
        
            
        
    








Coyote Moon

It's that time of the month, the full moon, when Willy Alvarez's moods go wonky and her dreams fill up with wolves. A time for hungers she doesn't dare fulfill because they lead to violence. She's resigned herself to a manless life, then Cody Gray arrives.


Cody is cute, funny, charming, and a werecoyote. His nose knows what Willy doesn't: she's half werewolf. He's convinced this repressed half-human she-wolf is his perfect mate. Now he just has to convince her. And quick, because her long-lost pack has learned about her existence, and they've come to town to claim her...
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Cody Gray hiked into Coopersburg just shy of sunset, and right off the bat he smelled she-wolf.

Cody’s mouth stretched in a great big fox-in-the-henhouse grin. If he’d had his tail right then, he’d’ve wagged it. All the way up from Texas he’d been on the lookout for some nice wild country to set up a pack in, and a mate to help him get started. Just when he figured northern California might fill the bill for one, Fate dropped the other in his lap. Chaos, patron of the coyote-folk, must be smiling on him.

He set his nose to the wind. He’d already spotted a bar up ahead, and a couple of houses and a gas station, before the two-laner he’d hitchhiked in on widened out and entered Coopersburg proper. The she-wolf was at the gas station, and plenty riled by the scent of her. He drank in a noseful of her and sighed. Nice and pungent. Alpha, maybe? He liked his girls feisty. Cody quickened his pace.

Closer to the gas station, he spotted a nasty tableau: three big apes closing in on a pair of ladies. The lady in back, getting herded into the dubious safety of the garage bay, was slender, blonde and cursing like a dock hand. The herder had auburn hair and three-four inches on the blonde. She looked fit to chew brass and spit tacks. Cody’s pulse ramped up to a gallop. There was his wolf, and she was about to get herself trounced. Her bared teeth kept the apes at bay, but they wouldn’t hold much longer.

He slowed and came up on them careful and unnoticed, close enough to smell the alcohol on the apes and hear the menace coloring their taunts. The wolf-gal said something. The snarl in her tone announced the apes were in for a whuppin’, but she made no move to attack. Cody crouched behind a parked car. Chaos, only three of them. Why didn’t she just shift and end it?

Then, in a heartbeat, the situation changed. The blonde screamed. Cody’s hackles lifted. The apes had a buddy, and he’d snuck in through the office into the bay and caught the blonde gal from behind. She writhed in his grip while the other apes hooted. The wolf-gal darted in to help the blonde, but the ape in the lead grabbed her arm. Cody didn’t catch his words, but the leer on his face said it all.

So she let him have it. No girly slaps for this she-wolf. She socked him a solid one, right in the nose. The smell of blood joined the odors of liquor and adrenaline that already charged the air. The words she barked at the lead ape weren’t the kind ladies should know, much less repeat in public, but given the situation Cody allowed she was entitled.

The big ape’s face got uglier, no mean feat. If the wolf-gal hadn’t switched by now, Cody realized, she either wasn’t going to, or couldn’t.

That clinched it. This was his future mate getting threatened by those drunk knuckle-draggers. He bared his teeth, revealing canines just a tad longer and heavier than a human’s. Time to get involved. In true coyote fashion, of course.

This being a garage, naturally it had a peck of cars sitting around, and naturally some trusting soul had left their keys in the ignition. Cody slid in behind the wheel of a sporty little Mustang that started up real nice. He took aim and floored it.

The rev of the Mustang’s engine must’ve cut through the boozy haze on their brains because they looked around and finally noticed the car rocketing right at them. They abandoned the wolf-gal and scattered. Cody plowed through the midst of them, then swung a tight U-ey and shot after their leader, the biggest, ugliest ape in this bunch of bananas. The man scrabbled desperately over the tarmac. Cody brought the Mustang right up on his heels before he slewed it aside. He reached out and slapped the ape’s John Deere cap clean off his head. The ape stumbled away, and the car shot on by.

Cody let loose a Texas howl and wheeled around for another go. Chaos, this car handled sweet. “Gotta get me one of these,” he murmured.

And one of those, he added mentally, as his squealing turn faced him toward the garage again. The goon in the bay had let go of the blonde, and now the wolf-gal was all over him like, well, like ugly on an ape. Poor guy couldn’t even land a slap. Too quick and strong for him. Cody’s butt hitched on the seat, wagging a phantom tail.

Since the wolf-gal didn’t need his help, he went back after the apes. They’d made fast tracks across the street and piled into a pickup parked by the bar. They took off down the road without so much as a cussword flung at him. Cody offered up a mental shrug. Didn’t want to dent their truck, most like. Apes had oddball priorities.

He trundled the Mustang up to the garage. The wolf-gal had the fourth ape flat on the greasy floor. The ape contracted into a ball. “C’mon, Willy. I said I was sorry.”

“You’re sorry, all right,” she growled down at him. “I expect cheap thuggery from Les, but you—”

She cut herself off and sniffed the air. She turned just as Cody hopped out of the Mustang. He watched her eyes get big and her body tighten up to full attention.

She knew what he was, all right, but only on some basic, primitive level, not in her head or her nose. She didn’t recognize him. Any she-wolf worth her pack standing would be showing her fangs by now, with a growl at him to git, rescue or no rescue. That’s how your average wolf saw coyotes, pests to be run off. Because your average wolf had no sense of humor.

He stared hard into her eyes. A fine honey-brown shade. Wolf eyes ran to yellow, like his own. This one had a whiff of ape on her. Half-breed? That might explain why she hadn’t switched.

Her stance had shifted into a pose of wary friendliness. She let him get pretty close up before she stopped him with a little twitch of her mouth, not quite the flash of a fang. “Thanks,” she said.

“My pleasure, ma’am.”

“I could have handled it. Those jerks are losers even when they’re sober. But I do appreciate the help.” She smiled just enough to get Cody’s invisible tail wagging again. “Nice moves with my car, by the way.”

Her car? Chaos love it, this just got better and better. Cody flashed a smile wide enough to eat the moon. She didn’t even have her hand halfway out before he seized it. “Glad I could help. I’m Cody Gray, up from Texas. You’re going to marry me.”



* * * *



Not much could strike Willy Alvarez speechless. This brash young man with the piercing eyes, lazy drawl and blunt pronouncement drove all the words out of her head. For a count of five. She lifted a brow. “Excuse me?”

“Excuse me, ma’am.” Slow down, he warned himself. This wasn’t some coyote gal, ready to romp at the lift of a tail. Wolves, especially alpha she-wolves, took more delicate handling. He made himself let go of her hand. “I say that to every pretty girl I meet. Someday one’ll take me up on it.” He winked. “Maybe it’ll be you.”

Willy smiled coolly. “And maybe not.” Something about this not-so-stranger did funny things to the hairs on the back of her neck. She had to get her eyes away from his eyes. The man on the floor moaned and saved her. She wrenched her stare away from the Texan and glared at him instead. “Why are you still here?”

The man moaned again and rolled over onto his back. He had a bruise forming on the side of his jaw, and the start of one beauty of a shiner. “Jesus, Willy. Help me up. I’m hurt here.”

“You’re not hurt. You’re drunk. I didn’t even knock you down. You slipped. Now get up, go home and sleep it off. And stay away from Beth.”

He pointed a grungy finger at the blonde. “She started it.”

The blonde gasped, indignant. “Did not.”

“I’ll get to you in a minute,” Willy promised the blonde. She caught the man by the arm and hauled him up one-handed. He stank of beer and transmission fluid and darker, half-formed threats. She bared her teeth, an act so instinctive she was barely aware of it. “Get out of here, Andy, before I tell Susan you’ve been cheating on her.”

Andy’s good eye narrowed. His look got nasty. The blonde edged away. “Stinking bitch. Somebody should—”

The stranger shoved between them before Willy could react. His teeth showed, and the easygoing cheer had left his voice entirely. “Listen to the lady, son. Make tracks.”

Whatever Andy saw in the stranger’s face, it backed him down in a hurry. “How’m I supposed to get home?” he whined.

“You got two feet,” Cody said. “Use ‘em.” He shoved Andy at the street. The ape reeled a couple of yards before he stopped and swayed and yelled back at them. “Beth? I’ll call you, ‘kay?”

“Good night, Andy,” Willy said. He lurched off into the twilight. Willy shook her head.

“Disgusting,” Cody said. “Sorry you ladies had to deal with that.” He cocked his head at her. “So, you’re Willy?”

“Wilhelmina,” Beth chirped. “Don’t ever call her that, though. She’ll rip your head off.”

“Willy,” Willy confirmed tersely. “The brat about to get a spanking is my sister, Beth.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“Hung out in that bar like I told you not to, and got all those jerks going, like I told you not to. And then you led them over here. If it hadn’t been for Mr., uh…”

“Gray, ma’am.”

“Mr. Gray. And if you want to stay on my good side, don’t call me ‘ma’am’ any more.”

The blonde had gone sullen. “I didn’t do anything.”

“The hell you didn’t. You wave your ass at a roomful of drunken men, what do you think’s going to happen?”

“Like you’re the big man expert all of a sudden. You haven’t been out with a guy since God was a kid.”

This time her teeth flashed full and strong. The blonde flinched and quickly looked away, in the process exposing her neck. Willy eased off, mollified.

Cody stood off to the side and said nothing. A coyote’s nose is a miracle of engineering when it comes to picking up on the subtleties. He’d already sniffed out the sister-bond before Willy mentioned it. Better make that half-sisters. Only one wolf here. Beth was human, through and through. And the little ape didn’t cotton to playing beta to her alpha sister at all.

Still mentally muttering over Beth, Willy turned and found Cody practically at her back. “Oh. You’re still here.”

He grinned. “’Fraid so, darlin’.”

“Uh…” Dammit, what was wrong with her? First she went all hyperbitch on poor Andy and Beth. Now here stood the man who’d saved her, or likely Les, from serious physical injury, and she brushed the poor guy off like a piece of lint. “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out at all right. Let me make it up to you. Do you need a lift somewhere?”

“Thanks, ma’am, I mean Willy. But no. It’s a beautiful night, and I’ve walked this far. I figure I can make it into town. How about yourself? Those primates might come back. You going to be all right?”

Willy snorted. “By now they’ve found another bar to brood in. Two drinks and they’ll have forgotten this happened. Anyway, we’re going straight home as soon as we lock up here. Right, Beth?”

But Beth had turned her back and gone marching off toward the Mustang. Willy squelched a growl. Beth wasn’t a kid anymore; she’d be turning twenty-two in September. But honestly, sometimes she acted half that age. Like tonight. Times like those, Willy just wanted to take her sister in her teeth and shake her.

Hand. Hands and shake her. No teeth. Teeth didn’t enter into it. The back of her skull started pounding.

She got like this every full moon. Weird thoughts, funny cravings, bizarre dreams, a hair-trigger temper. Like the cramps weren’t bad enough. She hoped she still had Pamprin in her purse.

The stranger stood by, patiently. His nearness wasn’t helping matters any. She’d always been drawn to men by scent before anything else. Cody Gray filled up her nose like the odor of prairie grass under a Texas sun. His scent, his grin, those odd yellow eyes, made her want to get down on all fours and howl at the moon. New, exotic, different, yet disturbingly familiar. Right.

Wrong. She didn’t need a man in her life right now. Maybe never. Things happened to her in men’s company, and they tended to end in violence. Better for both of them that he’d declined her offer. “If you’re sure. That’s Coopersburg down there. Just follow the road. There’s a motel about a mile from here, with a diner across the street. Are you looking for a job?”

“Maybe in a bit. We’ll see how it goes first. You work here?”

“Coopersburg’s premier mechanic. I restored that car you were playing Dukes of Hazzard with. Given the circumstances, I’ll gladly forgive you, but don’t let it happen again.”

Those topaz eyes bored into hers, full of laughter and cockiness. “Maybe not on a first date. But we’ll be seeing each other again. Any time you want a ride, you just let me know.” He winked and ambled off.

The sheer, straight-up gall of him! She wanted to rip out his throat. But he’d saved her and Beth from who knew what. Like it or not, she owed him. So she fisted her hands and stood still as a rock and watched him saunter away, instead of leaping at him and giving him the trouncing he deserved. His scent’s departure left an empty spot in the air, and made the night just a little blander.

Oh, who was she kidding? He was a jerk. A chivalrous jerk, but a jerk nonetheless. If the universe held any justice, he’d find a barstool and some other girl, and their paths would never cross again.

She missed his scent already.

A growl boiled low down in her throat, aimed at nothing, and possibly no one, in particular. “Screw it,” she muttered, and went to fetch the building keys.

Once Willy had satisfied herself the garage was locked up tight, and Beth stopped leaning on the Mustang’s horn, they headed home. Willy kept a wary eye out along the road for Mr. Cody Gray, but saw no sign of him. Must have found himself another ride. She shrugged and, with only a little difficulty, put him out of her thoughts.



* * * *



As soon as he was sure the ladies weren’t watching, Cody ducked off the road and into the trees. He found a nice, secluded hideout under the drooping boughs of a monster spruce. In short order he shed his duffel, his clothes, and his human form. Ten hours on the move in dusty denim was way too long to go two-legged. A good run in his new territory to get the lay of the land and stretch the kinks out, that would surely fill the bill.

But first, a check-in on his future mate. He spied from the shadows of the evergreens while Willy poked around every square inch of that garage before she let it be. Territorial to a fault. Wasn’t that just like a wolf? He kept watch on her until the Mustang’s taillights receded to specks, then loped into the woods.

Coopersburg was ringed by a ridge of round hills, and the conifers had had themselves a field day. The earth was cool and damp against his paws, and carpeted with springy needles. Winters would be long and cold out here, summers brief and soggy. Probably why these hills had missed out on the development craze that had swept the rest of the state. Huge swaths of acreage still ran to wilderness. There might be spots out here where you could go for days without running into an ape. Not the Texas Panhandle, but it’d do just fine.

He spooked a rabbit and ran it down. It died between his jaws. Just for a moment he let the instincts run loose, and buried his teeth in hot, bloody flesh. Nothing beat a meal you caught and killed yourself, outside of prey you and your mate ran to ground together. Twice already he’d cut deer trails. Deer were too big and fast for a lone coyote, but a pair teamed up…

With his belly full and his spirits high, he sat back on his haunches and opened his muzzle. Time to let the Northwest know a new boy’d come to town.

Before he could get out a note, however, the night erupted in song. Cody’s jaws clacked shut. What the Sam Hill?

He pricked his ears, then laid them flat. Chaos take it, wouldn’t you know his new range had tenants already.

Cody growled under his breath. Every coyote worth his tail knew the voice of the wolf when he heard it. He wasn’t even lucky enough to get the timber variety. This was a definite werewolf pack, at least twenty strong. The song reverbed with the arrogance of a dominant bunch used to holding their land against all comers. If they were anything like the wolves he’d run afoul of down home, they’d be disinclined to share.

