.”


    “Bunch of rejects,” Leticia said with a chuckle.


    “What do you mean?” Petra asked.


    “Alpha and Mrs. Carbone had to leave their pack in New Jersey with their son and nephew because they were perceived to be a threat to the alpha there. While out traveling, they picked up a couple of other expelled, young, would-be alphas, and the six of them lived on the road for a long time, picking up odd jobs and doing security work. Then one day, they followed a lead here and got themselves permanent jobs. As soon as they got settled in, the men put out calls for mates. We’ve been collecting displaced wolves ever since. I guess that’s sort of our M.O.”


    “Not a bad one to have, right?” Graciella asked. “Everyone in this pack is a little weird. You’ll see what I mean once you’re up and about. Hi, Paul.”


    Paul?


    “Hey,” came the low voice.


    Oh, shit. Petra groaned.


    She couldn’t see the doctor who must have been in the doorway, and that meant he probably couldn’t see much of her, either. She was glad. Just making eye contact with the man put her in attack mode for some damn reason. She didn’t usually get so agitated around a stranger unless her instincts led her to believe they were going to attack first.


    And he probably wasn’t going to attack her. She knew that. But she was wound up all the same.


    “Came to do one last check before I head home for the night,” he said. “I may not be back tomorrow.”


    “Why not?” Leticia asked.


    Petra imagined Paul shrugging. He seemed like the smug, shrugging type.


    “Probably won’t be necessary,” he said. “Is she awake?”


    “Yes.” Leticia scooted to the left edge of the bed, freeing the tension on the covers and allowing Petra to sit up.


    Since Petra seemed to be wearing pajamas and not just one of those dinky open-backed gowns, she sat up, too, and nearly passed out.


    “Shit.” She slapped her hand down on the mattress when she swayed left and someone, probably Graciella, grabbed her arm and straightened her up.


    “Go slow,” Graciella said. “You haven’t had a solid meal in forever, and you’re probably a little anemic. I think the hospital you were at had to give you blood.”


    And people blood wasn’t wolf blood. Arnold may have been her twin, but they were obviously fraternal. They had incompatible blood types. He would have probably been happy to open a vein for her, but her O- didn’t like his B+.


    “Still don’t even know what caused the wreck,” Petra said. She rubbed her eyes and then fixed them on the doctor in the doorway.


    Jackass.


    He just looked to her like the kind of man who thought he knew everything—high and mighty in his scrub pants and expensive-looking, gold-framed glasses.


    She squinted at him. Wait. Did he have those on before? She could admit she’d been a little distracted the last time he’d been in the room, but she would have remembered him wearing glasses. She’d gotten a damned good look at him and his sea green eyes.


    “You weren’t wearing glasses before. Could you even see what you were doing?”


    He made some sound that could have been a laugh, but she wasn’t sure. He’d barely opened his mouth to make it. “Running gag around here. Curse of the contact lenses. One of mine always falls out at the worst possible time.”


    “Have you looked into LASIK?” Lisa asked.


    “Mm-hmm. My optometrist referred me to have the surgery done. There’s just the matter of getting the time off from work and driving into Albuquerque. Chris and I are the new guys at the hospital. We don’t have any seniority as far as vacation time scheduling goes.”


    “Who’s Chris?” Petra found herself asking. Not that she cared at all, but sometimes when she lacked information, her mouth worked without the say-so of her brain and tried to acquire facts. Useless shit she didn’t need cluttering her mind.


    “Chris was my roommate, but I moved out when his girlfriend, now wife, moved in.”


    “You’re not still bitter about that, are you?” Lisa chuckled.


    He grunted. “I wasn’t bitter. I like her. I was just surprised that things happened the way they did. Shocked the hell out of me.”


    Leticia tossed the remote control onto the edge of the bed and bent. When she picked up her heel, Petra realized she was putting on her shoes.


    Don’t go! Don’t leave me here with him.


    “Where are you living now?” Graciella asked.


    “Same building, just in a smaller unit. It’s not like I could ever actually get away from Chris. We lived together for too many years. We wouldn’t know what to do with ourselves if we weren’t bumping into each in hallways all the time.” Paul took Leticia’s former place at the bedside and leaned onto the edge, canting his head.


    Ohhhh boy. She felt like a socially inept specimen, and he was some cross between a Ken doll and a nearsighted Mel Gibson playing Mad Max. He probably hadn’t had a haircut since the last time Mel Gibson was on a movie poster.


    And he was perfect-looking. She wanted to punch him right on his square jaw, but instead, her mouth started moving again.


    “You don’t look very old for a doctor,” she blurted, and then looked away with shame burning her cheeks.


    Like you’re so good at guessing, anyway.


    If she stared at him a little longer, she might be able to make a good guess, but he was hard to look at. His gaze was too intense—threatening, maybe—and there was judgment laced into his raised chin and flaring nostrils.


    He doesn’t like what he’s seeing? Well, right back at ya, dude.


    “I’m assure you, I’m old enough,” he said. “I’ve probably got T-shirts older than you.”


    “I doubt that,” she muttered.


    She looked young, maybe, with her general lack of fat in places most women over eighteen had mounds. Puberty had been over for seven years, and she had barely any curves to show for it. That had likely been partly due to starvation when she and Arnold were on the road. Their mother had been a vibrant, voluptuous wolf. She didn’t know about her father—couldn’t remember him. He’d bounced when the going got tough, and she did the best she could not to think about him. That was why she didn’t claim his name.


    She scoffed, and didn’t realize she had until everyone else in the room turned and stared at her.


    She grimaced and cleared her throat.


    Then her stomach growled.


    Damn it.


    “Good timing,” Leticia said. “I was going to go see if dinner was ready. Esther was cooking us something.”


    “Who’s Esther? Someone said her name before—said she was at the hospital?”


    “Right,” Lisa said. “Esther’s one of our wolves. Recently found her way to the pack, but she already knew folks here. Adam is her uncle-in-law, and Mrs. Carbone is her maternal aunt. Her brother, Anton, is the pack’s next alpha. She’s got two kids who keep us in hysterics.”


    “Kids?” Kids are good. Kids soften most wolves. “There are kids here?”


    “Uh-huh,” Leticia said as she padded to the door. “Got a bunch of babies, and then there are Esther’s kids from her first marriage. They go to the school in town with all the Vikings.” She giggled and disappeared around the doorframe.


    “Vikings…” Petra furrowed her brow and slowly swiveled her gaze over to Paul.


    He had a crackling, breathtaking kind of energy that wasn’t warm like a wolf’s, but marked him as being just as weird as one.


    Witches, they’d said.


    She’d never been around any witches before.


    Maybe that’s why he’s wigging me out. His energy is weird.


    “A bit far from the sea, aren’t you?” she said under her breath.


    He grunted. “Contrary to what history might lead you to believe about the first Vikings in North America, my clan has been on this continent for nearly a thousand years. We’ve been settled in New Mexico for about two hundred.”


    “That’s how you were able to snap up such a big parcel of land out here in the middle of nowhere, right?” Lisa asked.


    Paul grunted again. “The queen at the time led the group here based on a dream the goddess Gefjon sent to her. Gefjon told her where they could find water to well in this terribly dry place, and fortunately, the clan trusted her when she started them on the trek.”


    “I bet folks leave you alone out here.” Petra stared somewhere in the general vicinity of his Adam’s apple. Most of the time, she tried to look a man in the eyes when she was talking to him, but she couldn’t bring herself to give Paul that same courtesy.


    Actually, if he’d been a wolf, she would have been expected in most packs to not look him in the eyes. Women were supposed to avert their gazes, as if they were looking into the face of God and not just power-tripping assholes who went furry on the say-so of the full moon.


    “You’d be surprised,” Lisa said after a moment. “The reason the wolves live here is because Adam and all the guys do security work for Paul’s clan—the Afótama. Their queen is always a hot target. While most people don’t concern themselves with this community, the few that know about it and the Afótama fear what their queens have historically been able to do.”


    “What can she do?”


    Paul picked up Petra’s left hand and fiddled with the corner of the bandage there.


    Her gut seemed to fall right out of her body at his touch, and it took her lungs along for the ride.


    She wanted to yank her hand back, but couldn’t. She may as well have been paralyzed, given her body’s insistent refusal to cooperate when she needed it to.


    “Suffice it to say, she’s a powerful psychic with a fairly diverse magical skill set, much like the rest of her family,” he said. “What makes her scary is that she can use her power across great distances.”


    “Oh.” Petra cringed, more at the thought of what kind of damage the queen could do and not so much at the sensation of Paul ripping the bandage off her hand. “Does she know I’m here?”


    “If she doesn’t know yet, she’ll find out soon enough,” Lisa said. “Anton’s mate, Christina, works in the executive mansion, as does another of our wolves, Ashley. They see Queen Tess all the time. They’ll probably chat about the news, eventually, and Queen Tess will probably make her way over here to meet you and Arnold. The community is small enough—a few thousand people—that she’d recognize all of us on sight, even if she couldn’t psychically discern that we were wolves.”


    “Half-wolf in my case,” she said quietly.


    Petra wriggled a little lower under the covers and rubbed her eyes again. Too much information was being thrown at her too quickly. She wanted to go back to sleep, wake up, and try that whole “thinking” thing again.


    “Really? Half?” Lisa asked.


    “Surprise, surprise. We’re in-betweeners. Hard to belong anywhere. That’s one of the many reasons Arnold and I have been exploring the great U.S. of A on our own for all these years.” She dropped her hands, sighing, and waited for her vision to clear on Lisa. For whatever reason, Petra was reading her as the dominant wolf in the room. “That gonna be a problem?”


    “Why would it be a problem?” Paul asked.


    Petra refused to look at him. She looked at Lisa, who was looking at Paul, likely studying the things his too-pretty face was doing.


    “The Afótama don’t have a problem taking in halves and quarters. Tess tries to pull everyone back into the fold if they want to be here.”


    Lisa met Petra’s narrowed gaze. “I could tell something was a little off about Arnold. Him being half-wolf accounts for the energy difference. He can shift, though?”


    Petra nodded. “I can’t.”


    Obviously.


    She had no mate and, thus, no bite. The part of her that was beast would remain trapped inside her until her mate had bitten her. She wasn’t even so certain that the wolf would come out even then. Just because Arnold got the gene didn’t mean Petra did. She felt like a wolf, though. She communicated with the beast part of herself frequently and trusted the beast’s instincts, but she had no way of knowing if she’d ever be able to shapeshift.


    Her mother never had. She’d never been bitten, as far as Petra knew.


    “Like we said,” Graciella began. “Everyone here is a little weird. Stephanie is also a half-wolf. I don’t think her mate cares one way or the other.”


    “Darius?” Lisa asked with a note of incredulity. “He’d kiss the ground she walked on even if she didn’t have a drop of wolf in her.”


    “You’re right. He so would.” Graciella gave Petra a little nudge. “And I have a mate, but didn’t want a bite, so I don’t shapeshift. Anton refuses to bite Christina, so she can’t shapeshift. Esther can shift, but the full moon doesn’t force her to.”


    “That’s entirely nonsensical,” Paul said.


    “Seems that way, but you’ve got to remember there are different wolf types. Alpha, Mrs. Carbone, Vic, Anton, Colt, Darius, and Esther—they’re not the same kind of wolf as the rest of us. Part of the reason they were outcasts. They’re not controlled by the moon cycles. They aren’t forced to shift.”


    “I didn’t know your pack was that mixed up.”


    Lisa guffawed. “Oh, you have no idea. We’ve got folks here from eight or more different packs. Norseton is like the Ellis Island of werewolves. Give us your expelled, your poor, your howling masses…”


    Paul’s sultry laugh rolled over Petra’s skin like a caress and forced all the blood in her body to her cheeks again.


    What the hell is that?


    She kept looking at Lisa. Anywhere but at the man.


    She cleared her throat and went even lower beneath the covers. Before, she’d wanted to get out of the bed, find some clothes, grab her brother—wherever he was—and run, but the bed seemed a safer bet for the time being. At least there, she was covered. No way for anyone to leer at her or critique her inadequate form if they couldn’t see it.


    “Diversity is a good cure for inbreeding,” Graciella said brightly.


    “I’d say so,” Lisa agreed.


    “Is inbreeding a big problem in wolfpacks?” Paul asked.


    “The fear of it was why my mother took a human mate,” Petra said quietly. She didn’t know whom she’d meant to share that tidbit with, only that she’d had to contribute to the conversation. She was sitting there in the middle of the discussion and didn’t want to be ignored. She wasn’t used to being ignored.


    She cleared her throat and fondled with the top edge of the bed sheet.


    In bed like some kind of invalid. Need to get up. Get my bearings. Go…somewhere. Anywhere.


    “Small pack?” Paul asked.


    She didn’t answer immediately, and she couldn’t think of a good reason why except for spite. There was no sensible purpose for keeping him waiting, except that she just wanted to.


    “Smaller than most, probably,” she said. “I wouldn’t know anymore, though. Haven’t really been home for long in ten years.”


    “That’s a long time away from your family,” Lisa said.


    “I don’t have any family anymore,” Petra admitted. “No one but Arnold.”


    None that she’d claim, anyway. Her mother may have been dead, but her father was probably out there somewhere being irresponsible garbage like he’d been when she and Arnold were kids. She had no intention of seeking him out.


    Leticia poked her head into the room and locked Lisa in her gaze. “Esther needs me to run to the store so she can finish dinner. I’ll be right back.”


    Lisa gave her head a hard shake and started for the door. “Not by yourself, you’re not. I’ll go with you.”


    “For goodness sake, I can get to the store without getting dragged off by some wild animal. The grocery store is a ten-minute walk from here.”


    “In the dark. You may have a wolf’s instincts, but you can’t shift and you can’t shoot worth a damn, either.” She herded Leticia out of the room, putting her head back in at the last moment to say, “We’ll be back in half an hour.”


    Petra hoped the doctor would follow them out, but instead, he went to his bag on the dresser and unzipped it.


    She squeezed Graciella’s hand and gave her what she hoped was an articulate look. Don’t leave.


    Graciella patted her hand, smiled softly, then reached across her and grabbed the remote. “This television only has basic cable. Once you’re up and getting settled in and decide you want a different tier or something, let Nixon know.”


    “I don’t really know the difference. I don’t follow any shows. We keep moving too much to get attached to anything.”


    “Is that the way you like things? Because Arnold seems like he’d be happy to stay put for a while.”


    “Does he, now?” Petra asked flatly. “Where is my brother, anyway? I haven’t had a chance to talk to him, really, since I woke up this morning. I need him to tell me what’s going on.”


    “I’m sure he’s just giving you some space.”


    More like hiding, the freakin’ coward.


    He’d never said anything to her about wanting to settle down somewhere. Not one peep about any particular city. Nothing about finding a steady job or finding a permanent place to park their truck.


    Wait…


    “Our truck. Where’s our truck?”


    “The one you wrecked?” Graciella furrowed her brow when Petra nodded. “Sweetie, that’s gone. Totaled. Scrap metal is what the EMT told the folks at that hospital. Had you and Arnold not been wolves, you probably wouldn’t have survived the impact.”


    “I don’t remember. I—” Petra closed her eyes and clawed at the blanket over her, desperate for some tactile stimulus. She didn’t know what had happened, only that she’d been at the wheel, and Arnold had been about to take a nap. His eyelids had been drooping and she kept telling him to go ahead and sleep—that there wasn’t anything to see on the desolate stretch of road they were traveling. That was all she remembered.


    “So, we can’t leave?” she whispered. “No way we can go?”


    “Like we said before,” Graciella said, “no one’s keeping you here against your will, but I doubt Adam will be so eager to set you loose without you having some sort of plan. Things are good here. You’d have a roof over your head. As much quiet or noise as you want. A chance to earn your own way without some greedy alpha sucking up all your paycheck as dues. You could have a normal life.” She cringed. “Well. As normal as any wolf could possibly have.”


    “I don’t believe normal is possible at all.”


    “Well, believe it. This pack has been doing just fine for more than a year. Ask anyone in Norseton if they’re on the up-and-up if you don’t trust my bias. They’ll tell you the same thing.”


    Anyone in Norseton.


    Reflexively, her head turned toward the doctor, who leaned against the dresser with his arms folded over his chest and holding a few pill bottles in his large hands.


    If he had an opinion about what Graciella had said about the pack, he didn’t speak it. Instead, he studied Petra for a long moment, and then shifted his gaze to Graciella. “I need to examine her. Will you hang out long enough for me to check her breaks?”


    Breaks? “I’m broken? I don’t feel broken.”


    He didn’t respond except to move closer to the bed and set the pill bottles on the nightstand. From that distance, she couldn’t tell what was in them.


    “You broke a bunch of bones,” Graciella said. “The part of you that’s wolf probably isn’t letting you feel the damage right now, but I bet you’ll be hurting tomorrow. There’s only so long it’ll filter the pain.”


    Ugh. Petra had no reason to doubt the woman, even if she’d never experienced the delayed pain personally. She’d heard about the phenomenon, though. Had to be common among wolves.


    “What’d I break?”


    Paul leaned one knee onto the bed and gestured to Graciella to help Petra sit up. “Listing what you didn’t break would be easier. You’re a walking, talking, hissing miracle.”


    Petra ground her teeth, and then did hiss when he palpated her lower ribs.


    Definitely broken.


    “Sorry.” He moved his fingers more gently over each rib, sweeping across specific ones that all hurt, at least a little. Then her arms. Her collarbones and neck, as if he were trying to feel bones that were out of place.


    “Yeah, that’s about the sum of it.”


    “Huh?”


    “You wondered if I was trying to feel misaligned bones. Yes. I am.”


    She shook her head. “Um, I didn’t say that aloud.”


    “You’re forgetting what he is.” Graciella scooted off the bed and went to the television. She shifted the screen, perhaps to remove a glare, and then stood at the foot of the bed, craning her head toward the set. The volume was low and there was some sort of dramatic conflict playing out on the show.


    Petra furrowed her brow and forced herself to look at Paul.


    Fortunately, he wasn’t looking back. He was too busy assessing the condition of her shins. Her ankles. Her feet.


    She giggled when he tugged on her toes, and then got a hold of herself. “You’re in my head? You can hear what I’m thinking?”


    “Only when I’m touching you.”


    Oh, hell.


    She pulled her foot away from him. “No, that’s not weird at all.”


    “I assure you, I’ve been what I am for thirty-five years. I don’t intentionally try to read my patients’ thoughts, but yours are particularly loud. I shouldn’t be able to hear them at all. You’re not Afótama, and I—” The set of his jaw tensed. “Well. I don’t have power like the queen’s. I’ll leave it at that.”


    “All of you can do that?”


    “Do what? Hear thoughts? Communicate telepathically?”


    Apparently satisfied with the conditions of her bones, he pulled the covers up over her and moved back to the nightstand—back to the pills he probably expected her to swallow.


    “Yeah. Hear thoughts.”


    “Telepathy is typical of Afótama. Not being able to communicate with friends and family members in that way would make a person here exceptional. The skill doesn’t generally work with outsiders, though my other forms of magic usually do.”


    “Like the bone thing.”


    “Yeah. It’s not specifically a bone thing, though. I can discern when things aren’t whole. My friend Chris can actually diagnose some illnesses just by being in proximity to a sick person.”


    Petra whistled low. “Never heard of anything like you people.”


    “And I assure you, I’ve never met a wolf quite like you.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    He took her hand in his, turned it over, dropped three pills onto her palm, and curled her fingers to enclose them. “I’ll get you water.”


    “I asked you a question.”


    “Yes. You did.” He left the room without so much as a backward glance at her, and she seethed.


    “How dare he? Stuck-up prickface.”


    Graciella snorted.


    “I’m serious.” Petra uncurled her fingers and squinted at the pills in her hand. Two horse pills and a smaller white capsule. She wasn’t taking them until she knew what they were. It’d be just my luck he’s trying to knock me out again. Can’t talk back if I’m unconscious.


    “That’s just Paul,” Graciella said. “After a while, you learn not to take anything he says personally. His efficiency sometimes comes across as coldness.”


    “Well, I could see that,” Petra muttered.


    Perhaps he had been coolly efficient, but his hands hadn’t been cold. They’d been warm and tender, and although his touches had been purposeful, they’d somehow managed to stir something inside her.


    She didn’t know what. She’d never felt that thrum of exhilaration deep inside her before. Never before had she felt simultaneously so terrified and so intrigued by a person. She’d wanted him to go away, but as soon as he’d left, she’d wanted him to return so she could be sure she’d remembered his face right.


    “Thirty-five, he said,” she mused.


    Graciella cast a querying look over her shoulder.


    “Ignore me. Just thinking.” Wondering if thirty-five was so terribly old. She’d always thought people in their thirties acted younger, or perhaps she simply wanted to believe that since she was crawling reluctantly toward that decade herself.


    Petra dropped the pills onto her lap and straightened up as Paul returned to the room with a couple of bottles of water and his jacket on.


    Where’s he going?


    He gave her one water bottle, set the spare on the nightstand, and then zipped up his medical bag. “I gave you an iron pill, a painkiller, and something to keep the painkiller from making you nauseated. Take them with dinner.”


    “Where are you going?” Stupid. She rolled her eyes at herself before he turned around.


    “Home. I’m off the clock. If you need anything during the night, I’m sure Arnold knows how to get in touch with the hospital.”


    “Arnold’s here?”


    “He’s outside with some of the men in the pack.”


    “Interesting.” If she kept on grinding her teeth the way she was, she wouldn’t have enough enamel on her molars to chew her dinner. “I’m sure he’ll come say hi later.”


    “Maybe.”