He loosed a sigh. Should’ve figured on this. That wolf blood in Willy’s veins had to come from somewhere.

And disruption ran in coyote veins. No reason he shouldn’t introduce himself. Lifting his head, he raised a howl of his own, high and feisty, the coyote equivalent of Howdy, neighbors!

The wolf song stuttered to a halt. Cody wrapped up his intro and waited. Any second now…

Yep. Predictable as sunrise. One answer, in a voice heavy and black as basalt, chocked full of challenge with a dollop of mean to give it flavor. Nothing else said “alpha male” with such authority. Who the hell are you?

Cody kept his mouth shut. He listened while the pack howled back and forth and demanded explanations from each other, but he didn’t chime in. No point in showing all his cards on the first hand. Let ‘em wonder.

Then his ears picked up another voice, a lot higher and a lot closer, just a little warble of uncertainty in it. He doubted the distant wolf pack could pick up on it. He had a powerful notion just who it was doing the singing, too. Eagerly he pelted toward the sound to test his hunch.



* * * *



Willy’s dreams always skewed toward the strange during the full moon. This latest, however, surpassed the bizarre. It seemed less like a dream than a repressed memory, desperately clawing its way to the surface to breathe. For the first time since her nightmares started, back when she’d entered her teens, Willy was aware of her dreaming, enough to fear and marvel at the intensity of it.

She ran barefoot through a moonlit forest, with the wind skimming like a lover’s hands over her naked body. The cornucopia of scents that tantalized her promised a buffet of quarry. Hunger for more than blood and flesh clenched at her belly. She craved the company of others like herself. One, at least. A mate.

Without a break in stride, she transitioned from two legs to four. Now the wind ruffled long auburn fur and streamed past pointed ears. Her paws glided over bare earth and pine needles. She could hear them up ahead— her companions, her family, her chosen husband. The pack.

She came out in a circular clearing floodlit by the moon. A smaller, more ragged-edged circle met there, snouts lifted to the pallid globe overhead. She slowed and trotted without fear into their midst. They lowered their tails and made way for her. No snarls, no challenge. Not to an alpha female.

Then he stepped in front of her—huge, deep-chested, steel-gray fur silvered by the moon. The alpha male, her chosen mate. His eyes were yellow and hard as polished topaz. Not warm and yellow like a Texas sun. Not like Cody’s at all.

He moved to claim her. She recoiled.

She awoke to the howling of wolves.

The jolt confused her. At first she wasn’t completely sure where she lay, home in bed or in the middle of a wolf pack. Her body huddled under a blanket, but her mind remained in the forest. Either way, the wolfsong boomed everywhere.

Gradually reality filtered back in. She was naked, but safe in her own home. She was human, with two arms and two legs and no fur and no tail. No surrounding pack. Just another nightmare after all.

Except for the wolves. They’d been singing in the hills around Coopersburg for as long as she could remember. Coopersburg wasn’t a farming community, so no livestock lived in peril, and the wolves never came down into town to threaten people or pets, so no one had ever tried to eradicate them. Even the frequent hikers, campers and backpackers never reported so much as a glimpse of one. If not for the near-nightly songfest, the wolf pack of Coopersburg would be dismissed as just another urban legend.

 When Willy and Beth were little, Mom told them those weren’t wolves at all but werewolves, evil people turned into beasts. If she and her sister weren’t good little girls, Mrs. Alvarez warned, the werewolves would sweep down in the night and snatch them out of their beds. The story hadn’t kept either girl out of the woods growing up, but, Willy reflected, it might account for the dreams that had plagued her since puberty. Thanks a heap, Mom, she thought sourly.

The wolves sounded a bit put out tonight, to judge by the timbre of their song. Something must have their tails in a kink. On impulse, Willy climbed out of bed and padded to the window, tucking the blanket around her. She’d never seen a live wolf and didn’t expect to tonight, but she could still enjoy the chorus.

The little house Willy shared with Beth sat at the end of Coopersburg—the wrong end, according to Mom, but Willy didn’t care. It had everything she’d been looking for: two floors, a roomy kitchen, a dining room/den, two bedrooms, a narrow driveway for the Mustang, proximity to work, and— two years later and she still wouldn’t admit out loud this had been the selling point—the woods practically on their back doorstep. What could she say? Sometimes it seemed to her as if she lived through her nose. She didn’t want big city smells; she wanted grass and earth and pine. After a day poking around a car’s engine block, she needed the olfactory equivalent of a good stiff drink, and she’d known right off this house, with the hills sloping up behind it, would provide that on a daily basis. She even let Beth have the larger front bedroom, in order to give herself this view, and the air from a window that opened on the wild.

She leaned out the window and peered northeast, where the singing came from. In a quiet, low-traffic town like Coopersburg, sound carried easily and far. Especially at this time of night. Willy glanced at the clock on her nightstand: 1:13 a.m. Not so much as a grumble or sigh or creak of the bed from Beth. The girl could sleep through Armageddon, Willy thought enviously.

Suddenly she grinned, a quick flash of strong white teeth. Again seized by impulse, she leaned out further over the sill and sucked in a full, satisfying lungful of sweet night air. Sleep through this one, sis.

Willy sent her howl into the night, aimed at the distant pack. Of course they wouldn’t hear her, but it was still fun. Almost like her dream. Singing with the wolves. She waited, but the songs went on without her. Drifting away, even. She chuckled at her own fancy and howled a good-bye after them.

This time she got a response.

The howl shot up out of the trees just beyond the McIlhenneys’ back fence, where civilization ended and the wild began. A tenor voice, unlike the baritones of the pack. Close enough to put a shiver in her spine. Willy ducked back inside and clutched at her blanket. It’s one thing to sing along with a wolf pack when they’re off in the distance somewhere. It’s a whole other tune when they notice you, and answer.

The voice in the woods called again. Its where are you? was unmistakable. Well … where was the harm? As long as he stayed out there and she stayed in here. Last time she checked, wolves couldn’t break deadbolts, and they didn’t carry ladders around. Bolstered by this knowledge, she returned to the window and replied. Up here, big boy.

For about five minutes they back and forthed, his howls drawing nearer each time. This is so weird.
I can’t believe the neighbors aren’t squawking. I can’t believe Beth’s still asleep. I can’t believe I’m talking to a real live wolf.

Movement, by the McIlhenneys’ fence. Willy leaned over the sill. She had a sudden, surrealistic flash of the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet. I have totally lost it, she decided, and peered at the creature below.

If that was a wolf, she was Scarlett O’Hara. It had the right general shape, the pointed ears and the brushy tail. Other than that, forget it. Too small, too skinny. A coat that looked sandy under the moonlight. She’d anticipated a big, scary brute, with granite-gray fur and a sense of majesty and menace. Somehow reality never measured up to the dream.

But she’d called in a wolf! That had to count for something.

“Hey there,” she said. The wolf swung its muzzle up and spotted her. “Yeah. It’s me. The human person. Bet I’m not what you expected either, huh?”

The “wolf” wagged its tail and yipped, bursting the last of Willy’s illusions. Of course that wasn’t a wolf. She’d lured in somebody’s German shepherd. So much for the romance of the wild. “Sorry, doggie. False alarm.” For both of us. She was struck by how sharply disappointed she felt. “That’s life, I guess. No such thing as a free Milk Bone. You go on home now.”

Doggie didn’t budge. He just stared up at her with his tail whipping the air to shreds. “You wouldn’t like me,” Willy told it. “I play rough.” The dog barked happily, assuring her that didn’t matter. “Oh, yes, it would,” she said, more to herself than the dog this time. “Eventually it would, and then we’d both be sorry. Trust me, doggie, this is for the best.”

She withdrew into her bedroom and shut the window behind her. The dog barked a protest. Willy shivered. They always yipped and frisked around her, until she showed her teeth. She crawled back into bed and wondered how long she’d toss and turn before she fell asleep.

Cody waited, but she didn’t reappear. Finally, tongue out and tail wagging, he trotted back into the woods.



* * * *



Cody got distracted by his efforts to get a big ol’ fat ‘chuck to join him for breakfast, and so missed Willy’s arrival at work. By the time he made it to the garage, tired and footsore and empty-bellied, the Mustang was already parked beside the office. She had to be somewhere around. He picked a nice shady tree to get comfy under and settled in to keep an eye peeled.

Except there wasn’t much to peel for, not with Willy holed up in the bay. Every now and then she’d drive a car in or out. That was pretty much it. As the sun climbed higher, so did Cody’s impatience. He wanted to get through the courtship stage so they could move on to the good stuff. As long as she stayed indoors fixing transmissions, that wasn’t going to happen.

Time to take a more direct approach.

The day wasn’t progressing any better for the object of Cody’s affections. Willy dropped her fifth dipstick of the morning and cursed. The clock had read 3:16 a.m. before she finally dropped off to sleep, then shrieked her awake at six. The lack of rest turned her hands into oven mitts and heightened her already hair-trigger temper. She bent over, very carefully—she’d already hit her head on a bumper once this morning— and retrieved the dipstick. Get it together
before you drop a muffler on your foot. Then you’ll hear howling, you bet.

Yeah, right. Blame the wolves. They’d started this by awakening her with their endless singing and stalking around in her dreams. Wolves were always to blame, from the days of the Big Bad on down to the present. Accusing wolves was a fine time-honored tradition.

She straightened and stretched, from her toes to her tongue, then used that tongue to swear. She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them, scrunched them shut again. Yellow eyes loomed behind her lids. She lifted them and swore again. Still there.

If only the wolves were the actual culprits. Unfortunately, her concentration had been shattered by a two-legged wolf with a Texas twang who wouldn’t get out of her head.

Okay, give him major points for cuteness. The big bullfrog grin, the shaggy mop of sandy hair, that lean, wiry frame. He’d be all supple muscle under his clothes, not an ounce of fat. She rested her hands on the fender of the Chevy she was working on. That’s how his body would feel. Smooth and hard, not cold like metal but warm and restless. And the smell of him! Sun-warmed summer grass. She wanted to lie down and roll in it, blend his scent with her own.

Jeez, girl, will you get a grip? He’s no big deal. Just different. A fresh face in a small town. Something to break the monotony. Every girl in Coopersburg will be panting after him for at least a week. Until the next diversion comes along.

Willy didn’t have time for diversions. She had her hands full with her job, dealing with Beth and her bad behavior, and those itchy full-moon cravings. There, see? It wasn’t Cody at all, not specifically. Just that he was male, and new, and he and his delicious, intoxicating scent had shown up right at the wrong time of the month. Her hormones had taken it from there.

Angrily she shook her head to shake his face away. Everything went but the eyes. Those piercing, bizarre yellow eyes. Something bold and uninhibited lurked in their depths, and held out a hand to invite her inside. It sang to the wildness inside her, the part she fought to keep buried. It made her want to howl. But hell, when she got like this, what didn’t?

Two days. You can stand it for another two days. Which, at this rate, would go down as the longest two days in history.

She yanked her hands off the fender and slapped them against her thighs, to knock off the dirt and any other lingering tactile sensations. In the process she dropped the dipstick again. “Crap,” she announced, and bent over.

In this position, peering upside-down between her spread legs with her jeans-clad butt in the air, she spotted the dog.

If this wasn’t the same dog that had followed her howls out of the woods last night, then there’d been twins in the litter. Long tawny legs, tall ears, brush of a tail, muzzle sharp as a Bowie knife. It sat on its haunches just beyond the bay door, with its tongue hanging out and its topaz eyes fixed on hers. No way it could have followed her from home. How had it ended up here?

She straightened too quickly and tagged her head on the Chevy’s bumper. She spat out a word a lot stronger than “crap.” The dog hopped up with an anxious whine. “I’m okay,” she told it. She rubbed her forehead. No blood. Thank Heaven for small favors. “I’m just having the mother of all bad days. And how did you get here? How did you find me?”

Reassured she wasn’t hurt, the dog yipped softly and wagged its tail. Willy felt a smile tug at her lips. She’d always liked dogs, in an indulgent, patronizing sort of way. Okay to pet, but not in her league. Oh jeez, where had that thought come from? The full moon couldn’t wane fast enough.

No need to take all this out on some poor, defenseless stray, however. She hunkered down and snapped her fingers. “C’mere, boy. Who’s a good boy?”

The dog practically flew across the garage and into her arms. Willy went over backwards onto her rump, narrowly missing the bumper. The dog took advantage and straddled her. It slopped its rough tongue across her cheeks and nose. She couldn’t keep from laughing, even as she tried to fend it off. “You’re a bit too friendly, Fido. Don’t they treat you right at home?” She caught the dog carefully by its ruff.  “Let’s see where that is.”

The dog allowed her fingers to probe the fur around its neck. No collar, no license. “Another wanderer in off the street,” Willy murmured. “This must be the week for you guys. You even look like him.”

Damned if he didn’t. Sandy hair, lean build, sharp nose. Brash and grinning. A scent like prairie grass in sunshine. The dog cocked its head and peered at her with yellow eyes that all of a sudden looked eerily familiar.

No. Come on. Those crazy full-moon notions were spiraling way out of hand.

“Willy? You all right? I thought I heard you—” Tony Koslinski stuck his badly-toupeed head in from the office. He and the dog spotted each other simultaneously. Both yelped. Koslinski’s had words in it. “The hell!” He snatched up a wrench and flung it at the dog, which dodged expertly. “Get!” Koslinski roared. “Get out of here!”

The dog got, at top speed. Willy scrambled up. “What are you doing? It’s just a stray dog. A bit pushy, maybe, but–”

“The hell that’s a dog. That’s a coyote.”

“A what?” She hurried to the bay door, but the dog, or whatever it was, had disappeared. “No, it was a dog. It came right up to me.”

“I’ll just bet it did,” Koslinski growled. He crossed the bay and retrieved the wrench. “I know coyotes when I see ‘em. We had ‘em all over, back where I come from.” He glared at the line of houses strung along the road. “Ballsy thing. Bet they been feeding it. Pretty soon it goes into your yard and eats your cat. Then it goes after your kids.” He whirled on Willy in sudden alarm. “It didn’t bite you, did it?”

“Not bite, no.” Willy forearmed slobber off her cheek. “It just got frisky with me.” Like a certain Texas stranger she could name.

“Probably thought you had food. You see it around again, you tell me. Wild animal loses its fear of people, there’s only one thing you can do.” He whapped the wrench against his meaty palm. “Otherwise they spread rabies and God knows what else. You better wash up. Plenty of soap and hot water. Jesus, right in the garage. Balls to spare.” He stalked back into his office.

That struck Willy as sound advice. The washing-up part, anyway. The dog’s tongue had left her face sticky. She slid along the side of the building to the ladies’ room, and kept a wary eye on the woods. Assuming Tony was right, and it hadn’t been a dog after all.

She ducked into the closet-sized restroom and locked the door. A coyote. A wild animal.

She had called it to her. Called it out of the woods.

The water took its time warming up, so she splashed cold handfuls on her face before loading her palms with soap. One thing she was certain of: that hadn’t been an attack. The coyote hadn’t been looking for food, and it didn’t have rabies, and it hadn’t tried to bite her. No, the damned thing jumped in her lap and started kissing her. Definitely not the actions of a rabid or dangerous beast. More like—she couldn’t stop a giggle—a lovestruck puppy.

“Hear that, Texas boy?” she said to the reflection in the flyspecked mirror. “You’ve got competition.”

Calmer now, Willy rinsed her face. Nothing to worry about from either of them. Except for that couple of seconds when Andy had come at her. Cody had got between them, and there’d been nothing harmless or easygoing in his eyes when he’d told Andy to hit the road. For those few seconds he’d shown off his dangerous side. And the feral female inside her sat up and took notice.

Ridiculous. I’m a human being, not a bitch in heat. “Alpha male” is just a prettified synonym for “inconsiderate jerk.”

She reached for the dispenser on the wall. And discovered they were out of paper towels.

She marched back to the bay with her back to the woods and her face dripping wet and a growl far down in her larynx. If she saw that damned coyote again, she’d wipe up the floor with it. Right after she wiped her face.



* * * *



After the big stupid ape with the wrench wrecked his impromptu seduction, Cody headed back to where he’d left his duffel. There he shifted shape and dressed. He hadn’t given up on a direct assault. Just with that wrench-toting monkey playing chaperone, his efforts would have to take—he wriggled his fingers and chuckled—a different form.

Willy found a rag that wasn’t too greasy and was patting her face dry when she heard a cheerful whistling outside. Of course he’d show up here, right now. Right when she probably had lube oil all over her cheeks. Maybe it would hide the redness she knew that burst of heat must be causing.

He paused in the doorway to look at her, and his resemblance to the coyote struck her anew. If he ran out his tongue, they’d be twins. The thought made her smile in spite of herself. “Mr. Gray. Good morning.”

“Closer to afternoon by now. And every time you say ‘Mr. Gray’ I look around for my daddy. It’s Cody. Or I’ll go back to calling you ma’am.”

“Mr. Gray.” She strolled over to him, but not too close. She didn’t want to catch his scent again. With the emotional tsunamis she’d been surfing since yesterday, that could only lead to trouble. “You found a place to stay?”

“I’m settled in temporarily. Whether I stick around will depend on a lot of things. You know you got grease on your chin?”

She was certain she’d stopped beyond his reach. He just seemed to glide forward. Suddenly she had him practically in her lap, just like the coyote. His hand caught her chin, and his thumb tenderly rubbed out the smudge. Too late, it occurred to her to slap his hand away. But he’d already let her go and stepped back, wiping his hand on his jeans.

“One of those things,” he went on, “is if you’ll go to lunch with me. A town this nice must have a classy restaurant in it somewhere.”

“I’m not—” she started, and then his odor hit her. The prairie-grass fragrance had acquired an overlay of warm earth, pine and sweat. And, good God, could that be blood? It made her stomach growl, and her throat want to echo it. She backed away. “You’re not taking me anywhere, smelling like that. What did you do last night, sleep in the woods?”

“Well, as a matter of fact—”

Dear Lord. She thinned her eyes at him. “You don’t have any money, do you?”

“Uh…” Chaos take it, he’d forgotten about money. After weeks of running free, sleeping outdoors and killing his own meals, money had lost its importance. But the apes set store by it, and this wolf-gal thought like an ape. “I’ve got a credit card, and enough cash to get by. I can catch a shower at a truck stop.”

Willy sighed. A deadbeat drifter. Boy, could she pick ‘em or what? “Tell you what. I still owe you for last night. You can shower at my place and I’ll make us lunch.”

Cody brightened. “And after?”

Her teeth showed. “After, Mr. Gray, I’ll help you get a motel room. Then we’re quits. Gratitude only goes so far. Are we clear?”

That’s what her voice said. His nose picked up her real message loud and strong. He was careful not to smile, but it wasn’t easy. “As crystal, darlin’.”

“Good. And don’t call me darlin’.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Willy swallowed a growl. I regret this already. Especially when she brushed past him, and caught that hint of blood again. It stirred her own in a way that scared her. Two more days, she reminded herself, and hurried to the office door. “Tony? I’m going to lunch. I’ll be back in about an hour.” She heard Cody’s snort and chose to ignore it. “Mr. Richards’ car needs a new timing belt, and Mrs. Dean’s needs an oil change. That’s about it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Koslinski’s distracted agreement came from the depths of the office. Cody followed Willy to her car. “I surely do appreciate this.”

“Just don’t get used to it. We’re not a charity. One shower, one meal, one motel room—for just you—and that’s it. Got it?”

Cody nodded absently. That was one fine view of her backside. What would her other tail look like? “Got it?” Willy snapped.

“Oh, sure. Whatever you say, ma’am.”

He chuckled at her snarl and climbed into the Mustang’s passenger seat while Willy slid in behind the wheel. “I can’t believe you really slept in the woods,” she said. “Do you know there are wolves out there?”

She didn’t understand why he found that so amusing. “So I’ve heard.”



* * * *



Willy had a girly house, lace and pinks and pastel blues and plants all over the place. Neat as a pin, which Cody found a pleasant relief. Seemed funny to walk through a front door and not trip over something, or find clothing draped on the furniture, or smell whatever mess Ewan and Donald had left in the kitchen in the wake of one of their cookoffs. Since Thad and his new wife Holly moved out, the Gray household had lacked a woman’s touch.

He was happiest to note a lack of evidence regarding male occupancy. No shed hairs or clothes or scent-tags. A tinge of male ape wafted up from the couch, tangled up with the sister’s. Recent vintage, too, like about five minutes ago. That jived with the sharp clap of a door falling shut out back. Willy sniffed in the couch’s direction, and her face got dark as a thunderhead.

Beth came in from the back of the house. Her color was high, along with her voice. “Willy? I thought I heard the car. What are you doing home?” Her gaze hopped to Cody, and her lips grew a smirk. “Oh. I see.”

“No, you don’t. I invited Mr. Gray to lunch to thank him for his help last night.”

“Since when do you come home for lunch?”

“Since when do you? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“Day off.” Her smirk expanded. “What kind of ‘lunch’ are we talking about?”

“The kind you help your big sister prepare.” She swept up to Beth before the blonde could retreat. “And later,” she added under her breath, “we’ll discuss who you had in here, and why he won’t be coming back.” She gave Beth a shove toward the kitchen. “Don’t you even think of ducking out.” To Cody: “Bathroom’s up the stairs, end of the hall. I know we’ve got guest towels around here somewhere.”

“No need to put yourself out.”

“It’s no bother, believe me. No offense, but you really need a bath. Are you hungry?”

“Well, I did miss breakfast.”

Stupid question. Of course he was hungry. Good God, he’d slept in the forest. And he was a guy, after all.

She led him upstairs to the bathroom, with a brief stop at the linen closet. Praise be, one big bath towel left. She and Beth needed to have a serious chat over who did laundry and how often.

A tinkle of glass and a curse from downstairs. “Beth, setting the table,” Willy informed him. “There’s soap in there. Here’s a washcloth. Your clothes…” She could only shake her head. “We’ll find a motel with a laundry service. Barring further disaster, lunch should be ready in about twenty minutes.”

“Thanks.” He winked. “You could duck in here with me, y’know.”

“Don’t push your luck.” Damn the man. He snickered at the most annoying things. She slammed the bathroom door on him and hurried down the stairs, just a bit more quickly than she needed to.



* * * *



Ah! Hot running water. Another luxury that’d slipped his mind while he’d been on the road. Sing the praises of pure mountain streams all you wanted, they were damned chilly to jump in first thing in the morning. It wasn’t a well-known fact of were lore, but the coyote breed had been the first to adopt indoor plumbing.

Too bad he hadn’t brought along his own soap. All he found in the bathroom was girly scented stuff. He was going to smell like a nancy boy until he could slip away for a good roll. But look on the bright side, he had a lovely lady fixing a meal for him while he indulged in a shower. Did life get any better?

Sure it did. Naturally he snuck a peek in Willy’s bedroom the second she left him alone. Just a glimpse and a sniff from the doorway for reassurance, and he liked what he smelled and saw. The rumpled sheets with only her scent on them. The window that faced the woods. No boots under her bed. The sister might want to line her den, but Willy was a lone wolf, and wolves are never happy as loners. They needed a mate and a pack. Well, a little effort on his part and cooperation on hers ought to solve both their problems just fine.

First order of business after the wedding: ditch this femmy shower curtain. Violets and birdies? Chaos save him.

He’d shut off the water and was about to step out when he heard the bathroom door creak stealthily open. Not Willy. Barely twenty-four hours and already he knew the sound and scent of her. That wasn’t her footfall trying so hard not to be heard on the throw rug. Must be the ape one, Beth, and sounding up to no good.

He grabbed a fold of the uber-girly shower curtain and held it before his nether half. “Where I come from, it’s considered polite to knock before entering.”

“We’re not where you come from,” Beth said. She had a smile sweet as honey dripping off a grizzly’s muzzle, and the grizzly’s eyes to boot. “It’s my house. I can do what I want here.”

“Even bust in on a guest?”

“You’re not my guest. Though you could be if you want.” She oozed a step closer. If her stare got any more intense, the birdies might catch fire. “So, you’re from Texas. Where’s your hat, cowboy?”

“Lost it in Nevada. You want to hand me that towel?”

She purred like a panther. “Maybe. What’s in it for me?”

A good swift cuff, if she’d been his pup. Damned apes, in heat 24/7. She didn’t even smell appealing. He peered beyond her head at the open doorway. “Hey, Willy. I didn’t hear you come up.”

Beth whirled, with a well-practiced gasp. She faced an empty hall. The moment she turned, Cody, coyote-quick, leaned out and snatched the towel off the rack. He secured it around his middle and stepped out of the shower. He beamed at her, all innocence. “Oops. Guess I was wrong.”

If looks could kill—well, he would’ve been dead already a dozen times over long before this snip of an ape-gal leveled her double-barreled glare at him. It didn’t last long before a smirk wiped it clean. “Let’s see what she says about this,” she said, and scooped up the clothes he’d left in a heap on the toilet seat. She darted into the hall with it.

And ran smack into Willy, who’d padded in silence up the stairs. Big sis took it all in at a glance and hit the nail full on the head. “Oh, you’ve offered to wash Mr. Gray’s laundry. Aren’t you the helpful one?”  She gathered the clothes out of Beth’s unresisting arms with a big cheery smile. At least, it might’ve looked cheery and somewhat like a smile to a human. Cody knew better. And, he suspected, so did Beth. “I’ll take care of it. You get downstairs and—”

Beth didn’t wait for the rest of the order. She snarled at Willy before she shoved past her and pelted down the stairs. The front door slammed open, then shut.

Willy’s sigh carried a touch of a growl in it. “One of these days, I swear… Mr. Gray, I am so sorry—”

Maybe she shouldn’t have looked full at him after she started the sentence. No way she could finish it now. Not with all that prime, dripping man-flesh on display before her.

There was definitely much to be said in favor of long and lean. As she’d fantasized, he was all wiry muscle with no visible fat, everything right where it should be and just enough of it to smoke. She hadn’t imagined the thin brush of sandy hair in the middle of his chest, just begging to be stroked, but she found it fascinating. Almost as fascinating as the position of his towel. Below it legs long and muscled like a Thoroughbred’s enticed her to test their strength.

And the smell of him! He’d got the grime of the road off and left just him behind. Unadulterated Cody wormed its way up her nose, bypassed her brain and flew straight to her libido. Somehow that slender, delectable body had transformed the floral scent of her soap into something supremely masculine, something uniquely him. Prairie flowers, she realized, the open range in spring. His scent triggered weird visions of running naked in moonlight, and lots and lots of panting.

Her mouth filled up with saliva. Good God, she realized, she was actually drooling.

“Sorry about what?” Cody said.

Sorry? Had she been sorry about something? Staring at him, she couldn’t imagine what. Oh, wait. Beth. “Beth. My sister. She’s…she was…”

Acting on the same impulses you’re experiencing right now. Notice how you’re staring at that towel. We can get that out of the way in a hurry. One quick tug—oh crap. Willy forced her eyes away. Knowing she couldn’t stop the blush only made her face heat all the redder.

Cody saw Willy’s nostrils working and watched her skin take on a nice dark shade of brick. Clear enough what she had going through her head and her nose, as well as the rest of her. More wolf than gal, this one, but totally ignorant of the animal inside her.

It wasn’t in him to torment the innocent, especially a lady. He hitched his towel a little higher, and spoke the words he’d never thought he’d say to a willing woman. “Can I have my clothes back now?”

“What? Oh. Yes, of course.” She thrust the bundle into his arms. Happily, that obscured her view of his wet, near-naked body. If only she could stop his scent.

Scents. Charred odors. “Oh Lord. The stove.” She whirled and bolted down the stairs.

Good strategic retreat, Cody decided. So how’d an ape end up with wolf blood, and why had her pack let her run lone for so long? Wolves had faults a’plenty, but they didn’t abandon their pups, not even the mongrels. That led to unbalance and suffering, like Willy was suffering now.

He growled low down in his throat. Slow and easy went against coyote nature, but he’d need to take baby steps with Willy to undo the damage her pack’s negligence had caused. “You’re better off with a coyote,” he told the cloud of her scent that still lingered in the air. “You don’t know how lucky you are. But you’re about to find out.” He stepped back into the bathroom to get dressed, and work out a new plan of attack.



* * * *



The enticing odors of spices and hamburger led him straight to the kitchen. She’d fixed Sloppy Joes, heavy on the sloppy. The table’d been set, the sandwiches dished up. Willy was pouring cola for them when he entered. “Dig in,” she invited. “I think I overdid it.”

After days of chasing small game that too often ran faster than he did, the thought of a woman-cooked meal hit several spots at once. Cody had to fight to keep from licking his chops right in front of her. “Smells mighty good.”

“Thanks. I thought about making barbecue—”

“Only nothing beats Texas barbecue.” He held out a chair and seated her before pulling out a seat for himself. Though eternally hungry, he didn’t touch his meal until after Willy’d begun hers. He noted her surprise. Probably never had a man treat her proper. With a wolf, courtesy goes a far piece.

Of course, after his initial bite, the sandwich didn’t last long. Willy watched him all but inhale it, so quickly it practically disappeared                                     between blinks. When had he eaten last? No wonder he was skinny. “You want another? There’s plenty left.”

“Love it. No, you stay put.” He got up and went to the stove. “How about you?”

“I’m fine.” She forced herself to take her time with her own Sloppy Joe. She had a sudden, insatiable craving for hot, red meat, the spicier the better. She wanted to cram the whole thing into her mouth and swallow it at a gulp. But not, Mom’s rigorous early training cautioned her, in front of company. So she took demure, socially acceptable bites, silently cursed out her mother, and let the mouthfuls of burger and bread drive regret back down her throat.