    With that terse response, Paul slung his bag’s strap onto his shoulder, nodded at Graciella, and then left.


    Petra scoffed and flicked the pills he’d given her toward the nightstand. “Rude.”


    She’d never cared before if a man were rude, and didn’t know why she’d suddenly give a damn with that particular one.


    “Maybe he forgot to check my head and see if that was broken, too.”


    “Huh?” Graciella asked.


    “Nothin’. Ignore me. My brain’s not quite right.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    “You’ve ordered the same thing for damn near a year, so I can’t believe you’ve suddenly developed a taste for something else.”


    Paul’s chaos-filled brain unpacked Chris’s words in small pieces, and Chris—standing in line in Norseton’s only coffee shop with one blond eyebrow raised in query—forced Paul back to the here and now.


    “Shit. Sorry.” Paul put in his usual order for a large dark roast and a toasted onion bagel, and then got out of the way.


    Chris joined him at their usual standing table and made a spit it out gesture.


    “I’m not sure I want to know what you’re asking me to say, but tell me anyway.”


    “You seem out of it this morning. I’ve asked you about ten different questions and you didn’t answer a single one.”


    “I didn’t hear you.”


    “I guessed that. What’s got you so distracted? Work shit? I just left the hospital. Nothing seemed particularly pressing.”


    “Yes and no.” Paul drummed his fingers on the tabletop and let out a ragged exhalation at the sight of a couple of familiar werewolves passing by the shop window. Just Stephanie and Esther, fortunately. Not the wild woman. “I think I have a problem.”


    “A work problem, you said?”


    “Yes and no.”


    “Like I said, I’m just getting off a long night shift, so you’re going to have to excuse me if I’m not processing at my usual speed. Break the scenario down for me in simple terms.”


    “Weird shit happened yesterday with a werewolf.”


    “What kind of werewolf? A shifted one? Did you get clawed up?”


    “No, still wild, though. A female one.”


    Chris tipped his head back and said, “Ah.”


    Paul drummed his fingertips against the tabletop for a few more percussive beats and watched the barista pour steamed milk into a cup as he gathered his words.


    “From back when we were doing our residencies out of state and working with plain-old humans,” Paul started, “can you recall touching a single one and being able to pick up their thoughts?”


    Chris narrowed his eyes and clucked his tongue for a few beats. “Nope. I don’t think so. The only time I got anything resembling a psychic buzz off anyone was from a lady who later confessed to being a witch.”


    “Ditto.”


    Even after Chris had moved his fated match into the apartment and Paul had moved out, Paul hadn’t put much stock in the Fates pulling strings for relationships. That had always been Chris’s ambition—to be matched with the perfect-for-him woman who could put up with all his bullshit. Someone who could fill in his psychic gaps, such as they were.


    But until Queen Tess had returned to the clan, there were few people in the clan who could honestly state they’d had a match blessed by the old Norse gods. Matches were rare. Precious. Certainly not interventions made for the clan members who ran in the middle of the pack. Chris, the optimist, had ended up with what and whom he’d wanted.


    Paul, on the other hand, didn’t have the magnetism of the typical Afótama clansman, and felt like he shouldn’t have to pretend. Being himself was a lonely prospect, but it was better than being false. He’d resigned himself to the fact that there wouldn’t be anyone for him, so he would have never thought the gods would nudge a snarling she-beast toward him in that “Here’s a gift for you” way he couldn’t ignore. They’d let him into her mind to hear all her scattered, discordant head sounds. That wasn’t normal.


    He was pretty sure Petra was supposed to be his match. Everyone he knew who had a match all said the same thing—You just know.


    He just didn’t know what the fuck he was supposed to do about that. He also wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be a punishment for his doubting ways, or a reward.


    “So…” Chris made another get-on-with-it gesture. He probably wanted to go curl up in his bed before his wife got out of it. Paul couldn’t blame him for that. He was pretty skin-starved, himself—a well-documented genetic flaw of the Afótama. They needed to touch and be touched.


    Paul cracked each of his knuckles and gathered his thoughts. “I was giving the vicious she-wolf an exam yesterday and her thoughts started popping into my head, clear as a bell.”


    “And…”


    “And I got that sinking feeling.”


    “You mean the glorious revelation that you’ve just found yourself in possession of a vicious she-wolf?”


    Paul grunted and went to the counter to fetch his so-called breakfast.


    Chris grabbed his food, too, already biting down into his breakfast sandwich before he could set his coffee cup down. “Is she really so bad?” he asked through a mouthful of bread and egg.


    Paul shrugged and checked his coffee lid for gaps. “Don’t know. Hard to tell. I don’t know much about her besides the fact that she’s trying to hightail it out of here on the fastest thing smoking.”


    At the tapping of the window glass behind them, both men turned.


    Spotting Lisa and Graciella, Paul groaned and set down his cup. “They probably want me. Be right back.”


    He stepped outside, mentally girding himself for whatever they had to say. “Morning, ladies.”


    Lisa folded her arms over her chest, chewed on the inside of her cheek for a moment, and then let out a lip-sputtering breath. “We were debating whether or not to say anything.”


    “You know what? After hearing a preface like that, just do me a favor and don’t say anything.”


    Graciella furrowed her brow. “So you know you’ve acquired a stalker, then?”


    “Pardon me?”


    “Don’t look,” Lisa said, “but down the street at the corner, there’s a wolf watching you. Granted, she doesn’t look like much of a wolf, but she’s got the instincts, all the same.”


    “Petra?”


    “Yep,” Graciella said. “We saw her when we were coming out of the grocery store. She’s probably been up for hours, and I guess Arnold didn’t notice she’d left.”


    Shit. “What the hell is she doing? She’s supposed to be resting.”


    Lisa redistributed the grocery bag straps she held and flitted her gaze in the general direction of his apparent stalker. “She probably doesn’t know what she’s doing, herself.”


    “What do you think she’s doing? I really need to hear a wolf’s opinion on the matter.” If Petra had been Afótama, and she was who he suspected her to be, her proximity would have been expected. People of Afótama descent had a tendency to form quick connections, but Petra wasn’t Afótama.


    “My guess,” Graciella said, “is that you imprinted on her, and now she’s watching you.”


    “Shit.” He raked a hand through his messy hair and looked through the window at Chris who was giving him yet another querying look.


    Paul shook his head at him in what he hoped was a don’t come out here fashion.


    If Chris did, he’d push Paul down the street giving him one of those obnoxious pep talks about seizing the day and claiming his mate or some such shit. Paul hadn’t even finished his coffee. He wasn’t ready to seize the day, much less discourse with a lady werewolf who looked at him as though he were in dire need of castration.


    “We don’t have a lot of experience in our pack with letting nature take its course,” Lisa said. “Most of us are in pairings the wolf goddess facilitated. Graciella and Finn were the first couple to pair off without intervention, and even that happened faster than most normal folks would be comfortable with. It’s been so long since wolves were allowed to pick their own mates that we’re still not really sure of how a courtship is supposed to play out.”


    “Courtship? I’m not a wolf,” Paul said. Stating the obvious had always made him feel better.


    “Right, so…” Graciella cringed. “We’re giving you an FYI, I guess. I don’t know what to tell you. If you’re not interested, can you just do your best to let her down gently? Arnold would very much like to stay here, but if Petra leaves, he’ll probably feel obligated to do the same. We don’t want her to leave, either. Every pack member is important, and we think she could add something to our group. We learn something from every wolf who comes out of a different pack.”


    “I see.” Paul risked a glance down the street and let out a startled scoff upon discovering that Petra had moved half a block closer.


    He could see the dark hollows under her eyes and the ill-fitting hang of the masculine plaid shirt she wore. The woman should have been in bed recuperating, not lurking in the streets for the asshole she’d supposedly imprinted on.


    He’d have to find some way to make her change her mind. In spite of the Fates’ meddling, there was no way in hell he was the right man for her. The consensus was that he wasn’t the right man for anyone. She’d be one more women who’d be angry at him for not being open enough—for not smiling at all the right times, or saying all the right things.


    He pulled in a deep, bracing breath, and turned his gaze back to the sisters. “I’ll be kind,” he said. “If she’s still there when I come out, I’ll take her to wolf housing and get her back into bed.”


    “Okay,” Graciella said. “Just pretend we didn’t say anything.”


    Impossible.


    Still, Paul nodded, bared his teeth in something he hoped resembled a smile, and waved the sisters on their way.


    He reentered the coffee shop without turning to see if Petra was still watching from down the block. In spite of his skepticism and his reluctance to connect, some part of him was afraid to see if she hadn’t come closer.


    That part of him was afraid that Graciella and Lisa were overreacting, and that he’d been wrong about Petra being his match. The gods offered matches on a “take it or leave it” system. If he refused Petra, he would probably never connect with anyone else.


    He would always be alone.


    ___


     


    After finishing his breakfast, Paul stepped out of the coffee shop once again and let out an involuntary breath of relief.


    She was still there, and closer. Right at the corner on the bench, sitting with her boots unlaced, her hands folded primly atop her lap, and her dark hair standing up in odd places.


    Chris, behind Paul, chuckled quietly and whispered, “Want me to call the hospital and let them know you’ll be late?”


    “Yeah. I gotta get her back to her house.”


    “She’s cute, at least.”


    “Yeah.”


    She was a little more than cute, but Chris would have been too polite to say so. In the decade since Paul had graduated from medical school, he’d mostly been able to compartmentalize people from their ailments. He didn’t pay much attention to what they looked like or size them up as potential partners. He just did his job and didn’t worry too much about missed opportunities.


    No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t see her just as a patient. He’d been fighting off the sick urge to take her in with his gaze, to touch her since the moment he’d had to pin her to her bed after she’d waked.


    “Ping me later,” Chris said.


    “Yeah. After work.”


    Chris set off toward their shared apartment building, waving at the wary wolf as he passed.


    She didn’t wave back. She tracked him with dark, tired-looking eyes until he’d crossed the street, and then she glanced at Paul.


    Her lush lips were set in a tense line and shoulders gathered high near her ears.


    On edge. Ready to pounce, perhaps.


    Diffuse. He raked his hair back from his face and took slow steps toward her. “I’ll take you home. You should be in bed.”


    She didn’t say anything. Didn’t stand. Just watched him.


    He offered her his hand.


    She stared at it.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked. “Did you have breakfast?”


    She shook her head slowly.


    Progress, at least.


    “No, you’re not hungry, or no, you didn’t have breakfast?”


    “Second one,” she said quietly.


    He held his hand out a little farther. “Come on. I’ll get you something.”


    She kept staring at his hand.


    Okay, then.


    Obviously, the woman needed a little more guidance, and he was impatient enough in general to give her plenty of guidance if doing so got her moving. “I’m going to touch you now,” he warned. “Okay?”


    When she didn’t object, he pressed his hands under her armpits, got her standing, and at the electric crack that passed through him, he quickly pulled his hands away.


    Fuck. He turned his back to her and shook out his hands.


    “What was that?” she asked.


    “Just static.” Magic.


    It seemed to be attempting to jump between the two of them, muddling, and trying to find some middle ground.


    Don’t touch her again.


    He turned back to her and gestured toward the coffee shop’s door. “Okay? You want something here, or do you want to walk around until you see something you like better? My friend Chris’s mother has a bakery down the street. They have good pastries. Not a whole lot of protein to be found in there, though. I imagine you probably want some meat.”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay. The diner, then. It’s pretty new. I’m usually only there late nights, but I’m certain they’re the only place in Norseton that serves a full breakfast.”


    She didn’t say anything.


    “Yes? No?”


    “Up to you.”


    “I already ate. I’m feeding you.”


    “Whatever’s fine.”


    He scoffed and got her moving by canting his head toward the corner. “You seemed far more opinionated yesterday.”


    “I didn’t hurt so much yesterday.”


    Oh.


    She did have a bit of stiffness in her walk, and cringed slightly every time her right foot hit the pavement. Her right leg had been the more badly broken one. The fact that she was ambulatory at all was a miracle.


    “You didn’t take the medicine I left you?”


    She shook her head. “Not used to taking pills.”


    “You need to take one as soon as you get back to the house. Your body isn’t going to heal itself quickly if you’re freezing up and tensing from constant pain.”


    “I’ll be fine in a few days.”


    “You know that for a fact? You’ve totaled a vehicle before and been tossed through a windshield?”


    When she didn’t immediately step down from the curb to cross the street, he stared at her—and caught her cringing with one foot raised.


    The stepping-down motions probably tugged on the muscles in her thigh in ways she didn’t like.


    “Gods, you’re a mess.” Pathetic little waif. He took a bracing breath, slung an arm around her waist, hitched her up against his side as if he were carrying a mirror or an ironing board, and tried to ignore the sensation of Pop Rocks exploding in his body. Whatever magic she held was bombarding him, and she didn’t even seem to notice.


    In spite of his imbalanced weight, he managed to get her across the street before the light changed.


    He set her down and whispered a breathy, “Thank the gods,” when the little explosions in his flesh abated.


    “Diner’s this way,” he said. “It’s on the backside of this block, and faces the front of the community, which is to say the gate and the road. This is as far as we’re permitted to expand in this direction. We like to have a buffer.”


    “From who?”


    “Vikings always have enemies. That hasn’t changed in a thousand years.”


    “That sounds crazy.”


    “Crazy is the norm around here. You’ll get used to it.” Assuming you stick around.


    He held the diner door open for her and gestured for her to hobble in past him. “Go on. Don’t want to air condition the entire desert.”


    She opened her mouth as if to say something, but seemingly thought better of it. No words passed her lips.


    She stepped into The Shieldmaiden and paused at the host’s stand.


    A server named Dean—one of Paul’s childhood neighbors—swooped over and grabbed a couple of menus from the stand’s box. “Hey! I never see you this time of day.”


    Paul shrugged. “I’m usually at work right now. I had a change of plans for this morning.”


    Dean canted his head toward Petra. “Who’s this?”


    Petra made a soft growling noise that made him want to slap a hand over her mouth, but the deed was done.


    Dean was piqued, standing with his teeth bared in a charming grin and with one eyebrow raised. “Well, well. Is she one of the wolves, or do we have some other new tasty morsels in town I need to go research more thoroughly?”


    “I’ll show you a tasty morsel,” Petra muttered.


    “Got a little ’tude, huh? Hey, I like it. Don’t stop being you. In fact, you can be you over at my place.”


    Paul wanted to growl a little bit, too, but folks would have expected it of him. He tried not to give people what they wanted too often. “Dean, this is Petra,” he said through clenched teeth. “She’s new to the wolfpack. She’s been recovering from a bad wreck and just woke up from a healing sleep yesterday, so back the hell off, okay?”


    Dean put up a hand in the sign language for “Scout’s honor.” Norseton had never had Boy Scouts.


    “I only want to get some food into her before I go to work, so could you give us the speedy version of your service shtick today?”


    “Don’t tell me how to do my job,” Dean said, then turned to Petra. “Welcome to Norseton. Since you’re new around here, I’ll give you the same advice I give to all the wolves who show up.” He leaned in and whispered hoarsely, “Don’t eat the popcorn if you go to the matinees at the movie theater. It’s always left over from the previous night.”


    “I’ve never been to a movie theater,” Petra said quietly.


    Dean straightened up and wriggled his eyebrows. “I’d be glad to show you around. I know where all the best seats are.”


    Paul took the menus from him and muttered, “Bark up another tree,” as he pushed Petra along to his usual corner table.


    “Aw, Paul, come on. Don’t be a shit,” Dean called after him.


    “Coffee and orange juice, please,” Paul called back.


    Nearing the corner, he gestured to the booth, indicated that Petra should slide into it.


    She didn’t. She stared at the table, and then up at him.


    “You’d rather eat standing? I do enough of that at work, so you’ll have to excuse me if I’d prefer to put my ass in a chair.”


    Thinking that maybe she wasn’t so hung up on chivalry, he went ahead and sat on the side facing the corner.


    She slid in after him, although there hadn’t been much room. He’d been sitting right in the middle of the bench, so he moved over almost to the window. Her relative lack of width kept the arrangement from being entirely uncomfortable.


    At least she’s not touching me.


    He put a menu in front of her and turned to the breakfast section. “You need some bread to sop up the grease from all the meat I bet you’re going to eat. The pancakes are really good. They even have a rum butter available on request. How old are you, anyway? Can you even drink legally? You didn’t have a complete medical chart.”


    She blinked at him several times in what looked like an unseeing fashion and then looked down at the menu splayed open before her. “Old enough.”


    He drummed his fingers some more, and was still drumming when Dean swooped over with two tall glasses of juice, two empty mugs, and a coffee carafe.


    Petra didn’t look up.


    Dean mouthed over her head, “Dibs?”


    Paul would have given him the finger if moving his arm wouldn’t have aroused Petra’s attention. He could do better than crude sign language. He was a telepath. They weren’t touching at the moment, so Petra didn’t have to know what he was saying at all.


    As he pulled his coffee cup closer, he smiled at Dean and projected, “Fuck off.”


    Dean narrowed his eyes. “You’re going above and beyond with the doctoring thing.”


    “If this were just a doctoring thing, I’d leave you to your devices and give her the space to work out what you’re insinuating.”


    “I’m just trying to get my shot before some other asshole discovers her. Isn’t there a cardinal rule against doctors fucking their patients?”


    Paul nudged his glasses up his nose and swirled some sugar into his mug. “Who said I was fucking her?”


    “You did.”


    “I did no such thing, and even if I had, I would suggest at this point that you mind your own damn business. You understand me?”


    “Crystal clear, asshole. When you came back last year, I thought you’d changed and become a pleasant person.”


    “Apparently, maintaining the facade wasn’t worth my energy.”


    Dean flicked a discreet middle finger at him, and then leaned onto the table with his order pad. “What do you want to eat, Doctor Strange?”


    Paul was going to let the old insult slide. He was already exhausted by the conversation and wanted to move on. “This is actually my second breakfast,” he said. “I shouldn’t be hungry, but I’m going to order the steak and eggs anyway.”


    “Might as well, right? You’re on your feet all day, assaulting people with that cold stethoscope of yours.” Dean looked to Petra. “And for you, Miss Prettiest Girl in the World?”


    Dean had always been a guy who’d keep pushing his luck, but Petra didn’t seem so interested in snapping back that time.


    Her gaze darted in a disorganized path around the menu page. Her breathing sped and cheeks darkened. When her fingers dug into the meat of Paul’s thigh, he got slammed with the full intensity of her uncertainty. Her brain was working in overdrive trying to sort and process menu items, and she wanted everything but nothing. There was some sort of interference that didn’t make sense to him, and it was greedy and hungry.


    The wolf. Right.


    Petra had to be getting feedback from two different parts of her brain and was too tired to make sense of any of it.


    “Take it easy,” he projected to her.


    She pulled her attention away from the laminated page and put it on Paul. She blinked.


    “Can you hear me like this?” he asked.


    She nodded.


    “Trust me?”


    A slower nod. It wasn’t exactly an overwhelming vote of confidence, but he’d run with it.


    “Start her with the pancakes, Dean. Two eggs,” Paul said. He leaned to see Petra’s face.


    She nodded again.


    “Poached, scrambled, fried, or hardboiled?” he whispered.


    “Scrambled.”


    “Scrambled,” he repeated to Dean, and then caught Petra’s gaze again. “Bacon or sausage?”


    “Sausage.”


    “Links or patties?”


    She furrowed her brow, and that niggling feeling of Both and Neither hit Paul again.


    “One of each,” he said to Dean. “Also, do you have any fruit back there?”


    “Blech.” Dean grimaced and made a sound of disgust. “To be honest? Nothing you want to eat. Commercial food delivery isn’t supposed to be here until ten.”


    “Don’t worry about it, then. I’ll get her something later.”


    Dean padded away with the menus, but not before sticking his tongue out at him.


    Paul rubbed the burning flesh of his thigh where Petra had clutched him, and watched her stare at the tabletop.


    While the surface was interesting enough with all the Viking-inspired graffiti under a coat of lacquer, he preferred for her to look at him. Ego was a known personality flaw among the Afótama. Most were likeable in spite of it. He wasn’t.


    He whispered, “If you’re going to stalk me, at least look at me while you’re doing it.”


    “Shut up,” she whispered back.


    He chuckled and slouched lower in the seat, putting his feet on the edge of the opposite bench.


    “I don’t even understand why I was following you,” she said.


    He bit down on his tongue, remembering what Lisa and Graciella had said about being gentle.


    Honestly, he didn’t really know what to say to the woman—whether he should be discouraging her advances or encouraging them.


    The part of him that was a territorial Viking had a notable opinion—conquer and seize. He was driven to take her as his rightful plunder. The Viking in him wanted to get her home and keep her in his bed until she complained, and he’d never had a woman complain—at least, not when he was nude. The part of him, however, that was the professional, rational doctor said to let her take the lead.


    Doing either would mean that he was going to commit to her, and he hadn’t decided that yet.


    He let out a ragged breath and pushed her juice glass toward the hand she had resting on top of the table. “Drink that. Get your blood sugar up.”


    She moved her hand slowly toward the cup, keeping her gaze on the tabletop. “You…have to work today.”


    “I usually do on Saturdays, yeah.”


    “Oh.”


    “I’m sure you’ll find plenty to do without me being around to poke and prod you. You’ll probably sleep most of the day after you’ve taken the painkiller.”


    “Can’t sleep my life away.”


    “You can spare a couple more days to heal. Where were you and Arnold trying to get to when you crashed, anyway?”


    He didn’t think she was going to tell him, she was so quiet.


    But then she turned her head slightly, fixed her beguiling dark gaze on him, and blinked a couple of times. “We take the trip at this time. Every year, I mean,” she said haltingly. “Me and Arnold.”