Cody returned to the table with a pile of meat and sauce on his plate. No bun, she noted. Saving more room for the good stuff. She gazed at the meat longingly. Cody spotted her look and promptly forked half his bounty onto her plate. “Here. No lady goes hungry while a Gray’s in the room. I didn’t know fixing cars took so much out of a person.”

“I skipped breakfast, too.” The hot meat cried out to her senses. To hell with demure. She grabbed her own fork and dug in. Cody cheerfully followed suit. Conversation ended for a time.

With only a few bites remaining, a whole new problem arose. Willy stared down at her plate, smeared with Sloppy Joe sauce and crumbs of cooked burger, and desperately wanted to lick it. Not even pick it up her hands. Just lean over and run her tongue in long, thorough laps over the china until she’d captured every speck. She did that all the time, when Beth wasn’t looking. But with Cody here…

She glanced over at Cody and discovered him gazing at his own plate with identical longing in his eyes. He flicked a surreptitious glance at her. Their eyes met. Perfect understanding passed between them. Both started laughing. “I’ll take that as a compliment to my cooking,” Willy said.

“Darlin’, that was the best meal I’ve had in a while. Maybe better than Texas barbecue. Don’t get all big-headed, now. I said maybe.” He got up and collected their plates. “Better remove temptation before Emily Post comes pounding on the door.”

“My, aren’t you polite?”

“I’m the way my mama raised me.” More or less. At the sink he snuck a peek back over his shoulder. Willy sipped her cola, eyes closed. Cody gave his plate a quick sweep with his tongue before he ran the dishes through the tap and laid them in the sink. He ambled back to the table, innocent as a pup. “This home’s all yours?”

“I paid for it. Beth pitches in with the bills. Beth…sometimes she just…” Willy shook her head. “I am really, really sorry about that stunt upstairs. I don’t care what anybody says, the girl needs a serious spanking.”

 “She’s a young gal feeling her oats. She’ll settle down.”

“She’d better. A few pranks now and then I can put up with, but…” She drowned her building growl under a gulp of soda. “I don’t know what happened. We were fine our whole lives, up until last year. Maybe it’s a sister thing.”

No, Cody figured, it was a power thing. Two alpha females fighting for dominance, with the younger too scared to come at her sister head-on. Ape blood, wolf blood, neither made a difference when the instincts ran that deep. “More like a family thing,” he said carefully. “I grew up with six brothers. We were always tussling over who’d be top dog. Me being the runt of the litter, I didn’t do so well. Comes a time when a man has to strike out on his own, make his own way in the world. A woman, too, I’d imagine. Maybe your sister needs her own space.”

“Maybe,” Willy admitted. “But she’s still so young, and impulsive, and really thoughtless a lot of the time, and her job doesn’t pay all that well, and…”

And you don’t want to give up your pack, Cody thought. Typical alpha. Gotta ride herd over the world. “These things tend to work themselves out. So it’s just the two of you, huh?”

“Is that your subtle way of asking if there’s a man in the picture?”

“And here I thought I was being so cagey. But since you brought it up...” 

“No, and I’m not looking for one. And neither is Beth.” She wasn’t quite showing her teeth. “Maybe we’d better move on to step two, and find you a place to stay.”

“That won’t be necessary. You want to recommend a good motel, I’d appreciate it. But you can keep your charity. I told you I got a credit card, and plenty of money set by.”

She lifted a brow over his unclipped hair, his road-worn clothes. “So what am I doing, wandering around, looking like a bum?” he said before she could voice the question. “Adventure. The lure of the open road.” And the freedom to shift as the urge took him, and run and hunt and explore all the fascinating scents he encountered along the way. Hers, for instance. “C’mon, if I’d brought my car, I’d’ve driven right on by your garage and who knows where you’d be right now.”

Okay, she’d concede that one. “What do you do for a living?”

“My brothers and me, we run a game farm. We got maybe forty head of bison, elk, deer, llamas, goats all over creation. Y’know there are people out there who swear by goat milk? Takes all kinds, I guess. Then a couple of us have sidelines. Two of my brothers run a catering business. Me, I’m a sucker for a hot poker game.”

Her nose wrinkled. “So you’re a gambler.”

“I wouldn’t call it gambling.” Not when you had a nose keen enough to literally sniff out a bluff. “More like a lucrative hobby. The point is, I’m not hurting for money. I don’t need to beg off any man or woman. Don’t let the good looks fool you.” Her nose-wrinkling got more pronounced. “Now it’s time for me to return the favor. Soon’s I get some clothes that don’t have three-four states worth of dirt on ‘em, I’d like to take you to dinner.”

“That isn’t necessary, Mr.—”

“Cody.”

Those yellow eyes impaled her and wouldn’t let her go. He must be a rotten poker player, with his intentions that obvious. A scarily huge part of her suddenly wanted to show him the error of his presumption. Drag him down to the floor and let the beast run loose, or at least frolic for awhile. See if he still felt like grinning when her full-moon self was through with him.

She fought back a shudder. She ought to say no. Spare them both the inevitable tragedy. But she couldn’t avoid that grin, and those eyes, and especially his scent. She could gulp Sloppy Joes for a week and it wouldn’t fill her up the way he did.

She sighed, resigned. “You’ll just keep showing up and bugging me until I say yes, won’t you?”

“Darlin’, you can read me like a book.”

“All right, dinner it is. But I choose the restaurant.”

“Fine by me, long as it’s a steakhouse.”

She blinked. Could he read minds? The Sloppy Joes clearly hadn’t satisfied her. She’d just been fantasizing about sinking her teeth into a nice juicy Texan…steak. A juicy Texas steak. “There’s a place in town called Cactus Pete’s. They’re aimed at the beer and burger crowd, but you can get a good rib eye there.”

“Then I’ll pick you up at… What time you get off work?”

“You can pick me up here at seven-thirty.” Good God, what had she just agreed to? A date with a man she’d known less than a day, at a time when her emotions ran like a revved-up engine. But he was new to Coopersburg, and cute. And the cravings this time brought on her included a fierce need for companionship. Why that always hit hardest during full moon fever she didn’t understand, since she didn’t mind solitude the rest of the month. For three days she had to have others around her—Beth, Tony, even an exasperating stranger. Especially the stranger, who smelled so wonderfully right.

Dinner should be safe enough. Just go easy on the beer. Better yet, no beer at all. She didn’t need a violent mood swing into desire with a cute honey of a ready and willing male, and alcohol in her system. Why, they could end up naked in the woods and—

“You okay, darlin’?”

She snapped back to the kitchen table. “I’m fine.”

“You look a little funny. You were panting.”

“I wasn’t.” Was she? “Too much spice in the burger.” Deliberately she downed the remainder of her soda. She set the empty glass aside, and only then noticed the clock. She yelped. “Omigod, I have to get back to work. I can give you a lift to Motel Row, but it’ll have to be quick.”

“This burg’s big enough for a Motel Row?”

“Just barely. We’ve got three budget places on Main Street. We’re too far from the highway for anything better.” She leaped up and grabbed his hand. “But we have to go right now.”

He let her hang onto his hand all the way to the car. She grabbed hold of him like a leg trap, her palm clammy, her skin hot as sin. Poor gal had it bad, and her ape blood wasn’t going to save her. Criminal that her pack should just shut her out like this without a word of warning. This would take most delicate handling, if he didn’t want to get ripped to pieces along with her in the explosion.

She dropped him off in the town square and pointed out the alleged best of Coopersburg’s three motels. He barely had a chance to say adios before she sped off. Cody watched the Mustang’s trunk recede. “See you at dinner,” he said to the street.



* * * *



Crap and a half. Running late. All because Mrs. Dumont couldn’t remember when to put oil in her car. Willy rushed through a shower, cursed her hair, and only hit the essentials with makeup. Slow down, dammit. It’s just dinner with some guy. It’s not like he matters or anything.

“You going to hog the bathroom all night?” Beth demanded from the hall. “Maybe other people have dates they need to get ready for.”

“It’s not a date.”

“No? Let’s see.” She ticked off the points on her fingers. “The cowboy asked you out. You said yes. You’re going to dinner at a restaurant. You used my blow dryer and the curling iron. That better not be my lipstick.”

“Just because he’s from Texas doesn’t make him a cowboy.”

“Of course not. He’s a rich Texas oilman who likes to dress like a farmer and hitchhike all over the country. Prime guy material, sis.”

“It’s not about that at all.” She tugged at her blouse, her favorite, the ivory scoop neck that went so beautifully with her tightest black slacks. “I’m just saying thank you for—”

“Still? I thought that’s what lunch was about.” Her eyes got sly. “You sure there’s not something more going on? C’mon, tell.”

“Nothing’s going on. He plays poker for a living, for God’s sake.”

“Wow, better and better. You can’t let this one get away. I guess I shouldn’t bother to wait up?”

She raked her hand hopelessly through her hair “We’re just going to dinner.”

“Suuuuure. And after you’ll go down to the playground and sit on the swings and hold hands. I saw the way he looked at you, and the way you looked back.” She waited until Willy had a mouthful of mouthwash before she added, “If he was a bone, you’d be chewing on him. Or will that be later on?”

Willy choked. By the time she spit and turned to the attack, a laughing Beth had danced out of range. “You’re sick and your lipstick’s an ugly color, you—”

The doorbell chimed, and Willy panicked. He couldn’t be here already! Dammit where had she left her watch? There, on the back of the toilet. She snatched it up. Seven thirty-six. Late, was he? Well, he could wait, then. Serve him right.

Except Beth was already galloping down the stairs. Her voice rang with glee. “I’ll get it.”

“You will not! Leave him alone. I’ll—”

Too late. She heard the front door swing open. “Hey, cowboy. You look spiffy. Willy’ll be down in about an hour. Have a seat on the couch.”

No. She wasn’t going to charge down the stairs and rip her sister’s throat out. She would descend the stairs slowly, with dignity, and smile and greet her guest with grace and calm and not even look at Beth. So there.

Such was the plan, and it worked perfectly until she reached the foot of the stairs, and spotted Cody.

The ragged stranger not-so-fresh off the road had vanished. He’d bought new clothes, still casual but clean and pressed, that enhanced much of the body underneath and hinted at the rest. He’d trimmed and semi-tamed his hair. The sandy stubble had been replaced by a smooth-shaven lovely face with its come-hither grin intact. As far as she could tell, he hadn’t used cologne. That mouth-watering aroma belonged to him alone. Hunger that had little to do with dinner flooded her belly, and beyond.

One part of her plan remained intact. She didn’t so much as glance at Beth.

Don’t just stand there like an idiot. Say something. She swallowed and blurted, “You’re late.”

Cody shrugged. “No woman born has ever been ready on time. Figured I had leeway.” His eyes swept her from head to toe. “Time well spent, I see. You ready?”

Cautious, she asked, “For what?”

He chuckled. “Dinner, for starters. Anything after that, well, we’ll have to wait and see.”

Beth headed up the stairs. “Guess it’s me and the TV tonight,” she said brightly. Willy hardly noticed.

“I suppose I’m driving,” Willy said as they stepped outside. “Unless you rented a—”

A stretch limo sat at the curb. Its uniformed driver stood by the door and nodded to her. The rest of Willy’s comment shriveled on her tongue. Finally she managed, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“What’s the problem, darlin’? Wrong color?”

“No, but…to go to a steakhouse? You don’t have to try to impress me.”

“I wasn’t trying. Every lady deserves to be treated like a class act. Told you I had money set by.” He waved off the driver and held the door open for Willy himself. She climbed in. Real leather, plush upholstery, roomy enough to stretch her long legs. Which she did, gratefully. Cody clambered in beside her, and the driver pulled away from the curb.

How wonderful to be off one’s feet after nine hours hunched over an engine block. “Okay,” Willy admitted on a sigh, “you win. I’m impressed.”

“We Grays treat our women right. You might want to remember that for when I ask you to marry me.”

“I knew there was a catch. Let’s redefine our boundaries, shall we? I agreed to have dinner with you, but that’s as far as it goes. I’m not looking for a relationship, casual or otherwise. Certainly not marriage. Not at this point.”

“But some time in the future, right?”

“Look. I don’t know what time warp Texas is living in these days, but here in the twenty-first century, not every woman is looking to snare a husband. A lot of us are happy with our lives the way they are.”

Or at least resigned to them, she thought, and the three days every month when she turned aggressive and practically bloodthirsty. Cody seemed like a nice enough sort, when he wasn’t exasperating and pushy. If she could just keep the animal under wraps, maybe they could still part as friends. “If you’re so eager to find a wife, look around. There are plenty of young women in Coopersburg who’d be happy to rope themselves a fellow of obvious means. You shouldn’t have any trouble.”

“Don’t need to look. I’ve got the one I want.”

He slid his arm around her shoulders, slick as oil. Just as smoothly, Willy slid away. Cody only chuckled. “Why me?” Willy said.

“Truth? Because you smell right.”

She stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

“You know what I’m talking about. The nose always knows.” He tapped his own narrow snout with a cryptic grin, as if it held all the answers. As if it had already told him what his prairie-grass odor did to her. “In my family, the first thing we check out is a lady’s scent. Well,” he conceded, his appreciative gaze traveling up and down the length of her outstretched legs, “maybe not the first thing. But it’s up there in the top three. The minute you hit my nose, I knew you were the gal for me.”

Lucky guess. He couldn’t possibly know. She strove to stay casual. “Got a thing for grease monkeys, do you?”

“Monkeys, no. Women who can resurrect a Mustang that sweet… Forget dinner, let’s go find us a justice of the peace. We can have dinner after.”

She retreated another inch. “You don’t know a thing about me.”

“I know all I need to know.”

He’d backed her up against the door. Nowhere left to run. She felt herself bristling. “No, you don’t. You caught me in a good mood. I have to warn you, there are times I’m not so nice.”

“Really? Lemme take a guess. The blood runs hot when the moon runs full. Makes you just want to race through the woods and sing the stars down out of the sky.” He leaned in another smidgen. “Am I close?”

Her blood wasn’t running anywhere near hot any more. “Not even,” she said, more shakily than she wanted to. “That is so—”

His scent smacked her hard. Too close. So tempting. His lips brushed her neck like a whispered endearment. The tip of his tongue flicked out and stole a taste. She shivered. His nuzzling sparked an instinct to conquer, to dominate. Show this audacious male exactly who was in charge.

Give in, the beast inside her demanded. You know you want him. Take what he offers. It’s yours by right. Then shred him for his presumption. Also your right.

No. She had no rights to anything. Not after what she’d almost done the last time.

She growled a warning. Even she couldn’t mistake the sound she made for anything else. To her surprise he didn’t stare at her, or show any sign of revulsion. He did back off, and lounged against the seat relaxed as you please, and gazed back at her with a knowing glint in those big yellow eyes. She turned her face to the window and her nose away from the smell of him. “Maybe we should just forget about this.”

“And maybe you’ll feel better with a nice hot dinner in your belly. Couldn’t hurt anything, could it?”

It could get you killed, she started to say, then spotted the yellow and green neons of Cactus Pete’s. The limo swung into the parking lot, and Willy slumped in the corner. It would be unspeakably rude to cancel everything now. And he had backed off. And she was hungry.

Once inside, the smell of meat changed her mind. They were given a table near the kitchen, and its blast of tantalizing smells. The packed dining room sated her need for company, and Cody was funny and charming. Even the crowd seemed less rowdy than usual. This time of night it skewed more toward families, with the annoying guys who usually hit on her confined to the bar in the next room. Somewhat reassured, Willy finally started to relax.

Cody couldn’t relax. There was a wolf in here.

Not anywhere near their table, thank Chaos. Right after they’d ordered, Willy’d got up to powder her nose, and Cody’d taken advantage of the break to visit the little coyotes’ room. The second he pushed open the door the rank stench of he-wolf hit him like a punch to the gut. Reek that strong, had to be at least two, maybe more. Wolves couldn’t even take a piss without the pack around.

Curse him for a careless pup! They’d come for him, no question. Here to scope out that stranger who’d dared to sing in their territory. Think first and act later, Daddy always taught them, only Cody’d never got the hang of it. Now he’d dug himself a hole for sure, and dragged Willy into it with him. The wolves would clean forget about him the second they caught a whiff of her

He couldn’t spot the wolves by sight and the scent petered out away from the restrooms, so he circled cautiously back to their table. Willy’d already returned. She watched him out of puzzled eyes “Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Y’know, darlin’, maybe you were right. Maybe we ought’a postpone dinner, or at least try somewhere else. This place looks plenty jammed—“

“You should see it on Saturday. Anyway, we’re here now, and I could really go for a steak. I’m sorry about how I acted in the car. I get these mood swings…”

If this room had a wolf prowling around in it, you wouldn’t know it by her. Maybe they’d left already. Cody took his seat and smiled and tried not to let on how fretty he was. “Then here we stay. Now tell me the tale of how you saved that Mustang from certain death.”

They chatted until their food arrived. Cody split his attention between his thick t-bone, the ebb and flow of chow hounds in the dining room, and Willy. She tore into her steak like a starving wolf, with little muffled whimpers of joy. She had a beer but barely touched it. She seemed far more interested in the meaty juices running the width of her plate. She even ignored him for minutes at a stretch, and he’d’ve figured that for impossible.

Wolf for sure. A wolf who’d never shifted. By now he was certain of that. Not good. You didn’t answer the blood, it’d boil over on you. If she couldn’t get a handle on her wolf side quick, she’d fly full-on into disaster.

And speaking of disaster…

There. Two of them, slouched at the counter by the Orders To Go sign. To ape eyes they’d look like a couple of brothers in their early thirties, with stocky builds, shaggy hair, rugged features and identical sharp noses. But their movements gave them away, at least to a nervous coyote. It showed in their preternatural alertness, their total awareness of their surroundings, the deliberate way they moved. They knew where a hungry shifter with a hankering for cooked meat would go. One studied the dining room with lupine intensity, while the other eyed the entrance to the bar.

Stay put, Cody told himself. If he moved they’d zero in on him. Then they’d scent Willy, and that’d be that.

Willy had her back to them. What with all the fried, charbroiled, and simian odors in here, she probably couldn’t even smell the perfume she’d dabbed on, let alone two wolves. Her movements were just ape enough to mask her from their eyes. C’mon, you suckers, leave.

She noticed the sudden tightness of his mouth and eyes. Her chewing slowed. “Whupht’s wrng?”

“Nothing, darlin’. I was just—”

A waiter came up to the counter, bearing a big Styrofoam box. He handed it over to one of the wolves. The wolf dug a bill out of his pocket and threw it on the counter without looking at the ape. The two gave the room one final smell-over, wrinkled their noses, pulled back their lips in silent growls and hurried out of the restaurant.

Cody swallowed his sigh of relief. “Just thinking how fine a big slice of lemon meringue would go down right now. You interested?”

Willy nodded eagerly, with her mouth still stuffed with steak. She rarely had room for dessert, but tonight she felt as if she couldn’t get enough. Of anything. Cody kept looking hotter by the second, and she hadn’t even drunk half her beer. Had she really gone so long without a date? Her last had been…urm…um…jeez, it had been awhile.

Long enough, apparently, for a dusty, poker playing wanderer to appeal to her. But he was nice, and funny, and cute, and not a deadbeat, and halfway decent when he cleaned up, and he…he…

…smelled right.

So did the pie when it arrived. She dug in gratefully. Think of the pie, she told herself, and nothing but the pie. By all means do not dwell on that other activity she also hadn’t done in a while.

Cody picked up the check and wouldn’t hear any argument. Willy asserted her independence by taking care of the tip. Cody didn’t protest. He wanted them out of here and gone. The wolves had had enough time to move on, and he didn’t think he’d been spotted, but no point in taking any chances.

Dodging them proved not so easy. He and Willy stepped outside, and straight into the wolves’ calling card. Cody sneezed violently, and Willy scrunched up her nose like she’d stepped in polecat. The sons of hounds, they’d marked their territory. Their signature ran the length of the bushes that ran the length of the restaurant’s eastern wall. A pungent warning to let a newcomer know he wasn’t the top dog in town.

Willy pressed her hand against her nostrils. “Eww! What stinks?”

“Dog,” Cody said promptly. “Must’ve used them bushes as a Port-o-Potty. Don’t you people have leash laws in this town?”

“If enough people smell that, you bet we will.” She hurried toward the car.

Cody’s heart soared. She wasn’t interested. Two wolf males left her an invite and she didn’t care for it in the least. She stuck by him and his coyote-aroma. He stuck just as tight to her, and hustled her into the limo and slammed the door and made sure to get the air switched on and the windows rolled up. No sense in pushing his luck.

Willy also had grown tense, for a different reason. The limo felt suddenly stuffy and cramped, and her skin had tightened up and gone itchy, like a million tiny hairs writhed just under the surface and clamored to break out. She couldn’t get that awful canine urine stink out of her nose. It burned through her nostrils and into her brain and made her—of all things—horny as hell.

And here sat a hot male right next to her. Cody didn’t say a word, didn’t make a single untoward move, but his scent was driving her crazy. She wanted to skim her tongue all over his body until they both whimpered for mercy. She wanted rough hands and teeth on her most sensitive parts. She scooched toward him—

No. Any second now she’d crawl into his lap, and it would be prom night all over again. Including the ambulance, and the blood.

She clawed at the door handle instead. “Stop the car. I need to get out. I need air.”

Cody didn’t ask questions. He spoke to the driver, and the limo pulled to the curb. Cody got out, opened the door for Willy, and sent the driver on his way with a generous tip. “We’re not far from your house,” he said. “Straight there?”

“Yes.” That would be best. She set a brisk pace, and tried not to glance toward the wooded hills, or at Cody.

Neither proved easy. The clean night air had a tang of pine in it. The forest beckoned to her, promising warm, springy earth for her feet and a broad moonlit sky overhead. She had a belly full of hot, red meat and a delicious-smelling, willing male at her side. Temptation piled on top of temptation. Give in, the full moon urged. What would be the harm?

 Plenty. It had been plenty harmful for Connor Donnelly, her first high school crush. That mark she’d put on his neck had gone way beyond hickey. He still carried the scar, and still avoided her. Or Dean Matheson, her unfortunate prom date. He didn’t like hearing “no.” She doubted he’d liked his hospital stay any better. It had almost been a trip to the morgue.

“Willy?”

She cringed away from his hand. The beast in her only needed one touch. How had she ended up so far over the edge so fast? She had a vague suspicion it had something to do with that stench back at the restaurant. The odor had triggered some deep primal need, and Cody’s prairie musk had done the rest.

She risked a glance at him. Poor guy, he didn’t look any better than she felt. Ruddy, fidgety, practically feverish. She looked into his eyes and decided she never wanted to see terror in them, or put it there. Regretfully, she turned her back on the woods. She’d deal with the frustration later. Over the years she’d grown expert at it. “No. Please. Just…no.”

“Why not?”

Because the last boy who tried it almost got his throat ripped out. Because something scary happens to me when the full moon comes out. Because I’m afraid I might hurt you. Or kill you. Because…because I don’t think I’m fully human.

She swallowed around a hard lump in her throat. “Another time.”

“No time like the present, I always say.”

“Well, I don’t.” Oh God, she wasn’t going to make it. She would fling herself at him and sink her teeth into his shoulder. She could practically taste his hot, salty blood in her mouth, feel the rough pawing of his hands on her. No. Don’t go there. Don’t go anywhere near there. She grabbed hold of her last shreds of rationality and stepped away from him.

Cody bit down hard on his own frustration. Chaos take it, he’d meant to go slow and easy with her, but slow and easy wasn’t in the coyote dictionary. His patience was dang near shot. Her odor teased his nostrils, high and ripe as a peach. Didn’t she know what the smell of a she-wolf nigh on to heat could do to the male of the species? Especially the half-crazed male currently standing right next to her?

She wanted to do this the ape way, fine. He could play that game. Even a Texan could only act the gentleman just so long.

He caught her arm and felt her stiffen, heard the ghost of a growl on her breath. “You sure this is how you want it, darlin’? Do you even know what you want?”

She couldn’t quite get her gaze up to his eyes. “I know I don’t want to hurt you,” she said.

“You won’t. I guarantee it.” And he hauled her up close and kissed her.

Attack, her instincts prodded her. How dare he presume to initiate these maneuvers? That was her prerogative. Except his odor seeped into her nostrils and muddled up her responses. She knew she ought to seize the nape of his neck in her jaws and shake some respect into him. And she would. In a minute.

When the kiss went on and she didn’t rip his head off, Cody figured he’d been given the go signal. He teased at her mouth until her lips parted and slid his tongue inside. Fresh and wild, just as he’d expected. A bit of an apish aftertaste, but not everyone could be perfect.

This new reaction to a male—no blood or violence involved—both surprised Willy and elated her. Cody’s kiss made her dizzy, and hungry in a way no steak dinner could quell. The primitive in her rose up and bayed at the moon, even as Willy rose up to drag the sweetness from Cody’s mouth to satiate her raging blood.

When they finally broke, long minutes later, both were flushed and panting. Cody’s eyes had taken on that dangerous gleam again.  He didn’t move in for the kill, but he didn’t let go of her, either. “Your call, darlin’.”

Willy’s eyes fastened on the pulse in his throat. Her tongue ached to lick it. Her breath hissed in and out. In half a second she’d hit the point of no return. “I…” she barely managed. “I—”

Which is when the wolves sounded off.

Not in the hills, either. The twin cry went off like a bomb right in the street, less than a block away. Back where the limo had stopped. It had a note of exultation in it, like the hunters had just stumbled across the trail of especially juicy prey.

Cody’s wiry body went rigid. He clamped his arm around her shoulders and propelled her down the street, toward the house that suddenly seemed a hundred miles away. “Stay inside,” he rasped in her ear as they ran. “Lock all the doors. Don’t go outside, no matter how much you might want to.”

He wasn’t scared, she realized. Not of the wolves. He was scared for her. “I won’t want to,” she assured him fervently. “They won’t attack us, will they? I thought wolves avoided people.”

“These aren’t your average wolves.”

The wolves howled again. Closer. Maybe half a block now. Willy’s hand shook so badly she couldn’t get her key in the lock. Tony’s warning about the coyote rang in her head. Once an animal loses its fear of humans, who knows what it will do? Especially if it’s been fed before. Or invited into the neighborhood by a stupid woman with overly-romantic delusions. 

At last, the lock clicked. She flung the door open and ducked inside and tried to drag Cody in after her. He shook her off. “Stay put. I’ll handle it.”

“You’ll what? You don’t even—”

She found herself talking to the door, which Cody had slammed in her face. She called him every name she could think of, and spared a few for the knob, which kept slipping out of her hands.

Another howl, right outside the door. Tenor, shrill. The coyote. The wolves roared in response.

Then silence.

She wrenched at the knob. It turned so abruptly she almost lost her balance. She wrestled the door open and poked her head outside to an empty street. No Cody. No wolves.

She would have dashed outside anyway, and damn the wolves, but something thumped upstairs. The something also swore. Beth chimed in a moment later, sounding excited, or scared.

Willy shut the door. She couldn’t help Cody; she didn’t know where he’d gotten to. But her sister was right here, and not alone. A drift of male scent made her bristle. On the verge of calling out, she swallowed the words instead. If the wolves voiced any further howls, she didn’t notice.

Silently she crept up the stairs.



* * * *



Catching the wolves’ attention wasn’t so big of a stretch. One howl and they latched onto his tail like a bear after honey. Cody took off into the woods, tearing at his clothes. He deliberately left them strewn behind him. By the time he’d shed enough to switch, the wolves had come on his shirt and socks. The murderous note in the resultant challenge told him how much mercy to expect.

He dropped to all fours and shot off into the hills, with the wolves in determined pursuit. Getting them to follow him, not even close to a problem. Getting them to quit…well, worry about that later.

As long as they came after him, and didn’t double back after Willy. That was all that mattered.

He left them an easy trail, and stayed just far enough ahead to keep their anger hot. By now they’d left Coopersburg, and Willy, far enough in the dust to get his hopes up. Time to see what kind of burrs he had stuck to him. He swung back on his trail, did a loop out of habit, and doubled back to come up behind them.

Chaos favored him. Only two, and they’d come for him and left Willy for later. He crept up and watched them try to puzzle out a kink in his trail any coyote pup could have solved by now. Wolves were more methodical, with less imagination but way bigger teeth. Favoring discretion, he moved to slip away.

Damn that mouse. It would have to squeak as it dove into its hole.

Both wolves spun, and spotted him. Instantly they leaped to flank him. Plenty of bristling and growling and teeth showing, but no direct attack. Not yet.

Wolves and coyote exchanged silent signals through ears and tails and eyes. All three shifted at once.

The pair from Cactus Pete’s confronted him. All muscle and teeth and plenty shaggy. Full of wolf arrogance, too. “Will you look at this,” the darker one said with a sneer. “It’s a scrawny little prairie wolf. This has the Chief all put out?”

“Prairie dog,” his blond brother corrected. “Don’t dignify this mutt by calling him a wolf.” He took one menacing step toward Cody. “You’re off your turf, sonny boy.”

Cody smiled, loose and easy, ready to bolt or attack as the occasion warranted. Him against two grown, seasoned wolves, well, it wouldn’t be pretty, but it could be done. “Last I heard, this was a free country.”

The blond showed teeth. “Not this country.”

“Lucky for you,” the other said, “we’re in a generous mood. Just hand over the she and we’ll only rough you up.”