    “What sort of trip?”


    “Go home to Oklahoma and visit our mother’s grave.”


    Shit.


    The hand she had around the juice glass had started to shake, so he gently removed it and set it atop his lap.


    She didn’t seem to mind, which was good for him. Suddenly, he could breathe a little deeper, and he knew why.


    He had a hardwired drive to see to her wellbeing. If she hurt, he hurt. Psychic bruising. The Afótama had evolved to cling to their partners—to not abandon their connections. Paul had been doing everything in his power to not form any new ones, but he was no match for the Fates.


    “Can’t always get close,” Petra said, “but we try anyway.”


    “Why can’t you get close?” He stroked the back of her hand, massaged it in a gentle circle. Heard her quiet exhalation as her body relaxed beside his.


    She put her face against his shoulder—whether she was hiding against him or taking in his scent, he didn’t know, but her proximity was doing dangerous things to his body.


    The softness of her skin, her slightly cloying smell—natural, the best he could tell—the way her slow breaths tickled his flesh through the fabric of his shirt.


    He wanted her clothes off, and not for some stiff, clinical examination of her bruises and bones. He wanted to touch her—to urge her compliance through pleasure rather than medical authority. And he bet she’d accede to his every request, in spite of the difficult front she tried to put up.


    But he had no business thinking that.


    She laced her fingers through his and let out another long breath. “When Arnold got kicked out of the pack after our mother died, I went with him. I wasn’t supposed to, but I couldn’t bear the thought of him being out in the world alone. We’d always been together.”


    “Attached at the hip.”


    “Something like that. Our mother wanted us that way—wanted to make sure we took care of each other.” She let out a dry, short laugh. “Maybe she knew she wasn’t going to be around for long, and what would happen after she went.”


    “So, they tried to split you up?”


    “’Cause he would have gotten in the way, I guess.”


    “Of what?”


    “Of them getting to me. They already had some wolf picked out to give me to as soon as I turned eighteen, and Arnold had said no. They told him to leave. We were fourteen.”


    “You’ve been running since fourteen? Shit, woman.”


    She shrugged. “We didn’t have a choice. Wolves get put out all the time.”


    “I’ve heard that male wolves getting expelled is common. I’ve never heard of any woman, except for Mrs. Carbone, being in exile with them.”


    “Yeah, well, now you know. We were going to see my mother, and I don’t know what happened. Maybe I nodded off or something behind the wheel. Arnold was asleep, so he can’t tell me what happened, either. Just that I got thrown through the windshield and he got pinned against the dashboard.”


    “That would make me want to never drive again.”


    She pulled her hand from his, and then fiddled with the corner of her napkin. “That’s nothing I have to worry about. Don’t have anything to drive anymore. Getting that truck was hard enough. I don’t see us being able to buy a replacement any time soon.”


    “Most folks in Norseton don’t have personal vehicles. They tend to co-op them.”


    “Co-op. What does that mean?”


    “A group of people will pool their funds to buy a vehicle, and then work out a schedule for sharing. Chris and I used to share an SUV. Don’t need to anymore. His wife brought her car when she moved here, so now the SUV is in my building’s garage collecting a coat of dust.”


    “You never leave?”


    “Rarely. I work a lot, and most everything I need is right here in the community.”


    “But if you needed to leave—”


    “I could. We’re free to come and go. No one’s making us stay in Norseton. We choose to be here. I came back, didn’t I? Spent all those years away, but I came back.” Hated to, but he had.


    “And you—you like it?”


    He took a long sip of his coffee and stared out the window at the stretch of desert between the restaurant and the community boundary.


    “More now than before.”


     

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Petra fiddled with the key chain Arnold had left on the counter and tried to guess which of the keys fit the house door. She wasn’t used to having so many keys. She’d only ever had the one for the truck they no longer owned.


    On that ring was apparently a key for the front door, another for the back, one for the mailbox, and she didn’t know what the small fourth one was. Arnold might have known, but she hadn’t seen Arnold in a day.


    Asshole.


    “Here.” Paul took the ring from her trembling hands and plugged the correct key into the slot on the first try. “I think you had the right one but didn’t turn it hard enough.”


    “Twisting my arms hurts.”


    “And that’s why you’re going to swallow the pills and go back to bed.”


    “I don’t want to sleep the day away.”


    “You don’t have a choice. Doctor’s orders.”


    He pressed a palm to the small of her back and nudged her into the cool, dim house.


    Mine.


    She didn’t understand how the house was hers, but apparently it was—some agreement Alpha had made with the Viking queen.


    “He doesn’t even collect dues,” she said softly.


    “Pardon?” Paul looked up from the pill bottle he’d snatched up from the counter and quirked an eyebrow.


    “Alpha. The wolves say he doesn’t collect dues.”


    “Dues?” Paul turned her hand over and placed a painkiller onto her palm.


    “All packs collect dues.”


    “Like taxes?”


    She cringed and limped around him to the sink. The pill was huge and chalky, and she didn’t think one cup of water would be enough. She put her mouth right to the tap and sucked down a good half gallon to force the pill down her throat. “No. Not like taxes,” she said, dragging her shirtsleeve across her lips. “Alpha’s pay. Never actually goes back to the pack, but the money is supposed to.”


    “I can see how being a pack alpha could be a cushy job, then,” Paul said flatly. “Send your lieutenants door to door with a collection envelope and sit back with your feet up while everyone else suffers.”


    “So you do know how the scheme works, then.”


    “Systems like that have been in place forever. People have staged revolutions over them.” He canted his head toward the hallway. “Come on. Into bed you go.”


    “I’m not tired.”


    “Lie down anyway. Stop arguing.”


    “Never gonna stop arguing. Got too much fight in me.”


    “I don’t imagine you’re exaggerating, but do me the favor and follow instructions just for today. You can go back to being stubborn and difficult tomorrow. And besides—”


    She didn’t want to move, but he got her moving anyway. When she dug in her heels, he grunted and then picked her up, carrying her against his chest as if she were a house cat and not an undomesticated werewolf.


    “There are no witnesses,” he said. “No one has to know you actually behaved yourself for a couple of hours.”


    “Shut up.”


    He set her ever so gently onto the bed and pulled her boots off easily enough, seeing as how they weren’t laced. She didn’t know where her laces were. She’d had some before the accident.


    “Where are my laces?” She rubbed her eyes and let out an indulgent exhalation when he kneaded the arches of her sore feet with his thumbs.


    “Don’t know. Maybe the hospital threw them away. If they were bloody, they might have just trashed them. They’re cheap enough to replace.”


    “They were the only ones I had.”


    “I’ll get you some new ones.”


    “You will?” She rubbed her eyes again and groaned when he made her shift away from the top of the covers so he could pull them down.


    Someone had made the bed while she was out stalking the doctor.


    She’d awakened groggily, alone in the room—her room—and she’d been afraid. She was rarely afraid, but the feeling had hit her like a sock full of nickels, and although her body had been unwilling, her brain had told her to get up and go.


    She hadn’t known who she was looking for—hadn’t known who could make her stop being afraid—so she’d let her inner wolf’s instincts guide her.


    The wolf had steered her into town. Her sensitive nose had guided her toward the scent of coffee and of a familiar man who’d walked the route just minutes before her.


    Find him, the wolf had been thinking. The wolf wanted him, and the part of Petra that was just woman couldn’t say no.


    She didn’t know what was happening with her inner wolf, but the wolf seemed to think Paul was safe, like Arnold. Few people had ever made her feel that way. Her mother had taught her to distrust men by default—she’d said that Petra should make them earn her trust, and to assume that no one ever would. That had always been the case.


    Suddenly, it wasn’t.


    “Are these clothes yours or Arnold’s?” Paul asked.


    “Used to be his.”


    “You should give them back to him.”


    “He can’t fit them anymore.”


    “Give them back anyway. Maybe he could use them as rags.”


    She let out a quiet scoff and rubbed her eyes again. “Nobody cares what I’m wearing. Nobody ever looks at me.”


    “I’m sure that’s the way you like it.”


    “Bingo.”


    “I need you to take off your pants.”


    She lifted her arm from her face and squinted at him. “What?”


    “I want to check your bones while I’m here. Easier if I can touch skin.”


    “Oh. Right. Because you’re a doctor and not a pervert.” She unbuttoned her jeans and let down the fly.


    He wriggled her pants down and draped them over the edge of the bed. “You heal faster than anyone I’ve ever met. No wonder the hospital in Oklahoma was so perplexed by you.” He rubbed his hands together and poised them over her shin, as if giving her a moment to brace herself either for his cool touch or the pain from the pressure.


    She’d been doing her best not to think about the pain. She’d always been able to push the aches to the back of her mind and power through them, but never before had she been in such an accident.


    No need to be a martyr, chick.


    “All werewolves heal quickly, as far as I know,” she said. “Even the half-breeds like me. Arnold heals faster, though, when he shape-shifts.”


    “I don’t think you’re as normal as you think. Adam doesn’t seem to think so.” Paul’s gentle touch started as a tickle against her tender flesh of her ankle, and then turned into a burn that made her lungs seize and her toes curl.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked. His fingers were looped around her ankle, his thumb gently massaging the skin. “I’m barely touching you.”


    “Maybe it’s just—scraped or something. Tender there.”


    “Looks okay to me.”


    “It does?”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “Ignore me, then. Go on with your exam.”


    “You sure?”


    She nodded, and gritted her teeth. She wasn’t a wimp, and he was barely touching her.


    He continued searing up her leg, and the fire inside her was so hot, she feared inhaling would make the burn worse. So she lay very still with her eyes closed and her body shuddering and he leaned between her legs.


    The wolf inside her was laying in wait, too, but not crippled by pain.


    It’s not pain, the animal seemed to suggest. Not pain. Pleasure. Can’t you tell the difference?


    “Obviously, I can’t,” Petra whispered.


    Paul paused just over her right knee. “Pardon?”


    “Ignore me. I was talking to the wolf in my head.”


    “Yeah? Does the wolf in your head have any idea why the breaks I felt yesterday aren’t much more than hairline fractures now?”


    She was able to swallow only because he pulled back his hand to lean on it. “Because of my grandfather, I guess.”


    “Explain.”


    “Strong wolf. He’s the only reason I’m anything at all.”


    “I think you underestimate yourself.”


    “I’m telling the truth. I know how the genetics go. My mother told me. Our women aren’t like yours. We don’t get the lion’s share of the magic or the strength. We’re at our mates’ mercies. We’re nothing until we get our bites, and even then, most of us never amount to anything.”


    “I don’t believe that. You have women in the pack here who don’t have bites but seem to be doing just fine.”


    “They’re outliers.”


    “And apparently you are, too.”


    She draped an arm over her eyes and shrugged. “And I probably have an inner wolf who’s a little louder than most ladies’, even without the bite. Most aren’t so pushy. Mine is loud, like my mother’s.”


    “What does your inner wolf want?”


    “I don’t always know. She’s intelligent about things I’m not, and I can’t always understand what she’s telling me. And of course Arnold doesn’t know.”


    “Because he’s a man?” Paul started the same slow examination of her left leg, and the burn returned, and Petra wondered if the wolf was right.


    Her skin wasn’t tender. The heat wasn’t from pain. Her muscles were coiled tightly from tension—from uncertainty. She didn’t know how to interpret the signals her body was giving her. That didn’t mean they were bad.


    Breathe, the wolf said, so Petra sucked in some air.


    Deeper, the wolf said, so Petra tried again.


    She concentrated on taking slow, deep, steadying breaths, and Paul’s hand pressed up the inside of her thigh.


    Her core clenched and thighs clamped his hand tightly between her legs.


    Silly girl, the wolf said.


    “I’m a grown woman.”


    Paul furrowed his brow and pushed his glasses up with his free hand.


    Act like it.


    “Are you talking to your wolf or to me?” he asked.


    She forced a swallow down her tight, parched throat and squirmed under his touch. “You—you’re not in my head right now, are you? Not reading my thoughts?”


    “No. I’m trying very hard not to, and I won’t unless you want me to.”


    She certainly didn’t want him to do that—didn’t want to let him in to hear the chaotic chatter in her mind or to decide that, in spite of what she may have said, with some matters, she was more like a little girl than a woman. There were things she didn’t know. Experiences she hadn’t had, even at twenty-five.


    The wolf part of her encouraged his touch, no matter the purpose. Touching was good. Touching forged bonds. The part of her that was just human didn’t know why that would matter.


    Get out of the way, the wolf said. The animal inside Petra nudged at her seams, pushed back the careful human part of her. Made her stand back and watch a real woman at work.


    She grabbed Paul by his wrists and gave him a gentle tug toward her, but he was too heavy to move. She may have been a wolf, but she wasn’t going to be able to manhandle a Viking.


    “Was I hurting you?” he asked.


    “No. You were done. I was telling you what to do next.” She hooked her feet around his sides and reached forward to grab the collar of his shirt.


    “What should I be doing? I still need to check your hips.”


    “My hips are fine.”


    “So are you going to tell me what’s not?”


    “Mm-hmm.” She tugged him forward by the shirt and leaned back.


    He straddled her thighs and placed a bracing hand beside her shoulders.


    Right over her. Staring down.


    “Well?”


    “You should check my ribs,” she said. “They’ve been aching.”


    “Have they, now?”


    “Mm-hmm. With every breath.”


    “There’s not much I can do for a rib. Wrap you in heating blanket, maybe. Make you comfortable.”


    “Don’t you want to be sure?” She planted one of his hands on her lower ribcage and, daring him with her gaze, slid his palm up to just beneath her breast.


    Yeah, he’s gonna fall for that, the rational, cautious lady inside her said.


    He dragged his thumb down her sternum, tracing along the arch of her ribs and back up to where her breast met her chest, and then beneath. He moved her breast aside and strummed the bony ridges beneath through her shirt.


    “Maybe you should unbutton it,” she said.


    “I don’t need to. Your ribs are fine.”


    “They don’t feel fine. I don’t feel fine.”


    “That’s probably just the painkiller making you dizzy. Give the feeling a few minutes to pass. You’ll probably be asleep.”


    “I don’t want to sleep.”


    If the good doctor wasn’t going to respond to subtle clues, she figured she’d take matters into her own hands. Fingers, rather.


    She started at her top button, and quickly worked her way to the bottom of the shirt placket.


    “You said I should give the shirt back to Arnold anyway, right?” She shrugged out of the flannel and handed the shirt to Paul before lying back down. “There you go. Toss it toward his room, if you’d like.”


    Paul flicked the garment to the floor, and didn’t even pretend to be only clinically interested in the form of her body. Hovering over, his gaze raked over her legs—crossed at the ankles—her boring white panties, her belly, and her bruised ribs.


    Her breasts in the soft form bra that didn’t hide much of anything.


    In the past, she might have been self-conscious about how visible her nipples were through the flimsy cotton. She would have tried to hide herself from the preying gazes of wolves and other predators.


    Paul may have been a predator, of a sort, but he was no wolf.


    Aren’t Vikings supposed to plunder? Perhaps he needs more inciting.


    She raised herself onto her elbows dragged her knee along the inside of his leg, stopping just shy of his jewels. He couldn’t hide much in scrub pants.


    “You nearly died last week,” he whispered. “Apparently, you need a reminder.”


    “I’m trying to show you how alive I am. I don’t need a reminder about what happened.”


    “I think you’re delirious.”


    “You must be, too. Otherwise, you would have walked away.”


    “So this is my fault?”


    “Mm-hmm. All your fault.” She unsnapped the clasp at the front of her bra and let the garment hang open.


    He didn’t look down. He kept his cool gaze locked on her eyes and gritted his teeth.


    “I can smell you,” she whispered. “The pheromones. I may not look like a wolf right now, but I’ve got a wolf’s nose. You’re interested in me.”


    He let out a dry scoff and turned his head toward the side of the bed, likely to the clock on the nightstand.


    Because he’s a responsible adult and has to go to work.


    And she was a distraction.


    The part of her that was more human than beast swam back up through the murk in her brain momentarily, but the wolf pushed her back again.


    Let me, the wolf said. Get out of the way, or you’ll ruin this. We’ll lose our shot.


    Petra didn’t know what shot the wolf was talking about. She didn’t know what she was doing at all, but the wolf had never steered her wrong. The wolf had kept her alive for all those years—she’d told her to run when Arnold had left, and that staying would have meant abuse or worse.


    “Don’t you want to touch me, Viking?” Petra could hardly recognize the words, or the husky voice they’d been delivered through. She could, though, recognize the look of lust on Paul’s face and predict that, adult though he was, he could be convinced to ignore his responsibilities on occasion.


    “The question isn’t whether or not I want to,” he said. “It’s should I?”


    “I’m asking you to.”


    “Why, Petra? If you’d had the chance yesterday, you would have mauled me.”


    “Can’t a girl change her mind?” She slid her knee into the crease between his thigh and balls and wriggled it gently.


    His Adam’s apple bobbed with his loud swallow, and his breathing sped. Not with fear—she knew the sound of fear—but of indecisiveness.


    “You want me,” she said. “Why’s that so bad? You’re not going to break me.”


    “I’m not worried about breaking you. If a tree and truck couldn’t do the job, I doubt I could. Besides, there are rules in civilized societies, Petra. I shouldn’t touch you.”


    “I’m not civilized. I’m a werewolf.”


    Careful, the lady part of her warned the wolf.


    That kind of talk was how her mother had run her father off. Her mother had been proud of what she was and hadn’t wanted to tamp down her fearsomeness for anyone, including the man she’d chosen to mate with.


    “Take me or leave me,” she’d said.


    He’d left.


    Petra didn’t want Paul to leave. She didn’t know why, but she wanted to keep him.


    “I want to make sure you’re thinking clearly,” Paul said. “That the medication isn’t making you loopy and that you’re thinking beyond instant gratification to consequences.”


    “What could happen?”


    “You tell me.”


    “Nothing’s gonna happen.”


    “You sure about that?”


    Of course not. She was lying through her teeth.


    The lady part of Petra didn’t understand the wolf’s motives, but she was going along for the ride just the same.


    She leaned up and skimmed her lips along the stubble on his jaw, breathing in his crisp, male scent. Breathing in his warmth, his magic that she didn’t understand. She wanted to know all about his magic—everything about him, period.


    She’d never had a man to keep before, and figured she should know something about him.


    “I’m a grown woman,” she said.


    He glided tickling fingertips up her ribs and spanned his large hand beneath her breast. “I haven’t forgotten.”


    He pressed down on her nipple with his thumb, and little jolts of electricity coursed through her battered body.


    Whoa.


    “You act like I can’t see you—like I could be so cold that I’d ignore what was right in front of me, but you’re impossible to ignore, Petra.”


    “Act like I am, then. Don’t just tell me. Show me.”


    She lay back again and pulled him down with her, pressing his face to his chest, insinuating her breast near his smart mouth.


    “Do something besides talk, Doc.”


    His scoff became a lick. Just a quick flick at first, but then he broadened his tongue and laved beneath the lower swell of her breast. Tickling and teasing. Then more pressure as he crested the top, pleasurable and tantalizing.


    She felt as though he’d found the exact right button to push to send all her blood rushing from her head southward. It was hard and brown, and he was scoring it between his teeth, not once taking that daring gaze off her.


    “Fuck.”


    She wasn’t sure what to do with her hands or her limbs, and the wolf wasn’t too sure, either.


    In the wolf’s estimation, she’d done her part. She’d gotten the man on top of her and his mouth near her heart, and the rest was up to Petra.


    But what’s the rest?


    He moved his other hand gently up her other side and cupped that breast, too. He pushed them together and licked from one nipple to the other.


    Her breath escaped as another surge of blood pounded between her legs and wetness pooled at the tops of her thighs.


    Touch him, too.


    She didn’t know what to touch. Had no idea what a man found erogenous besides the obvious area, but she wasn’t about to go there. As randy as she was feeling, her body was broken in enough places that she didn’t think either of them would have a good time. But she could still touch.


    Touch what you want.


    She wanted to dig her fingers into something, so she pulled him down, crushed his mouth with hers, and stuffed her hands into the back of his scrub pants.


    He let out a hiss, then a moan, and his tongue probed more deeply into her mouth and thick hardness pressed against her inner thigh.


    Insert tab A into slot B.


    She changed her mind. She wanted that so badly. She’d only have to force those useless pants of his down a few inches, and he’d only have to nudge the crotch of her underwear aside. He could be inside her, and he’d be stuck with her because lady wolves had ways of claiming their men that the men knew nothing about.


    But she felt like something was wrong—she’d skipped some step and couldn’t remember what it was.


    What the fuck was it?


    The wolf in her sighed. After all, Petra had lived in a pack for fourteen years before hitting the road with her brother. She knew how things were supposed to work. She’d heard the whispers, because nothing in a pack was ever really a secret.


    There was supposed to be a bite. Her or him, she couldn’t remember. She hadn’t paid attention when she should have. To finish what they were doing—whatever they were doing—someone needed to be bitten.


    Cover all the bases. Both.


    She pulled away from his intoxicating lips and batted his hair out of her face. “Paul?”


    “Changed your mind? Can’t say I didn’t expect you to.”


    She rolled her eyes and scooted down beneath him a little—just enough to reach his shoulder. She bit down hard in the space between his shirt and his neck and growled at the metallic tang of blood flooding her tongue.


    “What the fuck—”


    She clasped her hand over his mouth and released her teeth from his flesh. “Bite me, too.”


    “Why?” came his muffled voice behind her hand.


    “You have to.”


    “Give me a few more words than that. Last time I checked, we weren’t in a vampire novel.”


    “You just have to, if you—” She closed her lips on the words, because she didn’t know.


    Goddess, why?


    Petra didn’t actually expect an answer, but she got one anyway. Abstract, but clear enough. Petra should have long known what to do, but she’d run from her pack.


    “You have to bite me,” she said, “so no other wolf gets me.”


    “I’m not a wolf, Petra.”


    He was right, of course.


    But does that matter?


    She didn’t think her goddess would have answered if it did. Nothing made sense, but maybe things weren’t supposed to.


    They’ll make sense later. Bite first. Knowledge later, came the goddess’s whisper, and then she departed with a pulse and a flicker in Petra’s mind, leaving her confident, in spite of having no good reason to be. She’d have to trust for once.


    “Paul, bite me if you want me. I don’t have answers for you yet. Just bite me.”


    He hovered over her, unmoving and staring down.


    “Do you want me?” She’d never had any desire whatsoever to ask that question before, but with Paul, she had to know. Now, not later.


    “I hardly know you,” he said. “I don’t even know your last name.”


    “I don’t have one anymore. Please. Bite me. I’ll tell you everything, I swear. But later. Just bite me now. You have to.”


    “Why?”


    He was being just like a doctor by asking why instead of doing what a patient demanded, but if she wanted to get her cure, she had to tell the truth, and the truth was clear then. All the pieces were starting to come together in her head.


    “I—I don’t get anyone else,” she said. “I only get one chance at a fated mate, and I guess that’s what you are. If you want me, even a little, just bite me. Please.”


    She was begging. She’d never begged a man for anything before. Her mother hadn’t even begged for her father to stay, but those pathetic words were coming out of Petra’s mouth, and she couldn’t take them back.


    She barely had time to try, because the next thing she knew, he lowered his head and searing pain radiated from a point over her left breast as the warm trickle of blood seeped down her cleavage.


    Petra lay frozen, wide-eyed and gaping at the ceiling.


    Holy shit. What now?


    Her pussy’s answering thrum seemed to respond with a, Guess what?


    No…


    Her body was tight as a drum, her sex throbbing, and tingles danced around the bite Paul licked.


    She wanted to push his head downward and beg him to give her some relief, any way he could. Tongue, fingers, cock—anything.


    But she couldn’t move.


    There was some…conflict in her brain. Biology warred with medicine. Her brain wanted her mate to take her. It needed him to finish. Her body, though, was losing the battle, whose opening volley had come with a swallowed pill and a half-gallon of water.


    She could hardly keep her eyes open.


    But she needed to fuck.


    And she needed to shapeshift for the first time ever, but…


    She had to sleep first.


    Shit.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    Paul had never had a woman fall asleep on him in such a spectacular way before. In one moment, Petra had been giving his cock the liveliest massage with her knee, and the next, she had him toppled off balance and beside her.


    She cozied up next to him as if he were just a hot water bottle in hospital scrubs.


    Completely. Utterly. Passed out.


    He scoffed.


    She made little snarling noises in her sleep and batted playfully at his chest.


    He would have laughed if he hadn’t been so fucking angry with himself.


    His restraint was better than that. He shouldn’t have touched her—his professional ethics should have precluded otherwise—but she’d begged. She’d seemed convinced that him touching her was necessary. She was trusting the wills of the Fates and so prettily following along with their whims.


    And for a moment, he’d wanted to be swept up in that current, too. The thought of taking her home—nestling her into his routine and integrating her into Norseton—put a smile on his face.


    He had so much he wanted to show her, the woman whose last name he didn’t know. He’d done what she’d asked and bit her, against his better judgment, because she’d been insistent.


    And because he hadn’t wanted to deny her any reasonable thing.


    He didn’t know if biting a woman was reasonable by any stretch of the imagination, but she’d wanted him to, and had seemed relieved when he’d done the deed. For whatever reason, he’d been relieved, too. He’d felt that “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way…” kind of relief known only by people who’d done the right thing.


    He’d done the right thing for her. He was her mate, even if she didn’t quite understand what she’d been doing. Afótama attachments were so much simpler. One look, and a man would know. He’d be enthralled.


    As much as he was afraid to admit it, he was. There was no running from the connection, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t put some air between the two of them. She still didn’t know what she was getting with him, and maybe he was a little afraid to let her see it.


    He untwined her limbs from around his, carefully repositioning her arms and legs so as not to stir her from her healing sleep.


    Her clothes were scatted across the floor. He folded them neatly onto the chair near the bedside and stood, watching her sleep for a moment.


    So pretty. So wild, even in sleep. Her teeth gnashed and fingers curled into claw shapes as she chased the phantoms in her dreams.


    Maybe he was one of them. Plenty of his conquests would have said that he deserved a good mauling, and possibly a personality transplant, too.


    He pulled the covers up over her twitching body, and then left.


    He needed to think and try to turn off that needy drive of his to touch her as if she were his. He’d just met her, and she knew almost nothing about him.


    That might be for the best.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    Several times in recent memory, Petra had been stirred from sleep with the profound urge to get up and piss, and needing to shapeshift was kind of like that. She felt like if she didn’t have release, she’d explode.


    She took a moment to get her bearings—she was in bed, apparently, in the middle of the damn day—and scrambled to her feet.


    “Arnold?” she called out while scratching at her prickling skin to take off her clothes, but she wasn’t wearing any except for panties, because she’d stripped.


    For Paul.


    And Paul wasn’t there.


    She forced a growl through clenched teeth and made her way to the back door.


    “Arnold?” she called out again, and then muttered, “Of course the jackass bounced. I guess going to work was more important than sticking around.”


    Where the hell is Arnold?


    Still scratching her skin, which had started to burn along with the muscles beneath, she wriggled out of her panties and put her shoulder to the back door.


    Her body came apart as she toppled out onto the patio.


    Bones cracked and reshaped as she fell, and she screamed in agony on the ground while her skin stretched and molded around her new form.


    There was someone looking down at her with such concern.


    Leticia.


    She ran away, shouting, “Someone who can shift, come help Petra!”


    Where the fuck is Arnold?


    Petra forced her furry new body up onto all fours, only to crash under her newly-distributed weight.


    Fuck him, too.


    Leticia ran back with Esther, who was peeling off her clothes as she approached.


    She shifted as she ran.


    Lady one moment. Wolf the next.


    Esther got Petra moving—to where, she didn’t know—but she kept her from thinking too much.


    She couldn’t think when she was having to run so fast.


    The exertion was a good thing. She couldn’t plan a Viking murder if a sadistic she-wolf was forcing her into a grueling marathon into the desert.


    All she could do was try to keep up.


    ___


    “Feeling better?” Esther asked, smiling.


    Petra sat on the patio bench, wrapped in a large, soft blanket, and shivering as if it weren’t nearly ninety degrees outside.


    “No,” Petra said sourly.


    “Wanna tell us what happened?” Lisa had been waiting when Esther brought Petra back from their punishing run through the desert. Apparently, she’d gotten Petra moving quickly so the inner wolf didn’t have a chance to assert her dominance over her body. If the wolf was in control, Petra wouldn’t remember the run. Most werewolves weren’t completely integrated with their beasts until after their first shift, but Petra had always been in touch with her beast. Aberrant, but typical for her mother’s line. She probably wouldn’t have had a problem remembering. Arnold always remembered.


    Petra shrugged and picked at the cuticle of her thumb. “I don’t know what to tell ya.”


    “Obviously, someone bit you,” Lisa said. “We need to know if the bite was against your will. We need to know who did it.”


    Petra waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, please. I told him to bite me.”


    “Who? We don’t exactly have an excess of unattached wolves here.”


    Petra cleared her throat and gladly accepted the bottle of water Esther pressed to her. Esther seemed no worse for the wear for the run, but she was a Eurasian wolf. She could shift whenever the hell she wanted to, and to no ill effect. She wasn’t driven by moon cycles like most of the ladies in the pack. Petra was the one who was off-schedule. She’d only shifted because she’d had that absconding bastard bite her, and she figured she’d be feeling the aches for days.


    At least I don’t feel the bumps and bruises from the truck crash anymore, though.


    The shifting had evidently fixed that.


    Lisa gave her a nudge. “Who was it? We’ll keep your secret if you ask us to.”


    “Not much of a secret. Wasn’t a wolf.”


    “I don’t understand. Before you got here, you couldn’t shift, right?”


    “That would be correct.”


    “And the only way to make a lady wolf shift, except in certain very rare populations, is to have her mate bite her.”


    “Uh-huh.” Petra cracked her knuckles.


    “So, someone bit you,” Esther said.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “And that someone was whom?” Lisa prodded.


    “Like I said, he wasn’t a wolf. My mate’s not a wolf. Three guesses who he is.” She turned to Lisa and batted her eyelashes coquettishly.


    “What in the ever-loving hell—”


    “Hey, I don’t understand what happened any more than you do.”


    “I’ve never heard of someone who’s not a wolf being able to trigger a mate shift.”


    Esther leaned forward to see Lisa around Petra’s body. “But there’s not like there are good records about this, right? For all we know, it happens all the time and people just don’t talk about it.”


    “I don’t think so. Wolves tend to be secretive in general, but there would have been some whispers about such an odd thing happening.”


    “Who are we talking about?” Esther asked. “Anyone I’ve met?”


    “Maybe,” Lisa said. “Have you met Paul? He’s an E.R. doc in Norseton.”


    “Talk about me like I’m not sitting here. I’ll be okay,” Petra muttered.


    Lisa pinched her thigh. “You can interject any damn time you please. I’m just trying to get Esther up to speed.”


    “Or rather,” Esther said, “we’re trying to determine if we need to bring my aunt into this conference.”


    Petra put her head back and groaned. “Ugh. I feel like I’m being sent to the principal’s office. I sure did plenty of that at the rez school before me and Arnold left.”


    Lisa put up a brow. “You lived on a reservation?”


    Petra scoffed. “More like a reservation within a reservation, which was a very interesting arrangement, lemme tell ya. They couldn’t help but to know about us. Had to start marrying outside the wolf gene pool. You know how that goes.”


    Lisa grunted and rubbed the top of her swollen belly. “I didn’t realize there were native wolf groups. I assumed you were like me and that your family picked up the wolf strain through integration. Both sides of my family got it from the Spaniards who colonized Mexico.”


    “Oh, there are plenty of us. We’re probably just a little more secretive than the rest of you. Same rules apply, though. Same bullshit, no matter where you go.”


    “Not here, though,” Esther said.


    Petra shrugged. “That’s left to be determined.”


    Lisa and Esther shared a look.


    Petra didn’t bother calling them out on their conspiring. She wasn’t in the mood to argue. She wanted a steak and maybe half a pizza and an apple pie. And then a nap.


    And then she wanted to go kick a disappearing Viking’s ass.


    First things first, though.


    There was one other disappearing man she needed to deal with.


    She got to her feet and tightened the blanket “Have either of you seen my brother? I haven’t seen him since yesterday.”


    Both women shook their heads.


    Lisa furrowed her brow. “Come to think of it, the last time I saw him was yesterday, too. After you woke up, I think.”


    Petra pinched the bridge of her nose and shifted her weight. “Shit. I hope he didn’t get a vision and go off on a wild hair.”


    “What do you mean by vision?” Esther asked.


    “Psychic shit. Our mother used to have them, and our grandfather, too, but apparently that’s one curse I was able to dodge.”


    “Do you have a phone number for your brother?”


    “Yeah, but he’s not gonna answer, especially if he’s out stalking. Probably left his shit in a hole somewhere and went off on foot. Ugh, I’m going to kick his ass when I see him. Fuckin’ leaving me here like that. He’s never left me like that before.” She pulled open the back door of the house and went straight for the kitchen. Her stomach was going to gnaw itself if she didn’t get some sustenance.


    The ladies followed her in and leaned against the kitchen island.


    They watched her pour cereal into a bowl. Watched her eat it dry. Watched her dig into another serving.


    “Lactose intolerant,” she muttered.


    Lisa snorted. “You know, if Arnold left you here, there’s a good chance he was thinking you’d be safe with us.”


    “Wasn’t his decision to make.”


    “You could still leave. No one’s stopping you.”


    Petra poised her spoon mid-dip over her cereal bowl and stared at the pile of oat O’s.


    I could leave.


    She could hike to the road and stick out her thumb for a ride. She and Arnold had done that plenty in ten years, but they’d always been together. The road wasn’t a safe place for a single woman—not even one who was a werewolf.


    Also, surprisingly, the allure wasn’t there anymore. Now that she had her feet planted somewhere stable, she was hesitant to move them very far. Wolves needed homes, and the people in Norseton said she could stay there and make the life for herself her mother would have wanted.


    But she wasn’t going to be able to avoid her mate. She needed to let him off the hook or get some closure, or the animal part of her would never be content.


    If he doesn’t want me—fine.


    She wasn’t going to beg him to stick around, just like her mother hadn’t with her father. He’d changed his mind about having a wolf for a wife. He’d left them to struggle on their own without so much as a penny for support. He hadn’t even shown up to fetch Petra and Arnold when their mother got sick and everyone knew she was going to die.


    He hadn’t wanted anything more to do with wolves, and Petra sure as shit wasn’t going to force any man into an unwilling entanglement.


    She’d gotten what she wanted. She was a full-fledged werewolf and could shapeshift with the rest of her pack.


    I’m fucking awesome.


    She put more cereal in her mouth and chewed so she didn’t have to think anymore. So she didn’t have to meet Lisa and Esther’s gazes and have them look at her like she was a liar.


    They would have known.


    Her mother may have been fine alone, but Petra wouldn’t be able to stay away from her mate, whether he wanted her or not. Her mother hadn’t had a bite, and certainly not one by a man who’d apparently been vetted by the wolf goddess.


    I’m so fuckin’ screwed.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Generally, when Paul staggered out of the hospital after a twelve-hour shift, he pointed his feet straight toward his apartment building and pushed distractions to the back of his mind. He had to be in his bed, or at least in very close proximity to it, in the next fifteen minutes, or there’d be no guarantees as to where he’d wake up.


    The emergency room and been flooded non-stop with victims of food poisoning, a kid came in with a broken leg and a bloody nose after some unauthorized playground gymnastics, and then there were the usual hypochondriacs who were pretty sure something was wrong with them but who couldn’t articulate what that might be.


    He was all touched out—a shockingly rare condition for a person of Afótama descent.


    “I’ve got a bone to pick with you,” came a tart, feminine tone at his back.


    He paused at the corner, and his heart gave a momentary stutter.


    The one person he did want to touch was behind him, and she sounded pissed.


    Cool. Great.


    He waved on the car that’d been waiting for him to cross the street, and turned slowly to the sneering she-wolf.


    The supposed love of his life was making dagger-eyes at him.


    Cool. Great.


    He took a deep, bolstering breath and joined Petra near the USPS collection box she was scowling against. “What was that about picking a bone?”


    “You know what you did, and you know what? I don’t care, but I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t going to call you out.”


    He rolled his head on his stiff neck and folded his arms over his chest. “Okay. Humor me, please. I’ve had a very long day.”


    “Cry me a river, Viking.”


    He squeezed his eyes shut and gave his head a minute shake. “Obviously, you’re pissed at me for something you think I’ve done. I’m fried right now. Do you maybe want to tell me what it was? That’s usually how adults work things out.”


    “Stop treating me like I’m a child. In case you haven’t noticed yet, I’m not one.”


    He forced his bleary eyes open and pinned her in his gaze. She was only a little blurry. He probably needed to clean his glasses, but he could see well enough to confirm that she was still pretty, even when she was pissed.


    Probably shouldn’t be paying attention to how pretty she is right now. Would probably only make her madder.


    He averted his gaze, fixing it on the office supply store across the street. “Petra, just tell me what I did wrong. I’m too tired to play guessing games, and I’d probably lose one, anyway. I think we’re in a midst of a cultural misunderstanding.”


    “Oh, is that what men call it now when they bounce on a chick?”


    “What?”


    “You left!” she shouted.


    And of course, the girls’ softball team chose that exact moment to walk by, staring. Obviously, they were on the mend from their food poisoning.


    He waved them along.


    They kept staring as they moved, because that was what rude teenagers tended to do. He’d been one once.


    “Okay, I left,” he said. “Because I had to go to work. Also…” He pointed to his newly shorn head. “Wanted to get a haircut. Was overdue.”


    If she had an opinion about his barber’s aggressive trim job, she didn’t show it. “You should have taken the day off,” she said.


    He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Here we go with the shoulds and coulds, huh? I don’t think I’ve ever been in a relationship that didn’t devolve to that particular conversation.”


    “I don’t really give a fuck about your other relationships.”


    “Mm. I think you hinted at that a little when you said you didn’t care what I did.”


    She took one confident step toward him, chin raised and teeth bared. No pain in her gait. She’d healed.


    A medical miracle.


    Curious as he was about that, he couldn’t let down his guard, or else whoever was working in the E.R. might be called on to work a medical miracle on Paul. Petra looked pissed enough to bite.


    “You make a habit of not doing what’s expected of you in a relationship?” she asked, this time loudly enough for the queen of the Afótama to hear.


    Cool. Great.


    Queen Tess, who looked like she’d been headed toward the diner for a very late meal with her cousin-slash-bodyguard, Nadia, in tow, turned on her boot heel and headed back toward them.


    For fuck’s sake.


    “Do you know who she is?” Paul asked the wolf lady.


    She shrugged.


    “That’s the clan’s queen,” he leaned in to hiss. “I don’t really want Queen Tess in my business, because when she takes special interest in things—”


    “Hey, Paul,” Nadia said.


    Fuck.


    He leaned away from the stubborn wolf and smiled at the newcomers. “Good evening.”


    Queen Tess batted some of her dark curly hair out of her face and pinned him with a searching look.


    Oh, hell.


    “’S’up?” she projected telepathically.


    Nadia got between him and the wolf, and started chatting with her, but he wasn’t paying much attention to the precise nature of the conversation. He knew what Nadia was doing. It was a distraction tactic so Queenie could get into his head. They did that divide-and-conquer shit all the time, which was why most intelligent shit stains in the clan ran fast when they saw them approaching.


    It was too late for Paul to run.


    “Nothing’s up,” he told the queen. “Just a minor misunderstanding.”


    “About what? Seems like relationship stuff to me. You know not to bother lying, right? I may not be the best lie detector, but I can tell when the clan’s web has changed. There’s a tentative new connection on it, and the best I can tell that person isn’t Afótama. I’d be reading them better if they were.”


    She shoved her hands into the kangaroo pocket of her sweatshirt and squinted at him.


    He knew a dare when he saw one, and he was too smart to take it.


    “I don’t know what to tell you, Queenie,” he projected.


    “So, you’re not dating her?”


    “I wouldn’t call our relationship status ‘dating,’ no.”


    “Then what would you call it?”


    “I—” He took off his glasses and pressed the heels of his palms against his tired eyes. “I don’t know what to make of this, okay? I don’t like feeling like I’m being rushed into things, and this is moving way too fast.”


    “So, your attachment is through no doing of your own?”


    “Are you asking if this thing is one-sided? No.” He dropped his hands and looked over at Petra, who’d been moved several yards away by Nadia. They were chatting quietly, but there was no mistaking that Petra wasn’t calm. Her animated gestures and the expressive faces she was pulling made that perfectly clear.


    “You don’t trust the connection?” Queenie asked.


    He shifted his weight some more and nudged his glasses back up. “That’s not the problem. We could be connected, even if she decides she doesn’t like me after all.”


    “Doesn’t work like that. She wouldn’t be yours if she couldn’t put up with you.”


    He wasn’t sure if that was supposed to be comforting.


    “Hey,” Queenie projected. “Remember? I’m the last person who should have been someone’s fated match. I’m pretty sure I’ve still got warrants out for those crap charges from when I was hustling all over the southeast. I’m no one’s idea of a perfect queen.”


    “You’re exactly what the clan needs.”


    She smirked. Shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. I knew, though, that when I saw Ollie, that I could be happy. I didn’t understand why. I wasn’t up on the Afótama learning curve back then, but trusting him was so easy, I guess, because I needed to trust someone then.”


    “You’ve got two someones, though. You’ve got complicating factors.”


    The queen had two chieftains. The nature of her power required her to have an additional lover to pass magic through, but no one could say the chieftains were just empty vessels for her to use as she saw fit. The men had their own magic, apart from Queenie’s. The bit of magic Paul had was a drop in the proverbial bucket in comparison. The chieftains were frightening when pushed. Fortunately, they rarely were.


    She shrugged again. “Yeah. Having two complicated things at first, but everything worked out the way it needed to. The old Viking gods took pity on us, I guess.”


    “And is that what they’re doing to me?” he asked. “Taking pity?”


    “I’d say so. I think you may be the most reluctant recipient of a blessed matched in the entire clan.”


    “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about me. They’re all true.”


    “That you’re a non-communicative bastard? Yeah, I’ve heard those. But guess what?” She crooked her thumb toward her cousin. “When Nadia and I are in a room alone, we don’t talk at all. That’s why our relationship works. We both know there’s one person in this place we don’t have to try to be pleasant around. We lean on each other for restoration.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “You’re not meant to, but now you know. Even the freakin’ queen has her flaws. Sometimes, we have to look outside of ordinary places to find the people who balance us.”


    “I wasn’t looking,” he said.


    “That’s right. Because you’d given up. Don’t think I don’t know why you haven’t settled down.” She gave him a hearty thump to the back. “You don’t fit in? You think people dislike you? So what?”


    “That’s easy for you to say. You can electrocute people from across a room. People respect you.”


    “Because they’re afraid of me, just like you.” She poked his shoulder. “I’d rather have people like me for me.”


    “I’m surprised you’re telling me this.”