Cody blinked, the epitome of innocence. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Scratch the scat, prairie dog. You were running with a she-wolf. A ripe one, by the smell of her. We want her.”

Cody indicated his nakedness. “Do I look like I’m hiding anything? There’s no she-wolf here.”

“Don’t get wise. I’ve got a nose. She’s here. She belongs with us.” The dark wolf started forward. “And you belong on the floor in some simian’s rec room. Or up on the wall in Cactus Pete’s.”

“Yeah,” the blond agreed. “Try not to wreck his pelt. Bet we could get a good—”

He probably meant to say “price,” but he switched too soon, and the last word got lost in a snarl. A second later his brother shifted, and the wolves closed in on Cody. 

Cody didn’t shift. He’d learned a trick or two by hanging out with apes. When the blond wolf charged, Cody stepped to one side and stuck out his foot. All four legs got tangled up and the wolf went tumbling. Cody threw himself outside the path of the other wolf’s leap, and rolled himself toward one of several dead branches on the ground he’d marked during their brief conversation. The branch had a good heft and went up powerful hard between the wolf’s back legs. The wolf hit a note Beverly Sills would’ve wept for. Cody dropped the branch, shifted shape and hightailed it out of there.

Not too far, though, just enough to get him out of sight. Then he shifted back and found himself a bushy pine with plenty of low-hanging branches, and exercised another skill he’d learned from his primate playmates. He swarmed up the branches and hid himself among the boughs.

When the wolves arrived minutes later, red-eyed and fit to tear hide off a rhino, they found only a vanished trail. They cast around in widening circles, noses close to the ground. Finally they moved away. Because a wolf wouldn’t climb a tree, neither one thought to look up. Methodical and unimaginative, not to mention dim.

Cody gave them time to set plenty of distance between them and him before he swung out of the tree. He hit the ground coyote and shot like a rocket for Coopersburg. He needed to get back to Willy before anything else went to hell.



* * * *



“I think somebody’s downstairs,” a male voice murmured. “Your sister?”

She heard Beth snort. “Willy’s finally got a date. She won’t be back for days. Maybe you better go look.”

Too late. Willy had already reached the doorway. Not to Beth’s room, either. Her own, with her own bed with her own sister in it with Andy Spangler without his trousers. Marking out her territory in the most blatant and insulting way possible.

What the full moon hadn’t, what her boiling blood hadn’t, what the scent-drenching at the restaurant hadn’t accomplished, this did. The alpha she-wolf roared. There was nothing human in Willy when she lunged into the room at her sister.

Except Andy got between them, more by accident than plan. He stank of sex and alcohol and a thick overlay of Beth. “Hey, Willy. Didn’t expect you back so soon. Whatcha mad about?”

Willy snarled. She didn’t want this useless male. She grabbed him by the neck and arm and flung him aside like the annoyance she considered him. Andy hit the floor with a startled yell. Beth’s smirk vanished when Willy landed on the bed on all fours. She surged forward, putting them nose to nose, with Beth crowded up against the headboard.

Willy smiled through a voice ragged with fury. At any rate, her teeth were showing. “My, my, what big eyes you have. I’m going to rip them right out of your head, you spiteful little bitch.”

Beth stared past her shoulder. Willy heard the creak of the floorboard and ducked, thereby catching the desk chair Andy swung at her on her side and shoulder rather than her head. The impact knocked her off the bed. She rolled to her feet and rose up, dizzy but more furious than ever.

Beth screamed. Andy joined her. The shrill noises ripped at her ears like jagged spikes. Both blasted acrid olfactory scrapes of pure terror that ripped her nostrils open. She wanted to take them between her jaws and shake them both until neither had any life left.

She might have tried it, if Andy hadn’t fainted. His slow-motion collapse left her with a clear view of her own reflection in her dresser mirror. Willy froze.

That couldn’t be her. No way. Not that wild-eyed, wild-haired madwoman. Accent on the hair: tousled on her head, bristly on her face, sprouting out of her forearms and the backs of her hands. It went quite well with the lengthened claws and ears and fangs.

Willy’s scream wasn’t as shrill as Beth’s or Andy’s. It came out more like a howl.

If the window had been open, she might have tried to dive through it. Some shred of common sense reminded her the bedroom was on the second floor. She bolted out of the room and down the stairs instead. Eschewing the front door, she ran out the back, aimed at the forest beyond.

She stumbled going over the McIlhenneys’ fence, which stood between her and wooded sanctuary. She landed on all fours and ran that way for several yards before she remembered to go upright. All down the block porch lights snapped on and neighbors came to doors and windows, drawn by the commotion at the Alvarez place. Willy put on a burst of speed and left it all behind.

The pines spread their boughs wide to welcome her home. Willy plunged into the forest’s embrace with a whimper of relief. But she didn’t stop running. Animal panic had its claws in her now, and propelled her deeper into the trees and higher into the hills. Twice she thought she heard wolves howling. The sound spurred a fresh burst of terror and even greater speed. She had to get away. From Beth, from the wolves, from the memory of that bestial creature in the mirror, staring back at her with her eyes.

Suddenly something appeared in her path—furry, four-legged, tawny, as startled as she. She vaulted right over it without breaking stride. The coyote yipped at her back, sounds that to her panicked brain almost seemed to form words: Hey, wait up!

She didn’t wait. She ran, until exertion and her uphill course finally took their toll. Her headlong race became a ragged jog. She still refused to stop. If she stopped, all her long-held terrors would catch up with her, and she hadn’t the strength to fight them any more.

 At last her mind began to clear somewhat, enough that her surroundings registered. Trees, trees and more trees, not a house or human in sight. She discovered, much to her surprise, that the coyote had followed and now ran beside her. She could almost swear it looked concerned.

Because she was watching the coyote and not where she went, she didn’t see the exposed root. She tripped and went flying. She would have taken a nasty fall if male, human arms hadn’t caught her. Cody steadied her while she staggered for footing. “Easy, darlin’, it’s okay. You’re okay. I’m right here.”

She fought him. She couldn’t afford to stand still. She had escape from the beast. She fought, but only for seconds. She’d already spent all her strength. It was so much easier to just collapse against him and let his voice and embrace and his familiar prairie odor soothe her while she sobbed against his shoulder.

Cody held her and murmured to her, sometimes in words, sometimes in an odd growly croon that she understood nevertheless. He offered his comfort until all sobs and shudders stopped and her breathing at least approached normal. She steeled herself and looked at her forearms, touched her face. No unwanted hair.

“That’s my girl,” Cody said. “Feeling better now?”

Willy sucked in air. Too many odors assaulted her. The forest sounded as noisy to her as a city street. Not to mention what Cody’s touch on her skin did to her. She shivered all over in panic of a different sort. “No, I’m not. I don’t know what’s happening. Beth—in my bed—I wanted to kill her. With my teeth. Like an animal. And then all that hair—” Get off that subject, quick. Find a smaller worry she could deal with. She peered beyond Cody’s shoulder. “Where are we? Jesus, how far did I run?”

“Couple miles at least. Don’t fret it. I can get you back home when you’re ready.”

Miles? She didn’t even like to jog. “How did you find me? How did you follow me? What happened to the wolves? What are you doing out in the woods in the middle of the night and—” She shoved away from him. “And why are you naked?”

“That’s not really important right now.” Chaos take it, he’d hoped to ease her through this, slide her over the rough spots. No time now. “Willy darlin’, there’s a reason this is happening to you. You’re— Will you quit staring at my private parts?”

“What the hell is that?”

“Just what you think it is. Never mind. You—”

“But it’s…fuzzy.”

“We’re built different than what you’re probably used to. Works the same, though. I’ll be more than happy to give you a proper demonstration later on. Now listen up, because this is important. You’re a—”

“Is that a red rocket?”

“Willy, for the love’a Chaos—”

A long, dark howl rose out of the east, chocked with irritation. The other wolf answered from farther to the south. Willy’s eyes went blank for a second as instinct surged to the fore. Her mouth opened before she could stop herself.

Cody slapped his hand over her jaw and held it shut. “Don’t you dare answer. We got enough problems.”

Too stunned to resist, she stood with his hand over her mouth and listened to the calls of the wolves retreat. Cody nodded in satisfaction. “Giving up. Must not’ve cut our trail. That’s a break, anyway. Yow!”

He jerked his hand away. She wrenched herself out of his hold and backed off and glared at him. Her teeth had drawn blood. He licked it off his palm. “You done?”

“Done? Done?” She heard and hated herself for the hysterical shriek in her voice, but she couldn’t stop it, any more than she could suppress the shudders that suddenly wracked her. “Yeah, I guess. I just ran four miles in two-inch heels and I’m out in the woods with a naked guy and I sprouted hair all over my body and I almost killed my sister with my teeth. You don’t get any more done than that.”

“Um…don’t fret about the shoes. You lost those a ways back.”

“Uh?” She glanced down. Sure enough, she was barefoot. Four miles barefoot. Like that made a difference. A laugh hiccupped out of her, right on the edge of tears. “Oh, screw the shoes! I’m scared and I’m tired and I don’t think I’m human and I don’t know what to doooo.”

Her voice rose into a howl. Cody darted forward and gathered her into his arms and pressed her face to his pecs. “Into the chest, darlin’, atta girl. We don’t want the neighbors to hear.”

“This isn’t the first time.” She knew she shouldn’t hold him so close, knew where that would take her, but she couldn’t let go. “High school. This boy, he wanted, I said no, he hit me and I tore his throat open. Blood all over my prom dress.” And long auburn hairs. Longer than the bob she’d worn back then. “Then tonight, with Beth. I was so mad I couldn’t think. I could taste her blood in my mouth. I can’t be around men. I can’t be around anybody.  I don’t want to be around you because I know what will happen but I can’t help it, you smell so goddam good.”

Cody stroked her hair and let her babble it out of her system, and didn’t speak until her words wound down to whimpers and finally to nothing. He sighed carefully, in and out. She wasn’t really in a state to hear this, but… “Willy, listen up. We need to get you somewhere safe, in case those two flea-buses circle back. We’re out of time, so I gotta be blunt. You’re a werewolf.”

She stiffened in his arms. So that’s how to snap a gal out of hysteria. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me. Definite wolf. Not all the way, though, just half. From what I’m seeing and smelling, I’d say the wolf’s stronger than the human.”

She lifted her head and stared at him. His eyes were inches from hers, and utterly sincere. “You’re serious.”

 “‘Fraid so. You almost shifted tonight, that’s what happened to you. The wolf and the ape are all mixed up and your body can’t make up its mind. I’m betting once you switch all the way, everything’ll sort itself out.”

“Switch? You mean, into a wolf?” Good God, this must be loonie night, and here she was stuck out in the middle of nowhere with a naked one. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Wish I could say yes, but you’re showing all the signs. You’re a wolf, and the sooner you own up to that—Hey, where you going?”

“Home.” Willy marched past him, eyes carefully averted, in the direction she figured Coopersburg must lie. The panic had run its course; her brain operated coolly again, all unwanted thoughts and emotions carefully suppressed. Okay, not all, but distance from Cody would take care of that. And maybe by the time she got there, she’d have figured out a way to deal with Beth that didn’t involve homicide. “Werewolf, my ass.”

In the blink of an eye Cody shot ahead of her and planted himself in her path. “I can see you’ve gotten good at this, but you can’t keep running forever. Face facts, darlin’. You’re a wolf, pure and simple, and you better accept it, or what happened tonight’ll happen again. Next time you might kill somebody.”

Like she hadn’t thought of that. Quick, distract herself. She waved her arm at the sky. “Explain why I’m human while a full moon’s out.”

“It only works like that in the movies. We can change whenever we want.”

 “‘We’? So you’re a werewolf, too? Well, I guess that explains the lack of clothing.”

“Not wolf. Coyote.”

“Oh? Well, that’s a big difference.” She started walking again.

He got in her way again. She glared at him, seething over the effort it took to keep her gaze locked on his and not let it dip. Her mood swings threatened to swing her in that totally inappropriate direction again. Think of something else. “Okay, I’ll play along. How am I supposed to…switch?”

 “First you take your clothes off.”

“That’s what I thought.” She stalked down the hillside. “That’s the sickest pickup line I’ve ever heard.”

She picked the stretch with the fewest rocks and stomped along it. She kept her glare riveted straight ahead, so she wouldn’t have to look at Cody. She could hear him trotting at her side, just out of reach. “Not a line,” he said, “just common sense. You’ll rip your clothes if you try to change in ‘em. Just thinking ahead, is all.”

“Of course,” she said frostily. “And I suppose in order to achieve this ‘switch’ I have to sleep with you?”

“Well, no. Never heard of it done that way.” His voice lit up. “Might be fun, though.”

“I’m calling the cops when I get home. I’m having you put away.” And maybe herself, right after.

“If that’s what makes you happy. I’m betting it won’t.” He reached for her arm. “For your own good—”

She snapped at him, a move so quick, so instinctive, she had no time to think. Her teeth clicked together just short of his fingers. She followed it up with a snarl that would have backed up a whole pack of wolves. Cody stood his ground and waited her out. The snarl died away when she realized what she’d done. Her color drained off until she was pale as the moon.

“That’s her,” Cody said softly. “The wolf. You don’t let her out, she’ll kill you. Chew you up from the inside.”

“No. I’m not. You’re not. Those things don’t exist.” She would have bolted, but Cody caught hold of her and wouldn’t let go, no matter how much she thrashed and snapped.

“Atta girl,” he encouraged. “Set her loose. I’d rather we didn’t do it like this, but like my daddy always says, any den in a twister.”

Willy ground out a curse and kicked. Her knee fell short of its target. Their legs tangled and they tumbled to the ground. She tried to scramble up, but couldn’t find her footing. Her hands and feet kept sliding all over the carpet of pine needles, and Cody. Like having four legs that refused to cooperate with a brain programmed to deal with only two.

“That’s the spirit, darlin’. Hey, is that hair on your neck?”

She aimed a punch at him, and missed. How dare he make jokes while she—oh crap. While she rolled around on the ground on top of a naked psycho. She shoved away from him and scrabbled back. “Don’t touch me. Don’t come near me.”

“You sure?” His grin infuriated her. “For our breed, this counts as foreplay.”

 “You disgusting son of a—”

Coyote. Cody was gone. She blinked and he blurred. The coyote crouched in front of her, forelegs splayed and hindquarters hiked in the air. He waved his tail and yapped at her, an invitation to play.

Willy gulped, hard. I did not just see that.

The coyote lolled his tongue. Cody’s grin on canine jaws. His yellow eyes held Cody’s twinkle. He rocked back on his hindquarters and became Cody again, kneeling before her. “See that? Nothing to it. Now you try.”

I’m not going to scream.
Screaming is for sissies.

She fainted instead.



* * * *



Cody’s rough, wet tongue washing against her cheek brought her back to consciousness. She opened her eyes. Her gaze filled up with the sky and the stars. And the moon, ducked behind the towering crown of a pine as if embarrassed.

Cody became a man again, and tenderly stroked her hair back from her forehead. “Too much too quick?”

“I’d say so.” She shut her eyes and stayed on the ground. She wasn’t quite ready to sit up and face this new reality just yet. “How did you do that?”

“Durned if I know. It’s just how we are.” He moved his hand to her shoulder and neck and massaged the rigid muscles there. “I don’t know what the wolves believe, but we hold the God of Chaos created coyotes because he felt the world could use a laugh. Seems as good an explanation as any.”

“So you’re a coyote. And I’m…a wolf. Or half a wolf, anyway.”

“That’s how it’s shaping up. Maybe the human half’s why your pack abandoned you. How long you been like this?”

“Like what? Living life in an emotional blender?” She snorted. “Forever, it feels like. Since puberty for sure. That’s when the crazy dreams started. Running naked through the woods, howling with a wolf pack…oh God.”  She screwed her eyes more tightly shut, like that would end it. “I kept telling myself it’s because I read The Jungle Book when I was six.”

 “Blamed crime, that’s what it is. Kick a pup out without warning her. Well, we can fix this. Normally your family’d be around you for this, but you’ll have to make do with me.” He slid his arm under her shoulders and eased her upright. “You ready to give it a go?”

Willy opened her eyes. She studied his face. And smacked him hard across the cheek.

Cody rocked back. “What the Sam Hill was that for?”

“For coming on to me in the garage, you bastard. For jumping all over me and licking my face—”

“Hey, you invited me over. How’s a feller supposed to say no?”

“I thought you were a dog!”

“I can be a dog for you, if that’s what revs your engine.”

He just couldn’t keep that grin off his face. “All right, let’s get this over with. What do I do?”

“First off, you’re gonna have to lose the clothing.”

“Is that really necessary?”

“Yeah, it is. Human clothes don’t fit so good on a canine body.” He indicated his nudity with a rueful shrug. “Gets expensive after awhile.”

She thinned her eyes at him. “Turn around.”

“What for?”

“You know damn well what for. You’ve had all the freebies you’re going to get.”

“Suit yourself.” He hitched around until he had his back to her. He gazed blandly at the trees until he heard the slither of fabric over flesh, then glanced over his shoulder.

Oh mama, had he picked a fine one. She must be lifting those cars she worked on, to get arm and leg muscles toned that nice. Unlike coyote gals, who ran too skinny, she had a bit of flesh on her. It made her curvy, and threw off an illusion of softness. Her auburn hair tumbled over her shoulders, partly obscuring her face. He pictured that hair, its thickness and texture and scent, all over her body, and couldn’t quell an anticipatory whine.

She glanced over. “Hey! I said no peeking!”

He shrugged, but didn’t look away. “I’m a coyote. What’d you expect?”

“You’re a—” She snapped her jaws shut. Words failed her when it came to Cody Gray. She let the last of her clothing drop and stood before him in her bra and panties. “Now what?”

He gestured at her undies. “Those, too.”

She folded her arms. “No way.”

“Okay but those panties are gonna chafe you something fierce.” He got up and went to her, and even managed to lay a hand on her shoulder without it getting bit off. Her scowl lied; her trembling betrayed her. “This isn’t something to be scared of,” he told her. “That back there, with your sister, that ain’t how it is. It’s not about violence. It’s about letting your wild side out so it can run around a bit. I get the feeling”—he worked his finger under the bra strap biting into her skin—“you tend to keep yourself tied up too tight for too long a stretch.”

“Thank you, Dr. Phil. What’s next?”

“What’s next” turned into his lips hard on hers and his tongue probing boldly in her mouth. Startled, she forgot her fears in a wash of hot effrontery. She pushed him back. “Is this part of it?”

“Truth? No. But you look so tasty, standing there in your frilly stuff, I just had to try a sample. Okay, now we’re ready. First you—”

She snapped at his neck. He lapped his tongue along her cheek, heedless of her curses. And switched.

And there she stood in her underwear, with her arms full of coyote. She swore like a cat in a kennel and launched a punch at his muzzle. Too late; he wriggled to the ground and ran, tossing taunts over his shoulder.

Furious, Willy tore after him. When she got her hands on him, no, make that her teeth… 

She thought she might have stumbled, but she recovered her footing almost immediately. Cody had stopped somewhere ahead. She couldn’t see him, but her nose pinpointed him with no trouble. She couldn’t wait to grab him and shake some respect into him. Dis the wolf? As if!

The coyote waited for her in a little clearing ringed by pines. She never slowed. She plowed right into him. The two of them rolled. They came to a stop with Cody right where she wanted him, pinned on the ground between her legs.

All four of them.

That fact crept up on her gradually. After she realized she’d lost her bra and her panties had been reduced to tatters. After she realized she was peering balefully at Cody down the length of a snout. She jumped back with a decidedly canine yelp. There couldn’t be—She looked wildly behind her. There was. A great big bushy tail.

She’d become a wolf. An auburn-furred, honest-to-God-and-Animal-Planet wolf.

She didn’t scream. Afterwards, she figured, she’d feel proud of herself for that. The whimpering and the shivering, though, that was a whole other matter.

Cody scrambled up at once. He licked her muzzle and rubbed his wiry body against hers and crooned soothingly in her ear. You’re not alone in this, his actions said. I’m here. It’s not so bad, now is it?

Are you kidding? her hunched posture and flattened ears replied. Look at me! I’m a wolf!

He looked, all right, and clearly liked what he saw. His licking got rougher. Willy fell back on familiar, ingrained behaviors, and shouldered him away.

And made a new discovery: in wolf form, she was bigger than he was.

Well now, that changed everything. She slammed him again and bowled him over. They wrestled like puppies, with lots of fierce-sounding but empty growls and bites that drew no blood. Cody broke away, ran a short piece, then let her catch him so they could go at it again.

Willy’s terror melted away in this brand new world of sensation. Her body practically exploded with strength and energy, just as the forest exploded with scents and sounds she’d never noticed before, so many she grew dizzy trying to drink them all in. The weird cravings and urges that had cursed her for nearly half her life suddenly made sense. Whole at last, she pranced and leaped and rolled on the ground and came up with leaves in her coat and barked lupine laughter at the sight.

For the first time in years, she let herself loose, and totally enjoyed it.

Cody sat and let his tongue hang out and watched her, happy for her happiness. She charged him unexpectedly and knocked him over. He didn’t get up fast enough. She straddled him. Another urge took over her body, the only one left unfulfilled.

She froze, trembling. Cody immediately snapped back to human. “It’s okay, darlin’. Look at me. Breathe deep. Get a nice hefty whiff of what I smell like. Fix on that…and there y’go.”

“Ahhhh.” She had a human voice again. Her limbs ended in fingers and toes. Without her fur, she quickly discovered how damp and chilly the woods could be at night. She snuggled into the warmth of Cody’s arms. “How—?”

“The first time’s usually triggered by scent. That’s why pups change with family around. Only you never had that, did you? You were raised by apes. Sorry. That’s what we call humans. You should be okay after this, but you’ve got one dilly of a bad upbringing to get over. Bet you feel a whole lot better now, don’t you?”

That was the worst of it. She felt wonderful. Even her cramps had abated. It frightened her how easily she’d gone from human to beast and back again, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “How did I get like this? I’ve never even been bitten by a poodle, much less a wolf.”

“That’s another thing the movies got wrong. We’re not an infection. We’re a breed. Either your mama or your daddy must’ve been a were. Probably a member of that pack in the hills, the one that was after us. Your sister’s an ape, so I’m betting on your daddy. What do you know about him?”

“Not much. Mom always referred to him as ‘that mistake I made before I married Frank Alvarez.’ She wouldn’t tell me squat. Not his name or where he came from or how they got together. The reason they broke up is pretty obvious now.”

“Yeah. Not many primates can handle life with a wolf. They think it’s like having a dog. That a wolf can be domesticated. Never happens. A wolf’s too powerful for anybody but another wolf. Or”—here came the grin again—“a really special coyote.”

“Modest, aren’t you?” Willy snorted. “Where were you when I was in high school?”

“Texas. Sorry I couldn’t get here any sooner.” His arms tightened slightly around her. Not a cage or a trap. More like a seat belt on an especially bumpy road. A road that swerved abruptly down a decidedly dangerous exit.

His scent surrounded her, entered her. She had to take a taste. She moved her tongue to his throat for a tentative lick. She tasted salt and man, felt the thud of his pulse against her lips. She shifted position, and her hand brushed the thick rod below his hips. The sound he made came out somewhere between a moan and a whine.

That was all the she-wolf needed. She swept in for another taste, this time with her teeth. She was hungry, so hungry. This male would do nicely.

“Willy. Willy-gal, hold up.”

What for? His odor said he wanted this. Wanted it with a vengeance. You don’t say no to an alpha. She shoved him to the ground and pinned him there. She’d start at his throat and work her way down, and she wouldn’t take it easy on him.

He bit her. On the shoulder. Hard.

Willy yelped and snapped upright, and, briefly, back into a human mindset. “What did you do that for?”

“You know why. The first time at shifting can really blow out the hormones. Another reason you should’ve had family around you. I don’t want you doing something you’ll hate yourself for in the morning.”

“I don’t know what you…” Their position dawned on her. “Oh. Oh.”

“That’s what I thought. Believe it or not, I know how it is. Mama was pure coyote, but Daddy has wolf in him. It gave us boys a whole different perspective. But that’s not the worst of it. Some of us picked up this pesky sense of honor along with the wolf blood. I know what your body’s doing to you right now. The coyote in me wants to take advantage and do what we do when the full moon’s out and then slink off before sunrise. The wolf insists I do what’s right. Right now, that’s take you home and let all this sink in. Not that I wouldn’t mind a tumble, but we got the rest of our lives. You’re going to marry me, remember?”

“I never said yes.”

“Beside the point. Now let’s head back. It’ll be faster on four legs. Show me how well you can switch.”

“Shouldn’t you put that away first?”

He looked where she was looking. His glistening red rocket had burst free of its furry sheathe and quivered in search of prey. “Dang it all,” he rumbled.

Willy couldn’t help snickering. And licking her lips. She was losing it, she realized. Losing herself to the wolf. But dammit, she just didn’t care. He just smelled so right.

He watched the process work itself out in her eyes, smelled it in how her scent hiked itself until it burned. Her effect on him was already obvious. His voice came out a raspy snarl. “Up to you, darlin’. But decide quick. I can’t—”

She lunged, quick as a snake. Her mouth fastened on his and her tongue dang near went the whole way down his throat, like she wanted to lap up his soul by the roots. Her fingers dug into his skin and left gouges. A growl boiled up out of her and entered him through their connection. She hitched herself onto his hips. No way either of them would escape this unscathed now.

He dug his fingers into her hair, like he’d wanted to from the start. He scraped his hands down the length of her back, then cupped her butt. Be better with a tail down there, but maybe that’d come later.

They broke apart, both panting heavily. Then Willy bit his arm.

A flash of guilt and panic lit her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

He bit her back.

For a moment she just sat there, startled more by the act than the sting of it. “How we are,” Cody said. “Normal for us. Nothing to feel guilty over.” He slanted a look at her. “You sure you done this before?”

“Yes. No. Sort of. The boys couldn’t… I always…oh crap.”

Cody only grinned. “Well, this dog’s always open to learning new tricks. How about you show me how the apes do it?”

Hesitantly, she did. Hands at first. She indulged herself and stroked that patch of hair on his chest that so fascinated her. He responded by nuzzling, then licking her breasts with his slow and raspy tongue. That encouraged her to use her own tongue on his chest, then his neck. Tongue led to teeth. She nibbled and nipped. He responded in kind. Her desire rekindled, and swept out from her loins to the roots of her hair. Gentle caresses turned into rough pawing, and gasps coarsened out into growls. Slow and easy faded before the tide of heat.

She surfaced briefly. “Not—”

“Not what?”

She gasped as his hand slid down her inner thigh. “Not doggy style.”

 “Not my favorite, either. I like to look a gal in the eye when I make her howl.” Still she hesitated. “Now what?”

“I don’t know. Something isn’t…”

“Wait, I got it.” He rolled onto his back and pulled her on top of him. “How’s that?”

Her butt clenched and wriggled, as if wagging a tail. “Yes. That’s it. That’s better.”

“Figured as much. Typical alpha, gotta be on top.”

She lowered herself, and his words got lost in a yelp. He fit her, and suited her, perfectly. Their howls cut the night to shreds as she let the wolf run free.



* * * *



Willy awoke with the sun on her fur. She yawned and stretched her forelegs. She felt relaxed, at peace, the clamoring urges sated and stilled at last. For the first time in over a decade, she felt complete.

She glanced at Cody, curled up beside her and snoring gently out the side of his muzzle. He twitched a leg in his sleep. She wagged her tail contentedly.

Whoa. Hold up. Four legs? A tail?

The night before roared back in on her. Beth and Andy. Fury. Panic. Cody. What she’d done afterwards. What they had done together.

No getting around it. She was a werewolf. If the attack on Andy hadn’t driven that home, the romp with Cody had. And what a romp. They’d—

Okay. Let’s just put those thoughts on the back burner, shall we?

Willy sighed and got up on her hind legs. Her body blurred and shifted back to normal. But then normal had just become a relative term, hadn’t it? All the wholeness in the world couldn’t change the fact she wasn’t human.

So she was a werewolf. Now what?

She turned her face to the sky. No more full moon with its coy romantic light. Harsh sunlight burned away all romantic notions. No matter what she’d done last night, it was morning now. She was Willy, with a job and responsibilities and a sister to look after. Running around naked in the woods with a coyote—even a cute one who smelled so right—wasn’t part of the plan.

She sent another, longer look at Cody. Regrets? Of course not. Never. But…well, geez. How do you handle a man who turns into a coyote at the drop of a hat? Because if he shifted, she’d want to as well, and that just couldn’t happen again.

She’d returned to human, and by God she intended to stay that way. Full moon or no full moon. Cody or no Cody. There was simply no way they could have a life together. No sir.

Right, hon. Go on saying that until you believe it.

No. Put those thoughts away for awhile. Focus on what mattered. Beth. She would go home, set things right with Beth. Then have a long, hard talk with Mom. Then figure out what to do next.

It wrenched her heart to walk away from Cody, but she did it. She had to. She turned her back on the woods and the night and the male who had brought her completeness and padded down the hill toward Coopersburg, and the dreary but familiar life that waited for her.



* * * *



Someone—maybe Cody’s god, Chaos—favored her. She found her clothing on the ground where she’d abandoned it. Her favorite blouse had made it through the night relatively unscathed. She dressed slowly, even now reluctant to leave last night behind. Don’t think about it. Think of something else. Like what kind of story to tell the neighbors. Stray dogs? Beth brought a puppy home? I’ll figure something out.