    “Why? Because I’m confessing a weakness, and I’m not supposed to have any? Ask my chieftains. I have many, but they do a good job of propping me up so no one knows. That’s the way this is supposed to work.”


    He stood stunned, still, at her confession. Queenie had never been one to hash her words, but for her to be so open about her flaws humbled him.


    “Try to enjoy the gift,” she projected. “You might as well. You don’t get another match, and you know deep down that the ultimate reason none of your other relationships lasted was because you weren’t meant to be with them. You were just biding your time.”


    “Until a werewolf fell into my lap, you mean.”


    “It was going to happen eventually, Paul, with more wolves moving here. Some wolf was going to hook up with a member of the clan, and why not you?”


    He wondered the same. Why not him? If there was no woman right for him in Norseton, where they all knew him too well, and if no one out in the larger world had hit the right buttons, either, why not accept the match?


    He knew the answer to that, though. He was scared that he wouldn’t be enough of what she needed, just like with all his friends in the past, and all his demanding lovers. He couldn’t give them enough. He either hadn’t had the right stuff to give, or he hadn’t wanted to give it.


    He raked a hand through what was left of his hair and risked a glance at the wolf. “What the hell am I supposed to do with her? What am I supposed to give her? I’m not a wolf.”


    “And she’s not a witch, so it seems to me, you’ve both got some things to worry about.” Queenie reached up and gave his shoulder a tender squeeze. “You’re skeptical. I understand that. But you’re not going to be able to shake the feeling that she’s yours. You feel that, don’t you?”


    “Yes.” He didn’t see the point in lying. Even if the queen hadn’t been in his head, she’d already intuited his connection with Petra. Those bonds didn’t disappear.


    “So what good is ignoring her? What good is going slow and setting up unnecessary roadblocks?”


    “Is this a, ‘You’re not getting any younger, Paul’ speech? I could go get one of those from my mother.”


    Queenie grunted and got him moving toward the shop window Petra and Nadia were standing in front of. “Well, you’re not getting any younger, and the older you get, the more stuck in your stubborn asshole ways you’re going to be.” She deposited him beside Petra and rubbed her palms together gleefully. “Okay!” she said brightly.


    That merry sound always sounded so ominous coming from the queen, given her usual tone’s husky nature. “Let’s hash this out so I can go eat pie before my little princess wakes up, deciding she doesn’t want to sleep through the night anymore.”


    “We’re doing this right here?” Paul asked.


    Petra cocked her chin at him again. “You got something to be ashamed of?”


    “Do you?”


    “You’re the one who was running. I’m not going any-damn-where.”


    “I never told you to leave. You can stay all you want to.”


    “Good. I’m going to, whether you want me to or not.”


    He laughed. All he could do was laugh, because nothing else made sense at the moment.


    “You’re not running me off, Paul.”


    “I never tried to. I’m so confused. All I did was go to work.”


    “You abandoned me to shapeshift on my own.”


    “You’re mad at what?” Paul raked a hand through his hair again, and then gave it a frantic tug. “You fell asleep, and I recall it being at a very inopportune moment. Really, I’m the one who should be pissed.”


    Petra pantomimed playing a very tiny violin.


    He growled. “How the fuck was I supposed to know you were getting up again soon? You were in a coma when you came here, and went right back to bed after you got up. For all I knew, you were going to sleep until Ragnarok.”


    “You bit me. You were supposed to stay.”


    Nadia put up her hands. “Wait. I think this is where we’re gonna have an impasse.” She looked to Petra. “He couldn’t possibly know that. Maybe it’s instinctual to you, but he doesn’t have a wolf’s instincts. He has Afótama instincts.”


    Queenie cleared her throat and muttered through the fingers she held over her mouth, “We’re usually pretty clingy with our matches, too.”


    Paul groaned. Thanks a lot, Queenie.


    “He’s fighting the pull,” Petra said, and she seemed to be truly hurt by the idea that he’d avoid her.


    He didn’t want to avoid her. He just needed to make sure they both knew what they were getting into. He wasn’t an easy person to live with. He was a dick. If anyone would want to leave the relationship, the runner would probably be her.


    “He doesn’t want to be with me. That’s why he’s trying so hard to buck it, but I—” Her knees wobbled beneath her, and Nadia grabbed her by the arms.


    “Whoa,” Petra said after a gasp.


    Paul took a step forward to take Petra, but she waved them both away.


    “I’m all right.” She held up her hands as if to dissuade anyone from getting closer, but she couldn’t get another word out.


    Her legs faltered again and face froze in some pained expression as a croak sounded in her throat. He didn’t understand what was happening until the trembles started.


    He barely managed to get in front of her before she crumbled to the sidewalk.


    A seizure.


    He scooped her up and headed straight back to the hospital with her, Queenie and Nadia at his back.


    “That’s why you totaled your truck, isn’t it?” he whispered into Petra’s hair.


    “What?” she asked sleepily.


    “Never mind. Hold tight.”

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Arnold seemed a little less bony than usual. On the very regular occasions when Petra had to share a bed with her brother, she tended to wake with bruised ribs and shins. He had pointy elbows and knees.


    Must have put on some weight in the past week.


    Eyes still closed, she patted down his chest and poked at his leg with her big toe.


    She didn’t remember him being that wide.


    And he didn’t smell quite right.


    She sucked in some air through her nose and itemized the notes of the scent.


    Not wolf.


    Viking.


    Vikings smelled like too much coffee, wood, and leather, for some reason.


    She withdrew her hand and opened one eye.


    Paul chuckled. “I was wondering where you were going to put that hand next.”


    She sat up too quickly, head spinning like a merry-go-round fueled by Pixy Stix and speed.


    She tipped backward, but thanks to Paul putting an arm up behind her, she didn’t crack her skull on the headboard.


    “What happened?” she asked.


    The last thing she remembered was arguing with him on the sidewalk downtown. Somehow, she’d gotten back to her room.


    A glance downward confirmed she was in the same clothes, so she couldn’t have slept too long. At least, she didn’t smell like she’d slept all that long.


    “Careful.” He leaned her back so her spine was against the headboard and pulled his arm away. Then he tossed the book he’d been reading onto the nightstand at his right and folded his hands atop his belly. “I’ll call Adam and let him know you’re awake. He told me to let him know first thing, but take a minute to get your bearings before I do.”


    “What happened?” she repeated. Him not having immediately responded wasn’t a good thing, in her estimation.


    “I think you had a seizure. Your temperature was through the roof, probably from your body working so hard to heal itself, but I can’t be sure. Your physiology isn’t quite like that of anyone else I’ve ever treated.”


    She suspected that healing probably wasn’t the only reason she was running a fever. The mate bite likely had a little something to do with that, too. She’d felt the flaring heat in her body before she’d gone to sleep and knew with an unusual certainty that he’d caused it…or rather, what she’d told him to do. She wished her mother had been around to explain things to her when she’d come of age. She hated feeling like she was stumbling her way through life. Things were easier for Arnold.


    “A seizure…” she whispered, staring as his socked feet at the end of the bed.


    “Got you a second opinion. He also thought that’s what happened, but he’s going to call in a specialist. They’ll likely want to do some tests on you, and hopefully soon. Most of the medical practitioners here are generalists, so we have to call outsiders in to treat specific conditions. Hard sometimes to find folks who will be as discreet as we need them to be, but we’ve got a pretty good referral list.”


    “You gonna find me a werewolf brain doctor?”


    “Nah. No need. We’ll just tap into our network of psychic friends.”


    She snorted, in spite of herself. In spite of how pissed she was at him.


    But she didn’t know what else she could do. When he’d said “seizure,” she’d taken the news with her usual stoic bracing, but the longer the word sat at the forefront of her mind, the more frightened she became.


    Why me? And why now?


    She turned to him, tangling the covers around her body and swatting them away with impatience. “Is there something in my head? A tumor, or—”


    “Shhh. No, no. Don’t worry about that. We got you into a CT machine after you blacked out. No signs of tumors. There are a lot of reasons people could have seizures.” He flipped his phone in the air, easily catching it again and again without looking. “Some people have predilections for them and they just don’t become apparent until there’s some precipitating factor.”


    “Am I going to die?”


    He chuckled.


    “Don’t laugh at me. Don’t treat me like I’m stupid.”


    “I’m not. I’m laughing because I know how pissed you’re going to be when someone suggests that you shouldn’t drive anymore.”


    She rolled over onto her hands and knees and pounced at him, but apparently Viking reflexes were better than wolf reflexes—at least at the moment—and he caught her by the shoulders before she could sic teeth, claws, or anything else into him.


    “See what I mean?” he whispered.


    “Put me down.”


    “Are you going to behave yourself?”


    She scoffed, but did retract her fangs.


    He still didn’t put her down. He held her up at arm’s length as if she were a rag doll he wanted to examine from a distance.


    “Are you going to be nice?” he asked.


    “Nope.”


    “Awesome. You and my mother will get on swimmingly, I bet. She’s very territorial. And opinionated.”


    Petra squirmed in his iron-strong grip and kicked her legs a bit beneath her.


    He clucked his tongue and narrowed his eyes. “She likes to tell people everything they’re doing wrong. She maintains a written list of all my deficiencies. Recites items from it every time I walk home.”


    “Well, at least you have a mother.”


    “Yep. I’m grateful she exists. She’s a good woman, if a bit tactless, but she’s persistent in the way Afótama mothers are. She’s already figured out something’s not quite right with the web around me. She’s been texting me endlessly for the past three hours, which is impressive, seeing as how dawn is approaching. She’s normally in bed by nine.”


    “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” She squirmed again. Her neck was starting to hurt from being held up at that angle away from him, and if she let her head loll, she wouldn’t be able to keep staring him down.


    Not that he seemed all that affected by her stare, anyway. He wasn’t afraid of her. In the past ten years, she’d gotten used to men quickly backing away immediately after approaching. She was very good at making herself seem like she wasn’t worth their effort.


    Paul was putting in a lot of effort, but he hadn’t indicated that he thought she was worth it yet.


    “You sure you weren’t the one raised by wolves?” she muttered.


    He grunted. “Actually, my mother is incredibly uptight, and my father doesn’t talk about anything except stock prices and baseball scores. You may not agree that I am, but they’re perfectly civilized.”


    She sighed, finally gave up, and let her head loll. She couldn’t keep straining her neck. “Put me down, Paul. My neck hurts.”


    “Okay.” He lowered her atop his chest and patted her head. “Better?”


    “No.” She closed her eyes and inhaled. “I want coffee now. You smell like coffee.”


    “I imagine most doctors do, and I imagine the scent is preferable to disinfectant or several other alternatives that could get transferred onto a person during a long shift.”


    She knew about some of those scents. They’d clung in her memory long after her mother had died in the hospital, all sickly and frail. A woman laid low by an aggressive illness not even a wolf of their strong line could fight. The doctors said it was cancer, but cancer may as well have been black magic for how quickly it spread.


    Petra feared that one day, she’d be the one in a hospital bed whispering instructions to whoever was left to give a damn about how to handle her remains.


    She closed her eyes and tried to push the thought away with happier ones. That usually worked, but for once, it didn’t. She couldn’t shake the feeling—the dread and hopelessness she’d felt as a girl about how much worse her life would get after her mother passed. Life hadn’t been all that great when she was living, but at least they were together.


    “Hey,” Paul whispered. “You’re sad. Why are you sad?”


    Stinking psychics.


    She shook her head against his chest and successfully chased away morbid thoughts with curiosity. There were still so many questions she needed answered, and the answers would spark more questions. If she didn’t have time to think, she wouldn’t go back to that dark place in her past.


    “How long did you have to go to school to be a doctor?” she asked. “I dropped out at fourteen. I feel bad about that.”


    Probably thinks I’m an idiot.


    “I don’t think you’re stupid. Undereducated? Maybe. Not the same thing.”


    “Get out of my head.”


    He let out a breath and rubbed the middle of her back.


    She was like putty under his touch. Her body felt like it was melting into his. Werewolf frosting on top of a Viking cake.


    She sighed and wished he didn’t feel so good. She’d be able to roll off him and go seize the day or some such shit if he didn’t.


    “I had four years of college,” he said, still rubbing. “Three years of med school. Then I held a residency at a hospital for several years.”


    “Here?”


    “No. I lived outside the community from the time I turned eighteen up until last year. For the most part, we don’t stray far from the community.”


    “Why is that?”


    “We’re psychically knit to each other by Queen Tess and all the queens who came before her. Being closer to the group will always make us more comfortable than being away. What helped me not to feel so restless, though, was that Chris was going through all the same paces at the same time. We went to the same university, the same med school, and even did our residencies at the same hospital.”


    “You came back at the same time?”


    “Yeah. At this point, I can’t remember who brought up the idea of us coming home, but as soon as one of us did, the other knew he’d have to go, too. Certainly, we could have survived without the other. Afótama are living out in the wider world now, but I’m sure they all feel the urge to come home.”


    “Home…” She tasted the word in her mouth. Let the magic of it thrum through her. Like some sort of trigger, the word “home” sent soothing vibrations through her whole body, starting at the ear pressed to his chest, down to her toes.


    She curled her fingers into the fabric of his shirt. Clung to him, really. She didn’t want to get off.


    She didn’t know if that was typical mated wolf clinginess or if she was just needy and broken. Either way, she was having a hard time convincing herself to move. She’d never had a mate before, and he felt nice—like he stood between her and everything that was wrong with the world.


    “I never feel like that,” she said after a few minutes of kneading him like a cat. “Like I want to go home, I mean. Except on the anniversary of my mother’s death. That’s the only time I want to go back to Oklahoma. Maybe Arnold and I left too early, and that if we’d stayed longer, I’d feel differently. But I’m not used to thinking of any place as home.”


    “And now you’ve been given one.”


    “Yeah, and I don’t understand that. These folks don’t even know us.”


    “They’re trying to grow their pack. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship, from Adam’s perspective.”


    “What do they get from taking in two wild wolves? And where the hell is Arnold, anyway?” She tried to sit up, and regretted moving the moment she did. She’d felt like a rubber band had stretched and nearly popped in her chest, and whatever the sensation was, Paul must have felt it, too, because he winced.


    “Just be still for a bit,” he said. “That should stop in time.”


    “What was that?”


    “Afótama shit. Autonomic response to you moving.”


    “Speak English.”


    He chuckled and smoothed down her hair in the back and massaged downward from her uncovered neck. “Just a reflex. You moved, my brain didn’t like that, and my heart stuttered a little. That’s all.”


    “Then why did I feel it?”


    “Like I said. Afótama shit. We connect to our partners in different ways, but folks in most fated couples tend to knit psychically into each other. Of course, most Afótama pair off with other Afótama, so I’m not exactly sure how this is supposed to work.”


    “You don’t think it’s supposed to work at all.”


    “I never said that. If anything, I said that I was surprised that I had a match. I’m not exactly the easiest man for women to get along with.”


    “’Cause you’re so damned unapproachable?”


    “Pot, meet kettle.”


    She blew a raspberry of protest, but she wasn’t ready to let the subject drop. She sat up a little, enough to prop her chin atop his chest, and stared at his jaw. That was easier than meeting the intensity of his gaze. “What’s supposed to happen now? You say I’m attached to you on this—psychic web thing?”


    “Mm-hmm. Anyone close to me would know something’s different. Some will figure out why more quickly than others. Obviously, Queen Tess and all the folks in her tier of magic have already worked out the change. And my parents. And Chris, because we know each other so well. He’d be one of the first to notice that my buzz on the web was a little different.”


    “Do they care that I’m not like you?”


    “No.”


    “Do you?”


    He didn’t answer. His hand stilled on her neck.


    She brushed it away and tried to scramble off him for good, but his other arm clamped down over the small of her back and kept her pinned.


    “Be still,” he hissed.


    “No. You’re just tolerating me right now, and fuck that. I’m not gonna be that chick.”


    “I assure you that I’m doing a little more than tolerating you right now.”


    He pressed her down even harder against him and arced his hips upward.


    Hard steel probed between her thighs and his rapid heartbeat pounded in her ears.


    “Give a man some time to think before he talks,” he whispered. “If you jump to conclusions about me, you’ll find yourself angry every time.”


    He slid his hands down her back to her ass and cupped it, tugged her up higher, evidently so he could better see her face.


    “You want to think I’m pushing you away, don’t you?” he asked. “If things go wrong, you want everything to be my fault. I’m perfectly willing to admit that I’m not the easiest man to get to know, but what about you, huh? You want me to be your mate, but at the same time, you don’t want to tell me anything. You’ve got to tell me things.”


    “What’s the point if you’re going to run away?”


    “Where the hell am I going, Petra? I live here. Right here in this community. I’ve got a job here. My family is here. I’m psychically knitted into the clan here and only an act of the gods would compel me to leave again. If anyone runs, it’s going to be you.”


    “Funny, that’s what my father said two weeks before he bounced. He didn’t even go all that far. From one end of the Osage reservation to the other, but that was far enough. He didn’t want to be with a wolf, either.”


    “Excuse me?” Evidently incredulous, Paul scoffed. “Before last year, I’d never met a wolf in person, so you’re going to have to pardon me if I’m ignorant about how I should treat one. I tried treating you like a lady, but that didn’t work, either.”


    “Go fu—”


    He likely knew exactly what she was going to tell him to do with himself, but he didn’t give her a chance to get the words out.


    Somehow, she ended up on her back with her arms pinned over her head and an angry Viking straddling her hips.


    “Like I said,” he snarled. “I tried. I’m starting to think you don’t want me to treat you with dignity. If you did, you wouldn’t keep poking and goading me.”


    “You wouldn’t know dignity if it bit you in the ass.”


    “See. There goes the mouth again. You can’t help yourself, can you?” He gave her wrists a little shake. “You just have to keep running it. Have to have an answer for everything, even when being quiet is perfectly acceptable. I’d prefer the quiet.”


    He lowered his body onto hers, still clamping her wrists, and holding his lips barely an inch from her ear.


    But he didn’t need to talk because he was a fucking telepath. Apparently, he’d just needed a bit of skin contact, because he put his lips against her ear and whispered through her mind, “Be quiet sometimes, Petra. You don’t have to say anything, and you don’t have to listen to me talk, either. Silence is fine. I’m begging you.”


    He skated his lips along her jaw to her chin, then up to the mouth she’d parted to spew some objection she couldn’t even remember—something that probably hadn’t been important but that she’d had to say anyway.


    “We could learn a lot about each other in silence,” he said.


    She wondered if she could respond in that way, or even if she should. She didn’t have anything productive to add to the conversation, but she was used to being the one controlling the airwaves. Even Arnold tended to let her do all the talking. They each had their roles. Petra was the one who always spoke up, and Arnold was the one who assessed risks.


    And where is that doofus right now to tell me about this risk?


    Paul danced the fingers of his free hand along her hairline, gently skimming her cheek and the back of her neck, down to her shoulder. He worked his fingers lightly down the side of her ribs, both tickling and arousing, and naturally—she squirmed beneath him.


    And she kept her mouth shut.


    She pinned her lips together and tried to keep her brain from accidentally triggering that psychic thing that he was so good at. She cleared her mind and thought of nothing but his touch. About how gentle, but persistent it was. About how she knew he was going to get what he wanted, and how she wasn’t going to object, because there was no good reason to.


    She was too curious—too eager for him to touch her, finally. He needed to fulfill the promise of the bite.


    “Your skin is so soft,” he said in that mental whisper. “How dare you be so soft?”


    She didn’t respond because she didn’t have a good answer, and she wasn’t going to swoop in and monopolize the conversation. Wasn’t going to derail things. Fewer words seemed the better plan.


    “I think you’re soft all over, but I can’t remember for sure. Take this off.”


    She didn’t know what “this” was until she looked down to see him holding his hand over her shirt buttons.


    Oh.


    She nodded, and he gave her room to sit up, unclamping her wrists only to move his hands to the bottom of his own shirt.


    As she clumsily worked her uncooperative fingers down her buttons, she watched him strip naked. Efficient. Shameless.


    Gorgeous.


    Three buttons. She’d unfastened three buttons, and there he was climbing back on the bed perfectly nude, save for his glasses, which he nudged up his nose.


    He didn’t speak his impatience, but he didn’t have to. She could sense it when his skin grazed against her chest—as he took over undressing her. She could read some of the suppressed thoughts bobbing around in that mysterious head of his.


    “Faster, woman.”


    She couldn’t go any faster. He’d done the right thing by taking over the job from her.


    “Going to buy you clothes,” he thought at her as he tossed her flannel shirt onto the floor. “Clothes that aren’t hand-me-downs and that are designed for a woman’s shape.”


    He tugged at her sagging waistband, as if she wouldn’t have been able to discern what he wanted on her own.


    The jeans had once been Arnold’s. He’d last worn them when he was fourteen. They were pretty threadbare, but she never gave up on an article of clothing until it’d disintegrated to the point of no return. She and the Viking likely disagreed about whether or not they’d reached that point.


    “These.” He slipped his fingers down the inside front of her jeans and into her panties, and she wondered if he were going to trigger another one of those seizure things.


    She couldn’t breathe with his fingers being there, idling over her clit when she was already so close to combustion.


    “Off,” he commanded.


    Gulping, she clawed at the fastener of the jeans and managed to get the fly down. He helped her kneel up, and then watched her wriggle the pants down her thighs.


    He laid her on her back and took over before she could do much more.


    Impatient.


    But so was she. She needed him and couldn’t have him until her clothes were off.


    He tossed her jeans in the general direction of her shirt and then wriggled her panties past her hips, his intense gaze fixed on her. Daring her.


    She wouldn’t take the dare. She was going to lie very still and let the scenario play out. Her limited experience with sexual things would only be an obstacle if she were allowed to take point.


    For once, she’d keep her mouth shut and wait.


    She lay there on the new bed that somehow belonged to her in the new house that had been given to her and her brother and, for the first time in ten years, felt like something was actually going to go right.


    Even if slowly.


    Paul settled between her parted legs, pressing his palms up the insides of her knees. He pushed her legs farther apart and finally looked away from her face to fix his attention much lower.


    Gods.


    She closed her eyes so she didn’t have to see him look—didn’t want to guess what he was thinking when he looked at her like that.


    Warm breath tickled her inner thighs and higher. The mattress shifted beneath her and some firm thing pushed against her leg. She didn’t open her eyes to see her slide her hands down to feel. She curled her fingertips into the sheets so she didn’t touch anything—ruin anything.


    Her legs were lifted, propped up.


    More warm breath, but closer to her sex, and then away.


    His tongue seared in the crease between her abdomen and thigh, and her toes curled as he licked ever closer to her juncture.


    But he ignored that completely and licked the opposite crease. Differently, though. He added kisses and teasing bites to his improvisation, and she changed the pitch of the wanton hum building up in her throat.


    Still, she wouldn’t open her eyes.


    She could feel his breath tickling her thighs and his hands pressing against her crotch.


    She didn’t want to see—didn’t want to give away how anxious she was about getting things wrong.


    He parted her, and her eyes opened then. A reflex, just in time to see his tongue circle around her nub and his lips stretched into a grin with his amusement.


    She must have looked terrified. Her eyes certainly felt round enough, and she had her mouth wide open, like she was trying to catch flies.


    She reached down and snatched his glasses off his face.


    “I can still see what I’m doing, Petra.”


    “But I…” Can he even hear me? “I feel better.”


    “Would you feel better if I turned the lights off?”


    He could hear her. His ability frightened and exhilarated her at the same time.


    “Yes,” she thought at him.


    “Too bad. Not gonna fumble clumsily in the dark when I can service you so much better in the light.”


    “Service me?”


    “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m doing my best to satisfy you, but you have to let me.”


    “Are you telling me again to stop talking?”


    He didn’t answer, except to delve his tongue back between her legs and to brazenly service every crevice of her.


    All she could do was try not to clench and give away how novel the sensation was for her—his tongue flicking rapidly against her clit and sparking quakes in her body. Not warnings of an impending seizure, just her nerve endings being too damned happy and her muscles not knowing what to do except to contract and relax, over and over.


    He slipped a finger into her, and she held her breath as he added another, then a third, and her breathlessness made what he was doing that much worse.


    Or perhaps better.


    The fullness ebbed and flowed as he slid his fingers in and out of her, but she had to breathe when his mouth closed around her clit because she damn near launched off the bed.


    He pressed his free hand to her belly, obviously thinking she was going to float away or something. “Not done with you.”


    His tongue tapped out a rapid beat against her clit, matching the tempo of whatever he was doing with his middle finger inside her pussy, and her body didn’t know how to respond except for her to giggle.


    She giggled and wheezed while she gripped his hair and tried not to squirm away from him. If she moved away, she wouldn’t come, and that’d be a new experience for her—brought about by her mate’s hands.


    And tongue.


    “That fucking tongue,” she muttered as she threw her head back and tried not to yank all those luscious locks out of his scalp.


    “I think you’ll like other parts of me just as much.”


    “Sure. Uh-huh.”


    She certainly couldn’t imagine what those were, not with his tongue turning her brain to mush via her private parts.


    “So soft.”


    The man was supremely coordinated. He meandered his hand up her chest and palmed one of her breasts without missing a beat. He kneaded it, strummed the nipple with a thumb, and she couldn’t take any more.


    The way she saw things, she had two choices. She could suffocate him between her thighs, or she could let the pleasure engulf her and allow the orgasm to play out however it needed to.


    She didn’t want to suffocate him. Her mate was far too handsome to kill, so she picked Option B—the shame.


    Oh well.


    She needn’t have been worried, because apparently she wasn’t a shrieker or a moaner. She was a panter, and a pull-his-hair-until-he-stops-lickinger.


    But he wouldn’t stop licking. Not until he’d lapped up all her honey, apparently, and not until he was satisfied that her nipple couldn’t possibly get any more turgid.


    “Fuckin’ hell, dude.” She lay boneless, staring at the ceiling, and giggling as he slipped his fingers out of her.


    He didn’t say anything. She worried that he didn’t say anything, and wondered if she had been talking too much again.


    She risked a look down her body and found him up on his knees with the hand that had been stimulating her wrapped around his big cock, pumping up and down.


    And he was looking right at her. No timidity in her Viking’s gaze, only a dare for her to look away.


    But she couldn’t.


    She was mesmerized by his strong grip pushing her lubrication up and down his shaft and how the dark head leaked his own arousal.


    Had he been any other man, she might have looked away, but his body was hers to enjoy as much as hers was for him. He didn’t look like the wolves she’d grown up around, and perhaps that was a good thing. No bad memories.


    New. Fresh.


    Hers.


    “Be still,” he whispered in his deep rasp.


    She hadn’t thought she’d moved, but she concentrated on keeping her body very straight and stiff all the same.


    His seed arced onto her belly in long, ropy spurts, and she lay stunned with her mouth open.


    Half scandalized. Half turned on.


    He kept stroking, teeth clenched and belly muscles twitching as he finished himself off.


    And she kept still longer as he slowly eased off the bed and walked to the attached bathroom.


    He returned a moment later with a warm cloth that he swished tenderly over her belly, and then disappeared into the bathroom again.


    She tried to be still because she hadn’t been told to do otherwise, but he was gone for so long.


    Minutes, maybe. She couldn’t tell. She could often count time by the beats of her heart, but hers was contracting too quickly, trying to slow down. But every time she thought about what they’d just done, it sped up again.


    He must have been gone a very long time because by the time he returned, she was halfway asleep and so used to him being gone that the sound of the light switch being hit made her jerk.


    He climbed into bed behind her and pulled her against his body, pressing his softened cock against her ass, and tugging the covers up over the two of them.


    His breathing filled her ears.


    No words. No psychic whispers bombarding her, but she had to say something. She wouldn’t be able to sleep otherwise.


    “Took you so long.”


    He draped his arm over her hip and tucked his chin atop her head. “I’m back now.”


    “You would tell me if you weren’t going to come back, wouldn’t you?”


    No answer.


    She didn’t want to poke or nudge him, but she had to know. Something felt off about them, and she was too ignorant to even begin to know where to start troubleshooting. She didn’t even know who she could ask about what was supposed to happen next.


    “Paul?”


    He pulled in some air, and his arm tightened around her. “You don’t need to worry about that.”


    She was going to anyway. He could tell her to be still, and she’d do her best for him, but being told not to worry?


    She didn’t think he had the right kind of magic to make that possible.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    With each little movement Paul made to try to separate his body from Petra’s, leaving became somewhat harder.


    Her clock read six. He needed to be up and at home showering for work, but she was so warm, and she felt so nice. She was a perfectly organic mood regulator. The longer he touched her, the mellower he felt. She was like some decadent cream being soothed over burned flesh. She seemed to make everything feel better—seemed to make his grasp on the Afótama web a little stronger.


    That wasn’t unusual for his kind. Generally, when people in the clan became intimately close with others, their psychic networks merged. But, Petra wasn’t from the clan. She was a werewolf with no psychic abilities at all, beyond with him. She shouldn’t have affected his magic at all, but he was her mate, and she was his match, and the mingling of their gifts was unavoidable.


    He didn’t know what that meant. Doctors didn’t generally like not knowing things, so he needed to get up and ask someone. He needed to clear his head before they got any further entangled. Already, he was certain he’d never be able to deny her anything, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t hurt each other. He couldn’t bear to hurt her. She’d already endured too much.


    “Petra.” He gave her bottom a little pinch, and she swatted him in her sleep.


    He sighed into her hair and gave her ass another grope. “Come on. I’ve gotta get up and go to work and as it is, your alpha’s gonna be pissed that I didn’t follow up with him last night.”


    “If he thought something was wrong,” she said sleepily, “he would have barged in. Right?”


    She slung a leg over his thigh and wriggled closer to him, insinuating her warm sex against his crotch.


    “Petra…”


    “Mmm, why not?”


    He could think of a lot of reasons to keep his cock to himself. The risk of pregnancy was one, and given her questionable medical status, if they didn’t have protection, they needed to abstain. Another was that if they went there, she would never be able to completely extricate herself from him.


    He had ex-girlfriends from the time he’d been living away from a Norseton who still called him out of the blue and said things like, “I have no idea why I was thinking about you. I hate you, but I had to call anyway.” He’d left his psychic thumbprint on them, and he’d always niggle at their consciousnesses, even if them being together wasn’t meant to be.


    But he was meant to be with Petra, however that didn’t make him any less wary of what might happen.


    She was so worried he’d give up on her and abandon her for being a wolf. He was afraid he’d become too dependent on her—as his kind tended to do with their partners—that she’d be the one who ran. He’d be stuck. Gutted. Pining after a woman who didn’t want him anymore, and he’d never be able to move on. The people of the Afótama only got one chance at a fated match. There were no replacements. No do-overs.


    She was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity he hadn’t been ready for, and she needed to get ready for him, too.


    “Paul,” Petra crooned against his chest. “Why not?”


    Her lips were soft as silk—tantalizing and punishing at the same time.


    His cock had gone from soft to iron-hard in about thirty seconds. Spearing her between her legs would be so easy—just a grab of her thigh to make some room and a tilt of his hips to get sheathed inside her.


    “Fuck,” he muttered.


    “Why not?” she repeated.


    “Listen.” He kissed the top of her head and gently peeled her away from his body.


    Just that quickly, he felt the chill of isolation race through him as if she were a mile away, and not just being held above him at arm’s length.


    Afótama bullshit.


    “As much as I’d like to lie in bed with you all day, I’ve got to go to work.”


    “Can’t you take the day off?”


    “That’s not easy to do with a staff as small as ours. The only person who could feasibly fill in for me is Chris, and he’s working nights right now. He can’t do back-to-back shifts like that.”


    “What time do you get off?”


    He laid her gently beside him and then sat up. He hated leaving her, but he didn’t see where he had a choice. She may not have thought she needed space from him, but she’d appreciate having it later.


    He hoped.


    “I get off at around six, assuming there isn’t a six-car pileup on Main Street that sends twenty people to the emergency room.”


    “That’s a long time from now.”


    “Yeah. Things’ll get better at the hospital in the next couple of years. We’re in recovery mode right now. A few doctors all decided to retire at the same time, and we have to be very careful how we recruit replacements.”


    “No more young Afótama doctors out in the wild finishing their residencies or whatever right now, huh?”


    “Nah.” He kissed her forehead and eased off the bed before he could convince himself that he didn’t really need to go to work, and that probably no one would need an emergency medicine doctor that day. “Far as I know, there’s one out there who just started first year medical studies. She still has plenty of chances to pick another field. Not holding my breath.”


    “Can’t you recruit from other groups?”


    He put on his glasses to find his socks, and regretted it. Leaving her for the day would have been easier if she’d been blurry. She was wild and stunning, and she was his.


    Gods.


    “We have a lady at the executive mansion—Lora—who’s looking into finding us a designated recruiter,” he said. “She used to do a little bit of recruitment work, but since Queen Tess came back, she’s been too swamped to start any new projects.”


    “Maybe I should go help her. I’ve got skills.”


    “Oh?” He glanced over his shoulder to look at Petra. He bet that in time, he wouldn’t need to see her face to know which expression she was wearing. He’d be able to make a good guess just based on what her psychic energy was putting off.


    Her wicked smile was probably meant to emphasize the fact that she probably could root out candidates for whatever job openings happened to be sitting on Lora’s desk, but that wasn’t how he immediately read it. His Viking brain immediately motored to that jealous curiosity about who his partner had honed her skills with.


    Probably assholes who don’t deserve to keep breathing.


    He ground his teeth and pulled on his boxer shorts.


    She’s poking at me.


    He hoped he’d get better at discerning that in time, too. Already, she knew exactly which buttons of his to press.


    “Get close enough to Lora, and you’ll get trapped in her gravitational pull for sure. She’ll find some work for you to do,” he said. “I suggest you check in with Adam first, though.”


    “So he can make sure I’m alive?”


    “That, and other things.” Paul found his shirt and pulled it on quickly, as well as his shoes.


    He was a pretty enduring long-distance runner. Sprinting back into town through the desert rather than via the paved path could possibly prevent his mother from finding out about her only son doing the walk of shame at six in the morning.


    “You’ll call me when you get off?” Petra asked. “Or—actually, I don’t have your number, so—” She clucked her tongue and wriggled her eyebrows playfully at him.


    He couldn’t help but to laugh.


    Gods, we’re a fucking mess. Not even the slightest bit normal.


    “You don’t need my number,” he said. “I’ll find you.”


    “Or more likely, I’ll find you. Not like it’d be hard.”


    “Why not?” he asked with one hand already on the doorknob.


    “’Cause you’re my mate, I guess. I don’t know. You’re easy to find. I’m not sure if that’s normal for wolves, though.”


    He suspected it wasn’t. Sounded like Afótama shit to him. Chris could find his wife without even trying, and so could his neighbor Will with his girlfriend.


    He gave Petra a wave and let himself out without another word.


    He didn’t imagine he’d be much different. He’d be able to find Petra no matter where she was.


    Even if she left.


    ___


    Petra had barely gotten herself showered, dressed, and out onto her doormat before Adam swooped in from out of nowhere and slung an arm over her shoulder.


    She yipped and clutched her chest. “Make some noise, dude. I’ve got brain issues. Not nice to sneak up.”


    “Come on, lady,” he said with a laugh. “Your ears are better than that, aren’t they?”


    “I guess I was thinking too loud to hear you.” She swallowed hard and shoved her new house keys into her pocket.


    Being singled out by an alpha was rarely a good thing in her experience, and from what she was gathering, she was in a pack full of them.


    “Just checking in. Haven’t heard from Paul this morning. I was gonna send my wife over to see how you were, but then you came out. Where ya heading?”


    “Um. Into Norseton, I guess. Wanted to talk to a lady named Lora. I mean—” She cringed. “If that’s okay. Paul said she was always looking for people. You didn’t have something else you wanted me to do, did you? Because if—”


    “Hey,” he interjected. “It’s all right. No skin off my teeth whether you find a gig through me or if you let Lora place you somewhere. Either way, your pay would probably be coming from the same source.”


    “Oh.”


    “Am I to assume you’re medically cleared to work?” He started her toward the path.


    “Uh—I dunno about medical clearance. I’m not sure what’s going on with that.”


    “Paul didn’t say anything specific?”


    Petra scoffed. “Said I might not be able to drive again. And that I needed further testing.”


    “Well, maybe that won’t matter too much. Won’t hurt to see what Lora has to say.”


    “Cool. So, were you heading into town, too?”


    “Yep. Guard duty.”


    “I see. Have you, possibly, seen my brother in the past couple of days? Could he be sleeping somewhere else? He’s never disappeared before without telling me where he was going.”


    “But he has disappeared before?”


    Petra shrugged. “He gets visions sometimes and goes to investigate them, but he always tells me he’s doing that. I tried calling him, but he’s not answering his phone.”


    “Visions?”


    Petra’s step faltered, but Adam held her up and got her back on balance. Just that quickly, she’d forgotten that saying too much to an alpha could be the cause of her and Arnold’s very next pack dismissal. Adam was so laidback and friendly that she kept forgetting how dangerous he actually could be.


    She swallowed hard and got moving again, hoping the motion would distract him away from the conversational direction. “Nothing serious. Doesn’t even happen all that often. You don’t need to worry about him.”


    “I wasn’t worried.” He stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and kept up with her manic pace easily with his much-longer legs. The man had to be nearly sixty given his son’s thirty-plus years, but he sure as hell didn’t look his age. Other than the bit of gray shot through his hair and the occasional deepening of the creases on his face when he grinned or squinted, he looked like could have passed for forty-something.


    Wolves always did age well, though.


    “He’s not dangerous,” she said.


    “I never said he was. I was just curious. Wondering how well he has the ability under control. Most of the wolves we take in here don’t really start to come into their power until they push themselves past their comfort zones. That’s easier to do when you trust the folks around you. You don’t have to be ashamed if you don’t get things right when you first try. No one’s gonna tease you for it.”


    She furrowed her brow.


    He snorted. “I lied. Colt would, but don’t take anything he says personally. He teases everyone.”


    “Everyone here has some sort of weird ability?” Petra didn’t risk looking at him. She kept her gaze forward and her feet slapping the trail toward town, figuring if she were casual and seemed aloof about the magic crap, he wouldn’t push her too much about Arnold…or herself.


    Adam grunted. “Varying degrees of weirdness, I guess. You’ve already sampled a bit of the Modesto sisters’ weirdness. That’s a family trait of theirs. Their mother and grandmother have it, too. I guess they evolved the ability to keep the men in the pack from going berserk.”


    “That doesn’t bother you?”


    “Nah. Why would it? Everyone here knows they have the ability, in different ways, and we all call on them to use that magic from time to time. Can’t sleep? Call a Modesto. Afraid you’re gonna fail your next firearm qualification test? Call a Modesto. Boyfriend got you angry enough to spit?”


    “Call a Modesto,” she finished for him in a whisper.


    “That’s right.” He gave her shoulder a playful cuff and chuckled. “You wouldn’t happen to need a Modesto for anything right about now, would you?”


    Yes. “I don’t know,” she lied. She was feeling unusually unsettled—incomplete, somehow—and she suspected Paul had something to do with that. “I might need one whenever Arnold shows back up and I’ll want to kick his ass for going off like that, though.”


    Adam let out a full belly laugh, the likes of which she’d never heard from a wolf of his stature. Every alpha she’d every encountered had always taken himself so seriously.


    Maybe he doesn’t feel like he has to. Norseton is a weird, weird place.


    “Nah,” he said. “The girls would probably tell you he’d deserve the ass-kicking. Anything else?”


    Petra raked her gaze over the back of the executive mansion looming in the near distance and wondered if potential new hires should go around to the front or use the back door.


    Probably the front.


    She took the leftward fork in the path at the juncture.


    “No,” she said to her alpha. “Nothing else.”


    “Really? Are you sure?”


    Does he know something I don’t? She smiled at him and shrugged. “Yeah, I’m sure.”


    He stopped there on the path and gave her a wave.


    She stopped, too.


    “Well. You know where to find me if you change your mind and wanna talk.”


    She couldn’t trust him. Not yet.


    “Or, you know. You could talk to my missus, if that makes you more comfortable. There’s not really a hierarchy around here. I may be the guy in charge of the wolves, technically, but I leave you all to do what you want, for the most part.”


    Why is he telling me this?


    “So, if you need anything or need help with something…” He gave a slow nod, likely for dramatic emphasis. “Let a guy know. I’m not psychic like some of you kids.”


    “I’m not psychic.”


    He wagged his finger at her and started toward the rightward path. “I said some of you. Your shtick seems to be abnormally accelerated healing, and I’d say that’s weird enough. Gods, woman. You shouldn’t even be walking right now.”


    “That’s what everyone keeps saying,” she called after him.


    “Must be true, then.”


    He disappeared between two buildings, and Petra stood, staring at nothing for a minute longer, just trying to get her wits about her.


    She needed some time to adapt to the way the Norseton pack operated, but she wasn’t going to let fear get in the way of finally belonging someplace. She and Arnold didn’t have to hide anymore, or run.


    “I hope that bastard isn’t running.”


    She gritted her teeth and trekked to the front door of the mansion. She’d started muttering to herself again about Arnold by the time she stepped into the lobby. There was a wolf at the security desk. She didn’t know him, but she knew he was a wolf, and one that felt like an alpha.


    Need to get used to that, too.


    He waved her forward. “Looking for someone? Mrs. Carbone, or one of the girls?”


    “Um, no.” Petra sidled up to the desk and leaned her elbows onto the top. “Who are you?”


    “Darius.”


    She shook the hand he held out.


    His grip was strong, but not punishing. Most male wolves would have been eager to show off their power, both physically and psychically, but Darius didn’t seem so hung up on it. She read his energy as carefully controlled—like an extra belly he kept tucked into a girdle. The fact that he tried at all to rein the energy in earned him a few Kool-Aid points from her.


    “Petra,” she said, releasing his hand and noting the wedding band on the other. Most of the wolves were married, supposedly. She found the fact that they wore the jewelry at all to be both odd and stunning. None of the wolves she’d ever encountered before ending up in Norseton wore rings. Rings tended to get lost during a shapeshift, and they’d all figured, “Why bother?”


    Petra happened to like the tradition. Rings always said to her, I’m not ashamed to show that I’m taken.


    I wonder if the Viking would wear one.


    She snorted at herself and rolled her eyes. Getting a ring on him was the least of her concerns.


    Darius leaned back in his seat and swiveled it from side to side for a few beats. “You all right?”


    “Oh, don’t mind me,” she said. “I’m feeling a little silly right now. Lots of ridiculous junk cluttering my head.”


    “Sounds like a typical wolf to me.”


    “I don’t know anything about typical. Listen, no one’s expecting me, but I was wondering if Lora’s here and could talk to me. I figured if I’m gonna stick around, I should have a job. I’ve never had a steady job before. Arnold and me were always moving around too much. Longest jobs we had were doing seasonal farm work. Slept in the truck more often than not to save what little bit of money we had. Not sure why I’m telling you my life story, but anyway.”


    His grin was soft as he reached for the phone on the desk. “I know a little something about living on the road.” He stabbed in the extension to the phone. “It’s an okay life if that’s what you want, but I think most wolves need homes. Territories. You know?”


    She nodded, because she did know. She was going to carve out a little piece of Norseton for herself, whether Arnold showed his stupid butt up or not, and whether or not that freaking Viking decided to be nice.


    An icy chill darted down her spine, radiated through her torso, and seized up her heart for a few sluggish beats.


    She used to believe herself when she said she didn’t care if people liked her or if they wanted to move on, but Paul was different somehow. He was unbelievably frustrating, but he was hers. She just didn’t know what to do with him. She’d had no tutor for her predicament. None of the wolves would have understood, anyway.


    “Do you have a moment to come down?” Darius said into the phone. “I’ve got a pack member here who wants to talk to you about some work. I’d send her to Nixon, but I don’t think she’s cut out for security.”


    “Nope,” Petra muttered.


    Darius had barely hung up the phone before a woman stuck her head around the corner. She wore her black hair in a sleek bun, and her black mascara was perfectly winged out from her dark almond eyes. Exquisitely put together. Petra was already impressed.


    She tapped her Bluetooth earpiece and motioned Petra toward her.


    “Oh.” Petra stepped through the metal detector and waved goodbye to Darius. “You don’t look like much of a Viking,” Petra said to the lady.


    Lora had started them down a broad hallway quickly, giving Petra very little time to determine the purpose of each room, or if they were occupied.


    “No. I’m not Afótama,” Lora said. “I was adopted as a child from foster care. I have no idea who my birth parents are, only that they were probably mestizo.”


    “You don’t feel—”


    “What? Isolated? Too unique for my own good?” Lora chuckled and started them up a dim staircase that had been behind a door marked PRIVATE.


    “Yeah. Those things.”


    “Nah. I was very young when I was adopted and honestly, for the longest time, I didn’t know any better. The place is a lot less homogenous now than it was twenty-five years ago, though.”


    “You don’t have a problem with outsiders, then.”


    Lora opened the door at the top of the stairs and motioned for Petra to go through. “No. Of course, we have to be careful of who we welcome into our community, for reasons you may be able to guess. Our biggest concerns are about people who’d expose the Afótama for their weirdness—not people who don’t fit the Viking shade card.”


    “You’ve got enemies?”


    “Yes.” Lora herded her into a roomy office and gestured toward the sofa. “Some enemies live right here in the community, and others are elsewhere and yet to be exposed. That’s part of the wolfpack’s job—helping us figure out who those people are and keeping our leaders safe.”


    “I see.”


    “So.” Lora leaned her khaki-covered rear end against the front of her desk and braced her hands against the edge. “You’re looking for work?”


    “Well, I thought maybe you’d heard of something. I don’t really know what I have the skills to do, but I figured you’d be able to put two and two together better than I could. The folks in the pack were telling me, though, that you have a hard time recruiting folks for jobs here, and I wondered if that was something I could help you with.”


    Lora raised her chin and tapped it. “Have you done any recruiting?”


    “No, but if recruiting folks—teachers and doctors and whatnot—is complicated by the fact that you need folks to be a little weird or at least aware of the fact that folks like me exist, you can’t just send them an email and feel them out. You’ve gotta vet those folks in person and from a distance for a while. Maybe do some networking in witch covens until you find folks who have the skills you’re looking for.”


    Lora gave Petra an assessing nod. “That’d be a good way to go about it. Tell me more.”


    “I—”


    “Lora, did my brother—oh, hello.” Queen Tess, who’d poked her head into the room, stepped the rest of the way in and smiled at Petra.


    Then her smile fell away and her brow furrowed.


    Oh, hell.


    Petra’s stomach lurched. She was suddenly the center of attention, and for no good reason that she could discern.


    “Paul,” she said, pointing to Petra.


    Petra said nothing. Didn’t know what to say.


    “Paul. I’m gonna kick his ass.”


    “What’d he do?” Nadia called from somewhere nearby.


    “More like what didn’t he do,” the queen called over her shoulder.


    Nadia stepped into the room a moment later adjusting her gun holster and scanning each woman in turn before her gaze fell on Petra.


    “What?” Petra asked.


    “You can feel that, right?” Queen Tess asked her cousin.


    Nadia squinted at Petra and nodded slowly. “Uh-huh. I think so. Not quite melded or something. Touch her and see if that makes a difference.”


    “What are you talking about?” Petra hated feeling so damned out of the loop, and she got a sinking suspicion the ladies weren’t talking about mundane things.


    “Give her your hand,” Lora said. “Touch makes what they do easier.”


    Petra obediently, for once, held out her hand.


    Queen Tess squeezed her fingers ever so briefly, and then furrowed her brow. “It’s not done. Should have been stronger than that,” she said over her shoulder.


    “Please tell me what you’re talking about.”


    “Jeez.” The queen raked a hand through her mounds of dark curls and then let her lips sputter. Didn’t seem a very royal thing to do, but apparently nothing in Norseton was as expected.


    I need to stop assuming that things will be.


    “Me and a couple other folks in my close family are somewhat uniquely equipped to discern degrees of relationships,” the queen said. “Whenever someone takes a partner, our web—wait. Do you know about our web?”


    “In vague terms.”


    “Okay, good. Well, the connections on the web shift. I don’t know everyone in the clan intimately well, but Paul is connected to people I frequently associate with. I know what the web around him is supposed to look like.”


    “It’s not right?”


    “Not quite, which is why I’m annoyed. He didn’t do what he needed to do.”


    “What was he supposed to do?”


    The queen gave her head a slight shake. “That’s different for every couple. But when we commit to our partners, we merge with them in a way, so there should be a blur on the web where you are.”


    “I’d be overlapping him.”


    Nadia snapped her fingers and leaned against the desk beside Lora. “That’s exactly right. Right now, you’re kinda just hovering around him, and I don’t think that’s supposed to happen, even if you are a werewolf.”


    “He’s my mate. I’m supposed to be overlapping him.”


    The queen paced for a few beats and nodded. “Yeah. That’s why I’m a little annoyed right now. He’s holding out for some reason, and I can’t speculate on why. I can’t think of a single person in this clan who’d run from a gods-blessed match.”


    “So he is running.” Petra’s heart did that painful stutter it did earlier when she’d tried to peel herself off of Paul. She put her hand over her chest. Suddenly, she wanted to barf.


    “Hey.” Queen Tess gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I don’t know what he’s doing. I could certainly have a talk with him, but he’s never been the kind of man who’d be so easily cowed into doing things. He’s unflappable in that doctor sort of way.”


    “Do you think he doesn’t want me?”


    “I’m not trying to get into his head, Petra. I have a hard enough time sorting out where all the tiny disturbances in the web are coming from and helping my grandmother troubleshoot them. For instance, right now, there’s some weird buzz on the fringes of the web, and I need to go out to Nevada to see if someone in my chieftain’s network has gotten him or herself into trouble.” She looked at Lora. “Can you find our pilot and tell him I’m headed toward the airport with Nadia? He’s got to get his flight plan recorded.”


    Lora gave an acknowledging nod. “Of course. Should I let your chieftains know you’re heading out?”


    Queen Tess snorted. “They’ll figure out my absence quickly enough once I’m out of the general area. I can do this faster if they don’t go with me.”


    “You still need to take a guard. You know how they are.”


    “I know exactly how they are. That’s why I was looking for Jody. If he’s not around, see if there’s a flexible wolf working today.”


    She started moving backward toward the door, pointing to Petra as she went. “My advice,” she said. “Don’t let him play hard to get.”


    “That is the exact opposite of what my mother might have told me. She told me to never chase a man who didn’t want to be caught.”


    “But Paul is Afótama. Our men are used to us taking the lead on certain things. I know you’re new around here, but there’s no good reason to let the potential of the relationship dangle open indefinitely. You want to get settled in, and you’re going to be disquieted until you get him under control.”


    So that’s what that feeling is. Huh.


    “You make him sound like a confused bull who’s strayed from his pen,” Petra mused.


    Nadia snorted. “That sounds like the typical Afótama male.” She gave Petra’s shoulder a squeeze as she passed, and a quelling warmth passed through Petra. The same sort of comfort she’d felt when Queen Tess had touched her.


    “What is that?”


    “Just connections forming. I can’t put myself into your shoes, but I think what you’re sensing is your network growing. You’re becoming more a part of the community. People will wave and tell you hello, and you’ll think you know them, even if you haven’t met them before.”


    “Oh.”


    Belonging felt nice.


    “I’d like that,” she admitted quietly. “Better than what I’m used to. Never knowing anybody, and always being afraid folks are gonna tell my secrets and get me into trouble.”


    “You’ve still got plenty of chances to get in trouble here,” Lora said. “Just different kinds than you’re used to, probably.” She handed Petra a business card and then waved her away. “Go deal with your Viking. Give me a call when you want to schedule a meeting about the job. I’ll be around.”


    “Thanks.” Petra tucked the card into the pocket of her jeans and gave a terse nod. “I will, too.”


    Come what may, she wasn’t going to let Paul wreck her chance to belong someplace.


    Maybe she’d never get another mate, but she could have a happy, comfortable life in Norseton, with friends and other wolves who knew what their existence was like. Wolves who were strong and kind, and who wanted to make decent futures for themselves.


    Paul was a bonus prize. There hadn’t been a whole lot of bonuses in her life up until that point, and she craved having some, but she wasn’t going to die without him.


    She just wanted him, and she wasn’t going to feel guilty for that. She suspected that in her new pack of alpha wolves, no one was going to criticize her for being aggressive. In her own way, she was making the pack stronger. What better addition than a Viking?

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    Paul stepped outside the hospital at one o’clock with his stomach growling and brain processing slowly from lack of proper sustenance all day.


    He should have psychically sensed the wolf nearby before he saw her, but she took him completely off guard. Sitting on the ledge of the planter box around one of the trees in front of the hospital, she sat with her fingers entwined atop her crossed knees, glowering at him.


    So cute when she glowers.


    He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.


    Cute doesn’t matter if she’s mad.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked on an exhalation and opened his eyes. “I was going home for lunch.”


    She blinked several times at him and then squinted.


    Yeah, she’s pissed.


    He knew why already. Queen Tess didn’t make a habit of telepathically yelling at people from across the community, but while he’d been stitching up a laceration on Catherine Faye’s finger, he’d heard Queen Tess clear as day: “You dickhead.”


    He hadn’t bothered asking what the insult was in reference to. He could guess.


    And maybe he deserved being berated. She’d warned him not to wait to finish connecting with Petra, and he’d done the exact opposite.


    He nodded his head in the general direction of his apartment building and held out his elbow for her to take. “Not a far walk. Place is even semi-clean, for once.”


    She didn’t respond. She canted her head. Stared at him like she was trying to pick a good place to bite. He probably deserved that sort of pain, too.


    “Talk to me, Petra, unless your plan is to make me stand here all day staring at you. Not that that would be such an onerous thing, but there are far more productive ways for us to spend our time.”


    “Where are your glasses?”


    “My glasses?”


    “You’re not wearing them.”


    “Contrary to what you’ve witnessed in the past few days, I don’t wear them the vast majority of the time. They get in the way.”


    “Oh.” She still didn’t move. “I like you better with the glasses,” she said in a quiet voice.


    That was a new one for him. There was nothing even remotely fashionable about his glasses. If he hadn’t forked over the extra cash for super-thin lenses, he probably would have been able to use the sun to start a fire with them.


    “Less intimidating,” she said.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me.”


    She shrugged.


    “I’ll wear them if that makes you happy.”


    She nodded. Twiddled her thumbs. She didn’t get up.


    “Petra, are you waiting for a better lunch date, or do you really want me to grovel?”


    “Depends. What are you groveling about?”


    He could think of a few things. He was a “dickhead” on the best of days, but he suspected she wanted him to grovel for one specific thing. That wasn’t something he could do in an hour, and certainly not in front of his workplace.


    He pinched the bridge of his nose again and took a few bracing breaths.


    New strategy.


    “If you stand out here much longer, someone’s going to want to run another CT scan on you, or poke you to see how much werewolves bleed before they heal.”


    She blinked at him again.


    “Listen, I’ve only got an hour, and we’re wasting time on this sidewalk.”


    “I’m supposed to be aggressive. Tess and Nadia said to be aggressive. That’s what I’m doing.”


    “You’re failing.” He scooped her up, tossed her onto his shoulder, and started down the street.


    She let out a frustrated sigh, but let her body hang limp.


    He knew the feeling quite well. She didn’t want to want him, but she did, and he felt good to her.


    “This is shameful,” she muttered. “Let me walk.”


    “Now that you’re there, you may as well enjoy the ride.”


    “The ride’s bumpy. Watch where you’re stepping.”


    “You’re a werewolf who got thrown through a windshield and lived to tell the tale. I think you can handle a few curbs.”


    “And that’s weird to you. That I’m not like you.”


    He didn’t see the point of lying. The more time they spent together, the more easily she’d be able to discern what was bothering him—even without conversations. Afótama relationships tended to be efficient that way.


    He rounded the corner and pulled his building’s key card out of his pocket. “Weird? Yeah. You’ve got to understand that I’ve been categorically avoiding relationships for my entire adult life so I didn’t get attached.”


    “And you’re attached to me?”


    He swiped the card, waited for the beep, and then tugged the door handle when the lock clicked.


    At the barrage of cool air in the lobby doorway, he set Petra down and pulled her by the hand toward the stairs.


    “Superficially,” he said. He started up the stairs.


    She sluggishly followed, and he considered putting her back up on his shoulder.


    She’d probably yell at me. He didn’t want to be yelled at, even if she was cute when she yelled.


    “What do you mean by superficially?” she asked.


    “I think you know. I’m sure you’ve been cornered by Queen Tess, and she told you something wasn’t quite right with our connection.”


    “She called you a wandering bull.”


    He scoffed. That was a mild insult, as far as Queen Tess was concerned. Descended from Vikings or not, the lady had a shockingly colorful vocabulary.


    Instinctively, apparently, Petra turned right at the top of the staircase and headed toward Paul’s apartment.


    He stayed a few steps behind her to see if she’d pick the right one without his influence.


    She did.


    She stood on the doormat and made a “get on with it” gesture at him.


    He unlocked the door.


    There’s no running from her.


    She not only had a wolf’s senses of direction and scent, but also a psychic link to him. She’d always be able to find him. There’d be no hiding.


    He went straight for the kitchen, glanced at the microwave clock, and then cringed.


    He had fifty minutes, at most, to get food into his belly and for him to figure out how to get over himself. He needed to let himself have her, if that was what she really wanted. He should have been more confident that she knew what she wanted, but he’d never had Chris’s certainty about things.


    Is Petra real?


    She stood in the doorway with her arms over her belly, giving him that wide-eyed stare again.


    She’s real. And…I’m hers.


    “Do you want a sandwich?” he asked, standing in front of the open fridge. “Either that, or leftovers, but I don’t know how long that lo mein’s been in there.”


    “It’s bad,” she said.


    “How can you tell?” He pulled out the plastic container and sniffed the vent on top. Smelled fine to him, just a little flat.


    “I’ve got a wolf’s nose. Maybe it smells okay to you, but it’s gonna taste sour.”


    He pitched the container into the trash, and grabbed the sandwich fixings instead.


    She stood in the corner, arms crossed, watching him quickly assemble turkey and cheese sandwiches. She liked mayonnaise and lettuce, but no tomato. When available, she liked a pickle on the side, but he didn’t have any. He needed to go shopping, and when he did, he’d instinctively pick up everything she liked because they were stuck with each other. He couldn’t not know her or how to take care of her.


    And I want to.


    “Sorry I didn’t toast the bread,” he said, sliding her the plate. “Didn’t think about it until too late.”


    She picked up the plate, warily, probably as disquieted by his efficiency as he was at the moment.


    He moved her gently aside so he could open the fridge. He grabbed bottled waters, and then guided her out of the galley toward the dining room.


    “How do you do that?” she asked.


    “What? Know what you want?”


    She nodded as she pulled out the chair beside him and sat.


    “Probably the same way you know where I live, even though you’d never been here before.”


    “That’s weird.”


    He shrugged and took a big bite of his sandwich. As far as his stomach was concerned, he couldn’t possibly chew fast enough. “I’ve heard of weirder things.”


    “Such as?”


    “When Chris and the lady who’s now his wife got together, they swapped memories. He said it was like a crash course in getting-to-know-you. They got married, like, three weeks later.”


    “That’s crazy.” She chewed quietly for a while, and then lifted her gaze to him. “Are they—you know. Happy?”


    He could sense that she desperately wanted them to be happy. Seemed critical to her that they were, and she didn’t even know them.


    “Yes,” he whispered. “I’ve never seen Chris happier. Or maybe content is the better word.”


    “They’re comfortable.”


    “Right. You can look at them and see that. They have an incredible ease around each other. They know each other’s ins and outs. All their soft spots and sore points. I think that made taking over fatherhood duties of her daughter that much easier for Chris, as well.”


    “Sounds nice.”


    “Most Afótama couples have at least a superficial psychic bond. Things get less predictable when a party in the relationship isn’t from the clan.”


    “I see.” She chewed thoughtfully on a mouthful of sandwich, staring at her plate, not him.


    He’d offended her again. He could offend her without even trying, apparently, and that was the last thing he wanted to do.


    Maybe I am a bull…the proverbial one in the china shop.


    He didn’t know why he was sabotaging himself, except for fear.


    But she was afraid, too. The more time he spent with her, the clearer that was. She was afraid he’d leave her, and he was afraid of the fucking reverse.


    He didn’t want her to change her mind and decide he wasn’t quite right, or for him to learn that after all was said and done, his emotional investment hadn’t been worth the pain. He wasn’t a man who liked taking risks in relationships. That was why he could count his number of close friends on one hand. They already knew his ins and outs, and accepted him anyway. He didn’t have the constitution for rejection.


    “So, you haven’t…connected with me the way you’re supposed to,” she said.


    “No. I haven’t.”


    “Do you want to?”


    “Although I may not act like I do, yes.”


    She nodded. Chewed.


    She didn’t say anything else until her sandwich was gone and her water bottle half empty. “How much time do you have before you have to go back to work?”


    He turned his phone over and woke up the screen. “About thirty-five minutes.”


    “That’s not enough.”


    “No, it’s not.”


    And he wouldn’t dare offend her again by hurrying back to the hospital. She deserved better than that. Part of his job was to help knit her into the community, and he’d been incredibly remiss in making her feel at home.


    Do better. Stop hiding from her at work.


    He fired off a text message, knowing that Chris was going to make him repay the favor, and probably soon.


    His response confirmed as much.


    CHRIS: Fine. I’ll take the rest of your shift today. You take my entire shift next Friday when the new Marvel movie hits the theater.


     


    Paul cringed. He’d be looking at a sixteen-hour shift, at the very least. If he were lucky, though, the day would be quiet, and he could sneak off for a nap.


    PAUL: We’ve got a deal.


     


    After he responded, he turned off the phone.


    “Chris is taking the rest of my shift this afternoon.”


    She gave a slow nod and fiddled with her bottle cap.


    “I’ve got nowhere else to be. How about you?”


    She shook her head.


    He pushed his plate away, grabbed his water bottle, and her hand. “Well, come on.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “We can do this slow or fast. You’ll be mad at me longer if we take the slow route. If we go fast, you might be a little disoriented for a few days.”


    “You want to go slow?”


    “I worry.”


    “Because you—”


    He pressed his hand over her mouth, spun her toward the door, and gave her a nudge. “No. Not because I plan on refusing you, but because I don’t think you’ll like me very much if we connect that way. My reputation isn’t completely undeserved. I frequently burn bridges in relationships.”


    “You don’t have to be friends with everyone,” came her muffled voice from behind his hand. “My mother used to tell Arnold and me that. Not everyone is meant to be in your company. You don’t have to give yourself to everyone.”


    Oh.


    She did understand.


    But of course she would.


    He kept forgetting the way matches worked. She wouldn’t be his if she wasn’t capable of understanding him—of tolerating him.


    He’d never been the sort of man who was prone to spontaneous acts of affection, but he wanted to kiss her. To praise her for understanding. He couldn’t yet, though. They still had talking left to do.


    “I also don’t know what’s triggering your seizures, and psychic shit is neurologically taxing,” he said.


    “I’ll take the risk.”


    “I don’t know if I’m worth the risk.” He dropped his hand and got her moving again.


    “Obviously, someone thinks so if they saw fit to put the two of us together. You let me worry about me.”


    “That’s not the way this works.” He didn’t bother turning on the bedroom light. The sun was bright enough through the uncovered window, and he imagined they’d be doing more feeling than looking, anyway.


    Seeing didn’t matter. She probably wouldn’t be awake for long.


    He perched her on the edge of his bed and started freeing the buttons of yet another of her ugly shirts.


    “I don’t remember this color combination ever being in style,” he said. “Purple and green sort of hints at a certain famous dinosaur.”


    “Function over fashion.” She traced her fingertips up his forearms as he worked. Touch for no particular purpose. An Afótama tendency, and perhaps just one of Petra’s, too.


    “You can touch me whenever you’d like,” he assured her. “If you feel clingy, I’m sorry. You’re sensing that from me and taking on a bit of the burden yourself.”


    “Oh. Well, that’s not so bad.” She dropped her hand for him to slide her shirt down her arms.


    “We’ll see.”


    Before she could get her hands up again, he reached around her and loosened her bra clasp.


    “Am I the only one undressing?” she asked.


    “Fine. You finish. I’ll be right back.”


    He undressed in closet, kicking his shoes to the corner and tossing his scrubs into the hamper.


    When he returned to the bed, she was clutching her arms over her chest, and goosebumps textured her tanned flesh.


    “Cold or scared?” he asked, but he already knew.


    She was scared, just like him, and he suspected they wouldn’t stop being scared until their connection was complete. Everything would make sense then. All doubts would go away.


    “Come here.” He tugged back the covers and patted to the spot closest to the window.


    She crawled in and tugged the covers up to her chin.


    “This is usually my side, by the way.”


    “Mine now. I always sleep so the right edge is beside me.”


    “Yeah, I figured. I’ll adapt, I imagine.” He climbed in on the other side, but couldn’t relax just yet.


    No more talking. No more stalling.


    Like he’d said, they could do things fast or slow. Slow meant days or weeks of being in each other’s company and not doing much more than talking and holding hands.


    He wouldn’t survive weeks of that. He needed to touch her in far more carnal ways. He needed to claim her in the same way she insisted she should claim him. Maybe her inner wolf was causing the added urgency, and he’d absorbed some of her anxiety. Their connection would come with a learning curve for both of them.


    He needed to let down his walls. The easiest way was by giving her his body.


    “Petra,” he said quietly, hoping he could leave his question unspoken.


    “If you want to, then so do I.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “Don’t keep me waiting. Let me come home.”


    “Home. Yes.”


    He found a condom in the pile of mess in his nightstand drawer, and then rolled it onto his already hard shaft. Scooting beside her, her rolled her toward the window and pulled her smooth, warm body against his.


    She let out choppy exhalations as he caressed her neck with his lips. Moaned as he strummed his thumb across her nipple.


    “You can live where you want.” He kissed down her neck, nipped at her shoulder. “Here, or with the wolves. You don’t have to decide immediately.”


    “We could live anywhere?”


    “Mm-hmm.” He lifted her top leg over his and pressed his palm over her pussy.


    Wet and ready for him.


    “We could build a house somewhere. Or get a bigger apartment. Up to you.” He pushed the head of his cock against her sex and waited for her to show resistance, but instead, she wriggled against him, working his tip into her body and letting out a ragged exhalation when she scooted down more. Took more of him in.


    Fuck.


    He’d need to find some distraction, or the thing would be over before they’d really had a chance to start.


    But there’ll be other times.


    Night after night of passion. He finally had someone to go home to—a good reason to have his regimented schedule upset.


    A good reason for him to be scared.


    He was scared for her—that she was sick, for one thing. And also that he wasn’t enough. The second thing was the harder fear to swallow.


    “Paul,” she whispered. She bore down, taking him in deep as she grabbed his wrist.


    So deep.


    He could hardly breathe, much less think. “Fuck,” he muttered. He gave an experimental thrust and nearly shot his load. He felt like his dick held thunder and lightening, and that he had to let it out, or the storm would turn into some catastrophic event.


    He thrust again, emboldened by her sharp nails piercing his flesh, by her growls. Her clenches around him.


    “Just like that,” she said. “Hard. You’re not going to hurt me.”


    “I don’t think you know what you’re asking.”


    “You said it yourself. I’m a werewolf who survived a tree and a truck window. I can handle a cock.”


    Growling as if he were a wolf himself, he rolled her into her belly and grabbed her by the hips. “Like that?”


    He tugged her back onto him again and again, punishingly hard, but she didn’t cry out.


    She dug her fingers into his bed sheets, and he heard the rip, and he didn’t care. He could get new sheets, but he and Petra only got one first time.


    “Just. Like. That.” She punctuated each word with a squeeze around his drilling cock.


    He leaned over her and set his teeth into her shoulder, rolling his hips as he found her clit and pinched it between his fingers.


    Another rip.


    A gasp from her, and then there were pictures in his mind.


    Her past. Of why she didn’t claim her last name. Her father had left his wolf wife because he was a coward, but Paul wasn’t going anywhere. He wasn’t going to send his woman away, even if he didn’t understand entirely what she was. She was just as confused about him. They both had a lot to learn.


    “More,” she whispered.


    “Yeah? More of this?” He bit her again, and there was another rip.


    Grinding into her once more, her body bucked beneath his.


    She wouldn’t need much more, and he’d never been gladder for a quick release.


    Back on his knees, he closed his eyes and concentrated on the noises she made and her body’s response.


    He didn’t stop when she screamed and her wetness gushed around him.


    He didn’t stop until he fell into the white light and didn’t have a choice but to stop because he couldn’t see.


    He was no longer there.

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    Petra probably could have tried harder to wake Paul, but she liked holding him while he slept. She didn’t know how long he would sleep. He’d already been out for three hours, and for all she knew, that was typical of his ilk.


    He’d slept through her climbing out of her own murk of unconsciousness and flailing like she was falling. She had fallen, in a way. But instead of hurtling toward the ground, she’d fallen out of a vision, of sorts.


    She didn’t think the vision was anything like what Arnold had. The magic was foreign to her—it was Paul’s.


    Petra’s lover amused her goddess. They were the first pair of their kind, and she thought the match was good.


    But Petra had already known that, and the connection gave her even more knowledge. She knew how to take care of him and what he was afraid of, and that was what having a mate was all about—having someone to just know.


    He’d even slept through her wriggling out from beneath him, and her cleaning him up.


    He was “out like a light,” as Arnold would have said.


    She wasn’t going to worry about Arnold. Arnold could take care of himself, and she could only hope he showed up eventually. He’d need to come home at some point, too.


    She snuggled against Paul, contemplating taking another comfortable nap when he finally shifted and moaned.


    “Fuck,” he whispered.


    She craned her head up to see him.


    His eyes were closed tight, and face screwed into a grimace. “Huge fucking headache,” he said.


    “Sorry.”


    “Not your fault. Afótama shit.” He pushed up one eyelid, then the other. “You all right? How long was I out? I didn’t expect that.”


    “I’m all right. I was only asleep for an hour. You were out for three.”


    He grunted. Hugged her tighter.


    They didn’t need to talk. There was really nothing that needed to be said at the moment. Every important iota of information had been transferred when Petra had been swimming around in that white light, being teased lovingly by the wolf goddess. Everything else would fall into place in time. She hoped he knew that. She thought he did, but she had to ask.


    “Are we…okay?”


    He tracked his hands down her back. Cupped her ass. Grinded against her.


    “Quit it,” she said.


    “I was just answering your question.”


    “Go back to sleep. You’re easier to handle that way.”


    “Look who’s talking.”


    “Yeah, well, you’re stuck with me.”


    “Someone should give me a trophy.”


    “I’ll give you a trophy kick to the dick. How about that?”


    He chuckled into her hair and kneaded her rear end playfully. “I’m not a masochist in the slightest bit, but thanks for asking. Go back to sleep. I was having an interesting dream earlier about a six-year-old Petra falling into a ditch. I think it cut off when you woke up.”


    She tensed against him, eyes open wide and lungs clenched tight. “You saw that?”


    “Mud all over you. Arnold laughing.” He snorted. “Poor baby.”


    She snarled at him, and that only made him laugh.


    “I’m going to have a good time sorting through your memories.”


    She didn’t want him in her memories. He’d pity her.


    She must have been lowering her head, because he caught her chin and tipped it back up.


    “Hey,” he said. “It works both ways. You get some of mine. I get some of yours. You already know a lot more, right?”


    She nodded. She’d inherited more of that Afótama sense of belonging, and she wasn’t going to give that up for anything.


    “And you’re still here.” He chuckled, but the sound wasn’t very mirthful. It was fearful. He was still afraid, but so was she. She believed, though, that the goddess knew what she was doing, and so did the beings who’d kept Paul available for Petra to claim. There was no Afótama clanswoman who could break down his walls, and no wolf with the right kind of strength for her. They were a match.


    She was going to let herself belong to Norseton, to her new pack, and especially to Paul. Being needed felt good.


    “You were in my head. You saw everything about who I am, and you didn’t leave me,” he whispered reverently.


    “I’m where I belong.”


    “Now that you’re here, I feel the same.”


    “I hope so. Something good has to come of me crashing that truck.” She kissed his cheek and curled up close. “I can’t believe I’m finally home.”

  


  
    SERIES NOTE


    Dear Reader,


     


    If you’re been following my Afótama Legacy series, you know that Norseton Wolves spins off from it. Paul was first introduced in the novella Viking’s Pride as a neighbor to Norseton’s new demographer Will Valle. His friend Chris is there, too. You can read that novella without having read the rest of the series, though to fully understand Queen Tess and the Afótama quirks, consider going back to the beginning with The Viking Queen’s Men.


     


    You might be asking now, “What’s ‘Reckless Desires’?”
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    In a nutshell, it’s the first cycle of a multi-author collection of stories about physically or emotionally wounded alpha shifters and the beauties who soothe them. My Norseton Wolves stories Elder, Scout, and Seer are all a part of that collection, as are fifteen stories from authors Anna Lowe, Jacqueline Sweet, J.K. Harper, Elianne Adams, and Olivia Arran. They’ll be releasing a couple of times per week through the end of June 2016.


     


    Learn more about the Reckless Desires collection at the series website.


     


    OTHER NORSETON WOLVES STORIES


     


    Beast


    Loner


    Idler


    Scion


    Maker


    Elder


    Seer


     


    Turn the page for a sneak peek of Seer.


     

  


  
    SEER


    The Norseton Wolfpack’s newest guard recruit, Arnold, never ignores premonitions from his goddess, but her latest missive could have him turning werewolf culture on its ear.


     


    His rescue of runaway new mother Leonora quickly escalates to untamed infatuation after Arnold accidentally gives Leo a mating bite. Unfortunately, being married already—sort of—Leo doesn’t want another mate. Her old one was the reason she’d grabbed her baby and left Wyoming with little more than the clothes on her back.


     


    Although Arnold promises Leo that she can have the independence she wants in Norseton, she’s not convinced real freedom is possible. Try as she might to ignore the allure of her goddess-sent rescuer, he holds her in thrall as only a true mate could. Her ex’s reckless stunt to force Leo back to Wyoming leaves Leo with little choice but to trust not only her unwavering mate, but to put her faith in her stalwart new pack, too.


     


    Disrupting the status quo is a dangerous prospect for wolves, but the Norseton pack can’t back down—not if they ever want to put their broken families back together.


    ___


     


    CHAPTER ONE


    “Fucking visions.”


    Laying his head from one side to another, Arnold let out a quiet growl at the aches in his body, and shook out his tingling fingers.


    Arnold’s premonition had led him to an isolated thicket in the middle of Roosevelt National Forest in Colorado. He was far from home—a strange feeling for sure, seeing as how he hadn’t had a home in more than ten years. He’d been kicked out of his wolfpack at fourteen and had been out, navigating a cruel world with only his twin sister Petra for companionship until a couple of weeks prior.


    Petra had driven their truck into a tree and had been in a coma. She was alive, but shouldn’t have been. What the staff at the small Oklahoma hospital where she’d taken saw as a medical miracle had really been werewolf genetics at play. They’d been so astounded by her durability that when a stranger called the hospital switchboard looking for John and Jane Does, the nurses had slipped up. They gave away just enough information that the members of a New Mexican wolfpack could guess that Petra wasn’t quite human.


    That’s what they’d been looking for—not-quite-humans in need of saving.


    They’d sent a couple of their wolves to scoop up Petra and Arnold before anyone at the hospital looked too deeply into Petra’s physiology, and then offered them a home in their community.


    Norseton.


    He’d said yes. Wolves needed homes.


    But the last time Arnold had seen Petra, she’d been—finally—awake from her healing sleep and was upright and shouting at folks. The shouting hadn’t concerned him. Petra only had two volumes most of the time, and they were loud and louder. Normally he would have stuck around to make sure she was fine, but Arnold had had to go.


    He’d had a vision.


    The full moon was calling for him to shift into his wolf’s form, but he had to resist the call. Holding off on a shift was never good for a moon shifter’s health, but he needed to be on two legs and thinking with his human brain. As a wolf, he’d rely more on instinct than logic, and Arnold needed to be able to tap into both. He was strong enough to resist for a night.


    That lady—she wasn’t.


    The lady was why he was in Colorado.


    Rolling his shoulders back and flexing his fingers, he knelt silently beside a large tree and stared at the familiar spot he’d seen in his vision. There was a small clearing with a large boulder marking one edge.


    If the scene played out the exact same as in his premonition, she’d lay her baby down there, and she’d answer the moon’s call. When she shifted back, he’d be ready for her.


    He turned his wrist over and risked hitting the small button to illuminate the screen of his watch.


    Nine.


    She wouldn’t be able to resist much longer. She likely hadn’t had his practice with avoiding moon shifting. There was no way she could have been on the run for as long as he’d been.


    He didn’t know what she was running from or who, only that she was running, and that their paths were supposed to cross.


    Arnold had never considered himself to be the knight-in-shining-armor type, but the idea of a troubled lady being out in the wild with a baby gnawed at his gut. Reminded him too much of his mother, maybe.


    The sound of a tiny protest across the clearing tugged Arnold out of his reverie and made him take his mind off the aches and pains in his body. He pinned his focus on the stumbling blonde with the bundled infant.


    She looked bad off to Arnold—clawing at her clothes with one hand while clutching the child for dear life against her chest. Eyes sunken with dark hollows beneath.


    She needed to shift. She couldn’t resist.


    The fact she had to shift at all meant she belonged to some man and was probably running from him. Wolf women couldn’t shift until they’d had their mate’s bite, and once they’d been bitten, they were stuck.


    They were property, not people.


    She set her precious bundle down next to the rock and kicked off her dirty white canvas sneakers.


    The baby shrieked, and the lady bent, whispering a useless, “Shh. Shh,” and powdering the child’s faces with kisses.


    “Ugh.” She rolled back her shoulders, gave her head a hard shake, and stood. She undressed quickly.


    Faded blue jeans gone.


    T-shirt gone.


    By the time she stripped out of her panties, she was moving with real purpose, evidently unavailable to avoid the moon’s pull any longer. Her socks flew off next. Her bra last.


    Arnold dug his fingers into the bark of the tree behind him and tried to keep his thoughts chaste and pure. He knew he shouldn’t have been ogling her like that. Nudity didn’t provoke most wolves because they saw each other naked too often. Most were immune to seeing all that flesh, but Arnold hadn’t had much practice in avoidance. The only wolf Arnold had been close to in more than ten years had been his sister. He and Petra had an agreement: “You shift here, and I’ll go way the hell over there.”


    He couldn’t stop staring at the woman with the baby. She had to think no one was looking, so she didn’t bother covering the slight droop of her full breasts or the way her belly—still slightly round from a birth that mustn’t have been all that long ago—protruded.


    She sat on her heels, eyes closed and mouth hanging open in pain. She kept one hand on her baby even as her skin began to ripple and her limbs morphed.


    Her shout was muted as the noise transformed into a pitiful howl, but through the whole ordeal, she kept touching the child as if the touch would make a difference.


    Maybe it will, he mulled.


    So much depended on whether she got her bite before or after she’d had the baby. If after, she was probably afraid that in her wolf form, she’d forget that the little human-looking child was hers.


    Arnold wouldn’t forget, though. While she ran, he’d take care of the child. He’d be sitting, waiting for her with the child in his arms whenever she returned from her run, and then he’d take both mother and child back to Norseton with him.


    His visions rarely made a hell of a lot of sense before they were fulfilled, but he knew—for once—that he had a humanitarian purpose and not a self-serving one.


    What she was doing was reckless and dangerous. If she were running, he’d give them a place to go. He’d had practice with running. She, apparently, didn’t. Not if all she had with her was that one overstuffed backpack and a diaper bag.


    That was no way to live with a baby.


    The gray wolf she’d become shot into the woods, opposite of where he was crouching.


    He moved quickly across the clearing, cracking his knuckles and his neck, and ignoring his inner wolf’s compulsion to run after her.


    The baby was swaddled tight, but fighting the blankets, squabbling red-faced and protesting with all the might he or she had in his or her tiny lungs.


    Her, probably.


    The blanket had pink stars and purple unicorns. He wasn’t curious enough yet to pull back the corner to see if the filling matched the wrapper. The swaddling job looked pretty complicated and he doubted he’d be able to recreate the folds and tucks if they became undone.


    “Hey. Everything’s okay, see?” he cooed at the hollering baby and scooped the bundle up off the cold ground.


    He plopped his tired ass beside the boulder and rocked, as much to soothe himself as the baby. The wolf wanted out. The wolf wanted to run and to sing to the moon, but someone with two arms and two legs needed to stay with the baby.


    “Your ma should have listened to the stories,” he said to the baby.


    Fairy tales should have taught the blonde long ago that the woods weren’t safe for women and children. He didn’t know if there was a pack anywhere nearby, but he knew that most weren’t as decent as the one in Norseton. If the wrong sorts found her, they’d take her and the baby in without question. They’d make her someone’s broodmare or put her to work, earning dues for the alpha.


    Arnold wanted her to know she had options. She didn’t have to go back to that kind of life unless she wanted to, and no woman in her right mind would have wanted to. She’d run, so there was a chance she hadn’t been completely brainwashed. That was what he was hoping.


    The baby had stopped squalling, though the baby’s little lips were quivering. A pitiful sight that tugged at Arnold’s heartstrings.


    Apparently, the full moon had made him soft.


    “Your ma will be back.” He rocked side-to-side, eyes closed, humming some rhythmless tune he made up on the fly. “She didn’t abandon you. She just had to go. My ma used to do the same.” He cringed. “Well. Kinda. She didn’t have a bite, but she still liked to run with the pack. She wasn’t all alone like your ma, though.”


    His mother had never left him and Petra up to their own devices. Their father had been around, for a little while. And then there were friends and aunties who also didn’t shapeshift she got to watch them. Or young girls from the reservation looking to earn some extra cash. Obviously, the blonde had no such support system.


    The baby stared up at him through swollen eyelids, lips stuck out in a pitiful pout, and cheeks bright red from exertion.


    “You think you’re tired? I’m gonna to be the one feeling the pain in the morning and all through the day. I probably won’t get to sleep until we get down to Norseton. Ten-hour drive from here. Did you know that?” He gave the baby’s nose a little tweak.


    The baby made a sucking sound at him. He couldn’t tell if that was baby-ese for “yes” or “bug off, fool,” but as long as the child wasn’t screaming his or her little head off, he figured they’d get along just fine.


    “I took a nap before sundown,” he said, rocking a little more. “Before the moon started to pull. I probably won’t get to sleep for twenty-four hours. We’ll hit the road as soon as your ma shifts back.”


    He noted the pile of clothes she’d left near the rock. Clean and soft, but a bit abused. Her faded jeans were coming apart around the back pockets and at one of the side seams, and her T-shirt—a simple stretchy cotton that had been printed with rosettes and bows—had a couple of bleach stains.


    He pulled the top closer and ran his thumb along the hem, wondering if that frilly motif was her choosing or hand-me-downs she’d had no choice but to take. Petra had been wearing Arnold’s hand-me-downs for ten years. She didn’t seem to mind, but Petra freely admitted that she didn’t have any taste.


    He set the shirt, rife with the blonde’s scent and that pungent one of her mate that most any male would have recognized, atop the blanket to comfort the baby.


    The baby worked out a little fist and gathered enough of the fabric to push into his or her mouth.


    “Gnawing on the sleeve? Really?” Arnold shook his head. “Hope you’re not hungry. How often to babies eat, anyway?”


    He pulled the diaper bag closer, unzipped the top, and rooted through the contents. Diapers. Wipes. A few changes of clothes—sized three months. A bunch of little socks and some toiletries. No formula. No bottles. There was a clear plastic bag with some papers inside, though.


    He took the bag out and massaged the contents with his thumb, scanning for anything important.


    Crisp new social security card, printed with the name KINZY PHILLIPA BANKS. A girl.


    “Hey.” He tweaked her nose again. “You’re a girl.”


    A birth certificate indicated Kinzy was about nine weeks old, and listed Leonora as her mother and Samuel as her father. The document had been issued in Wyoming.


    “Wyoming.” Arnold closed his eyes again and clucked his tongue. He couldn’t remember anything at all about the wolves in Wyoming. He and Petra had certainly driven through there on occasion looking for seasonal work, but they’d never stuck around for long. Lone wolves did everything they could to avoid packs. Encountering organized packs was risky business. Arnold could have gotten killed by insulted alphas and Petra could have gotten snatched.


    Leonora—whom Arnold assumed was little Kinzy’s mother—probably hadn’t run from very far. Just across state lines if she’d been in southern Wyoming.


    He tucked everything back into the diaper bag, pulled the zipper closed, and then shifted Kinzy to his other arm. “Where’s your ma going, huh? Do you know?”


    Obviously, Kinzy didn’t give a flying fig. She nodded off, sucking on her mother’s shirt and Arnold battled with his brain to not follow her lead.


    Shift or sleep.


    His body screamed for him to do one or the other, but he had to remain alert and vigilant. He needed to be awake for whenever Leonora finished her wolf run.


    Chances were very good that she’d return growling and ready to claw him up, but she couldn’t really fight him. If he shifted, he’d be bigger, stronger, and more acclimatized to his wolf’s body than she was to hers. She would barely be able to get a swipe in, but she’d try anyway to get him away from her baby once she remembered the baby was hers.


    If he were lucky, she’d return on two feet—not four—and he’d be able to rationalize with her. He’d tell her, “I’m here to help,” and maybe she’d go along nicely.


    He scoffed, and occupied himself by counting the stars he could see over the forest.


    No way in hell was she going to go along nicely. That would make his life easy for a change, and gods forbid that ever happen.


    ORDER SEER NOW.
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    Holley Trent writes contemporary and paranormal romances ranging from sensual to erotic that are usually set in her home state. Her humor is sometimes subtle, often ribald, and regularly inappropriate. If any of her stories seem overly serious at first glance–keep reading.
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