A little more confident now, she stepped out of the woods and hit the street, and almost at once cut wolf spoor.

No mistaking it. Definite wolf. The werewolves from the hills. Her kin, according to Cody. She picked up the hint of his scent beneath theirs. They’d chased him out of Coopersburg, then lost him. Their frustrated howls had raised her neck hairs last night. Searching for Cody. Searching for her.

And when they hadn’t found either, they’d backtrailed him to where he’d left her. At her house.

Beth.

She’d have kept the door locked, wouldn’t she? She wouldn’t have opened it with all that howling out there, would she?

Of course she would. Beth was Beth. She’d open the door for Godzilla.

Unaware of the snarl on her lips, Willy ran for home.



* * * *



The absence of a furry body snuggled against his finally rousted Cody out of sleep. He yawned and rose, starting coyote and ending human. “Chaos, what a night. If that was a first date, I can’t wait for the honeymoon.”

He found himself talking to the pines. Willy was gone.

Not for too long. She’d left hot scent and an obvious trail. Hightailed it down the hillside, headed for home.

Dang it, what was with that gal? He’d given her every chance and choice. He’d even shown her patience, and you didn’t drag that out of a coyote too often. And what does she do? Up and leaves him. Just who was the coyote here, him or her?

Must be the ape blood, of course. Always over-thinking everything. Couldn’t even enjoy a good tumble without making up recriminations afterward. By now she probably had herself convinced she’d run off to spare him grief or somesuch other fool thing. Wasn’t that just like an ape?

Well then, he’d just have to go after her and unconvince her. A she-wolf lived in that sweet body, too, and the wolf deserved the best mate Chaos could deliver. Which meant him, whether the ape in her liked it or not. If one thing could ramp up a Texan’s juices, it was rescuing a lady in distress.

He sucked in a breath, got her scent in his nose, and trotted off down the trail.

He found the spot where she’d stopped and dressed, the air still charged with her presence. He also found his own hastily-discarded outfit farther down the hill. The jeans and boots were wearable, but his shirt had been savaged and urinated on. Danged wolves always had to make a statement.

Out on the street he found where she’d stopped, and why. The wolf-odor burned in his nose like acid. The length of his backbone prickled, like hackles rising. They’d go for the house, and she’d go for them. Protect pack and territory, no matter the odds. It’s what alphas did.

“Chaos bite it,” Cody snarled, and pelted in pursuit.



* * * *



Willy bypassed the front door and headed around back. The wolf scent blasted at her. She edged up to the kitchen. The back door hung open, the screen door unlatched. The scraping lupine stink made her growl.

“About time you got back. You have any idea how long I’ve been sitting here?”

So much for surprise. She slammed inside. A thickset blond man sat at her kitchen table, slurping coffee. He grinned up at her with a wolf’s yellow eyes. “On the other hand, some things are worth the wait.”

 “Where’s my sister?”

“That the simian?” His nose creased in supreme distaste. “That explains how we overlooked you for so long. We don’t mix with apes if we can help it. Though obviously somebody did.” He snickered nastily. “She’s okay. We don’t care for primates, but they can be useful. As hostages, for instance.” He lapped some coffee, and licked his lips. “Damn, this is good. Fresh ground?”

Willy’s blood ran cold as the moon. “I’ll only ask you one more time. Where’s Beth?”

“I said get your hackles down. She’s safe, and she’ll stay safe as long as you cooperate. That goes for your buddy the prairie dog, too.” He tried to peer around her shoulder. “He better not be out there if he knows what’s good for him. You know what he did to my brother?”

Willy shook. Not with fear. Nowhere at all near fear. “You’re not paying attention, are you? I want my sister back.”

“You seem to be missing the point here. We’re the ones in charge.” He set his cup aside and got up slowly. He looked down on Willy with a smirk. “Here’s how it goes. You come with us. The Chief will decide—”

Willy lunged. She bent his arm behind his back, grabbed the nape of his neck, and slammed his face down on the table. He yelped and struggled, for all the good either did. Willy spent her days hefting tires and tightening lug nuts and pumping jacks and lifting hoods and trunks and auto parts. This bozo probably never lifted anything heavier than his leg. She had him in strength and leverage, and she was mad as hell.

Never try to corner a she-wolf in her den.

“Your chief can kiss my ass,” she snarled. “Where’s Beth?”

 “Get off’a me, you simian—”

He only got out half the swear word before Willy tightened her lock on his arm and ground his face into the tablecloth. Which was the position Cody found them in when he arrived on the run seconds later. He took in the tableau, raised an eyebrow, then stepped into the kitchen and lounged against the doorjamb. “Well, well. Looks like you got your hands full, darlin’. You don’t waste any time.”

“Cody?” Willy’s head snapped around. She didn’t let up on her hold. “You followed me?”

“Chaos yes, I followed you. I been looking a long time for a mate like you. You think I’m gonna let you run off now?”

 “I can’t. I won’t. We can’t be mates. I’m not a…what you said.”

“Could’ve fooled me. Especially after you sprouted the tail.” He nodded to indicate the wolf. “You need a hand with him?”

“No, I’m good. Listen, I…I’m sorry I ran off. I wasn’t me last night. I’ve had some time to think and—”

“Ape thinking, right? The kind that’s made you miserable since you been a pup? That only works if you’re an ape. Trouble is, you’re wolf. Ask him.” The wolf earnestly rubbed the side of his head against the table. “See that, he agrees with me. Try thinking with your wolf half. Bet it tells you—”

Her lip lifted. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Me go all beasty so you can—”

“Hey now, you’re the one jumped me, remember? I’m the one made sure you wanted—”

“Hey,” the wolf spoke up. “You two want to squabble, do it on your own time, huh? I’m getting a crick in my neck here.”

Willy slammed his head back down on the table. “You stay out of this.” She returned her gaze to Cody. “I can’t. I can’t do the wolf thing, okay? I just can’t.”

He folded his arms. “Give me one good reason why not.”

“Because…well, because…”

Yeah. Why not? Because feeling complete scared the hell out of her? Because being a wolf—being with him—made her happy, and she didn’t feel she deserved it?

“Hey. You. Prairie dog.” The wolf squirmed in Willy’s iron grip. “This your she?”

“We’re working on it.”

“Well, work faster, willya? I can’t feel my spine any more.”

His voice had taken on a whine. Cody watched all thoughts of resistance seep out of him. A good canine knows when to submit, and to whom.

“Let him up,” Cody said. “He won’t give us trouble. Will you, son?”

“Damn straight. C’mon, lady. You’re breaking my arm.”

His scent had changed somehow, gone mellow. Even half-human Willy recognized capitulation. She glanced over at Cody, one eyebrow raised in silent question.

“It’s okay,” Cody said. “It’s a wolf thing. The lower ranks bow to the alpha. And you, darlin’, are alpha and then some.”

Willy glared at the wolf. He whined appeasingly. “You try anything, I’ll crack you like a cylinder head.” Cautiously, she let him go.

The wolf straightened, gingerly rubbing his arm. “You run with her?” he said to Cody. “Dog, you have my admiration. And my sympathies.”

“Skip the compliments,” Willy said, “and tell me where Beth is.”

“She’s okay. Not far. We don’t want her. Just you.”

“Why? For what?” But she already knew. She had called to the pack, her kin, and they had come for her. Just like in her dreams. Her face heated. “Forget it,” she told the wolf. “I’ll be damned if I’ll be your pack’s squeaky toy.”

The wolf sighed. “That’s what they all say. The shes. We lost our alpha female,” he explained. “Couple years back. The Chief wouldn’t take another. The pups are scattered to other packs or else started their own. The family’s coming apart.” He set his stare on Willy. Its intensity prompted a low growl from her. “We need shes, for the Chief and for the rest of us. Even apes are starting to smell good.”

“I’m sorry you guys can’t get dates, but that’s not my problem. You want to talk family? Beth’s mine. I want her back in one piece. Let’s focus on that for right now.”

“I’ll take you to her.”

“Forget that,” Cody said. “Willy, it’s a trap. The pack will be there. How many?” he shot at the wolf.

The wolf shrugged. “Fifteen core members, maybe five or six who drift in and out. More than you can handle, prairie dog.”

True, if Cody’s breed were dumb enough to fall for direct conflict. But there were other ways to skin a wolf. “How many of that fifteen are younger than you are?”

The wolf looked uncomfortable. “None,” he admitted. He flicked a glance at Willy. “Why do you think we’re looking for shes?”

“And your Chief…I’m betting he’s pretty old school, huh? Rigid thinker? Hard line traditionalist?”

“Tradition works, prairie dog. Maybe you runts should give it a try.”

“Excuse me,” Willy broke in, “but could we get back to rescuing my sister?”

“We are,” Cody said, “and I think I know how. Sounds to me, son, like your pack needs more than ladies. You need a whole leadership overhaul. Didn’t any of you he-dogs ever challenge your alpha?”

“Are you kidding me? He’s the Chief.”

Cody nodded. An old alpha male, lost without his mate, and no one with the cojones to take him on. Stagnation with a capital S and an underscore. The type that wouldn’t change for anything. “Fifteen he-wolves living under one mindset? Yep, we can pull this off.”

“Pull what off?” Willy demanded.

“Getting your sister back with our hides intact. We just need—”

“We just need to know where they’re holding her. You’re taking us, wolfie. And when we get there—”

“Whoa! Ease up, darlin’. We can do that. We can charge straight into a pack of wolves, and get our heads bit off. But there’s a better way. The coyote way.”



* * * *



Back in the day, as the old-timers put it, Coopersburg had been a thriving manufacturing community, mostly lumber and textiles. Then foreign imports flooded the market, and jobs went overseas. A long stretch of town and beyond remained littered with former mills and factories, strung along the abandoned railroad line. Most had been turned into offices, antique shops and low-income housing, but a few still stood empty. One of these, the wolf assured them, held Beth, along with about ten members of the pack, including, he boasted, their Chief. “You won’t howl so loud when you face him,” the wolf said with a sneer. “He’s run this territory for over thirty years.”

“Right into the ground,” Cody muttered. He had the thankless task of guarding their prisoner, whose name turned out to be Lyle. The two of them were crammed into the Mustang’s back seat while Willy drove. “No wonder no she-wolf will have you.”

“That doesn’t make the hills ripe for coyote infestation. Do yourself a favor and go back where you came from.”

“See, that’s the problem with you boys. Too inflexible. My folk adapt, yours can’t. It’s going to cost you in the long run. It’s costing you right now. New blood’ll open this place up. You could learn a lot from us.”

“I already know how to lick my nuts, prairie dog.”

“Hey,” Willy snapped over her shoulder. “Talk about something else. Stop reminding me my sister’s being held hostage by werewolves.”

“Y’know,” Lyle said, “there’s a movement that wants to change the terminology to ‘shifter-Americans.’ You ever hear such crap?”

“Every time you open your mouth,” Cody said. “Make yourself useful and tell us where we’re headed.”

“Turn left here.”

Willy swung the car down Tucson Avenue. The road left Coopersburg behind. Almost at once it shrank to a two-lane packed with badly-patched potholes. What had once been the rail line paralleled them to their right. “This better be legit,” Willy said.

“It’s cool. You heard of Bolan’s Mill?” Willy grunted. Cody looked puzzled. “Old lumberyard,” Lyle said. “Mostly bums and primate kids hang out there. Turnoff’s coming up in about a half mile. Watch for a gravel road on the right.”

“I suppose Beth’s tied to the buzz saw?” Cody said.

The wolf stared at him. “Jeez, dog. Give us some credit.”

The turnoff appeared, a break in the trees. The road became a lane, up which Willy trundled the Mustang. She hit a rut, and snarled a curse. “If Beth isn’t—”

“Yeah yeah yeah. Beth Beth Beth. Sing a new one already, willya? I told you, she’s just fine.”

“You watch your tone, son,” Cody warned. Movement in the forest caught at the tail of his eye. He peered out the window and spotted dark shapes, and eyes that gleamed like tarnished coins in the early morning shadows. Not so stupid after all. They’d remembered to post guards. A pair of them shot ahead of the car, to announce the arrival of guests.

Lyle leaned back, once again self-assured. On his home turf, with his brothers at his back. Cody easily copied his nonchalance, though inside his heart hammered like a piston on one of Willy’s cars. This plan had to work, otherwise he could never show his face back home. Not that he’d have to worry about that in any case.

Willy rolled the car to a stop. Six wolves stood in a line before the mill. Willy got out. Her skin felt chilly. This resembled her dream too much for comfort.

Except the gray on these wolves wasn’t just coloration. Age had bleached their muzzles silver. They held a ragged line, their growls uncertain. Four of the six had paunches. This felt like less of a showdown with a werewolf pack, she thought, than a standoff with the Rotary Club. Did they get together for beer and chicken wings during Sunday’s game?

Any fear or awe she might have held for them vanished. They were still werewolves, and therefore dangerous, but dammit, so was she.

She heard the car doors open behind her, and Cody and the wolf get out. “You are so up the creek,” Lyle chortled.

“We’ll see about that,” Willy said, with such deadly cool the wolf stopped chortling and the tails of the others drooped. She strode right up to the door they guarded, right through their line. She had her hand on the latch before one of them thought to do something. He shifted into a portly bearded man with coffee-brown hair. “Now just a minute,” he started.

She lifted her lip. Not even a growl. The entire line backed down. “Come on,” she said to Cody. “Let’s get Beth.”

“You bet.” Chaos love her, what a she. He couldn’t wait to marry her.

Five steps beyond the door, she stopped and looked around. There wasn’t much to see. A huge, empty room littered with sawdust and a few warped two-by-fours. All equipment had been removed, though tables and a few chairs remained. The high windows let in the cheerful sunlight that banished all dangerous shadows. Nowhere for the enemy to skulk.

But then, the wolf who faced her didn’t look as if he had “skulk” in his lexicon.

Flashback to the dream: A huge beast, larger than any normal wolf, a thick, black-furred pelt over a muscular build and attitude to spare. She almost missed the streaks of white on his muzzle and midnight fur. His scent matched hers in intensity and authority. No bluffing her way past this one. Not the alpha male.

Kin to her? Possibly her father? Her stomach turned over at the thought.

Beyond him, pinned to a chair by a pair of big naked men and cursing vehemently though the rag in her mouth, was Beth. She spotted Willy. Her cursing stopped and her eyes got huge. Then her curses resumed, louder, more inventive, and thankfully still muffled. The wolves made sour faces and said nothing.

Willy started toward her. The black wolf got in her way. Honey-brown eyes bored into hers. He bared his teeth. She bared hers right back. “You want to talk to me, you turn human. I’ll be damned if I’ll stand here barking at a wolf while you’ve got my sister captive.”

The black wolf growled. The amusement in it grated on her pride. Then he shifted.

He must have been magnificent, once. Back when he’d been her and Cody’s age. Thirty years of ruling this pack and these hills had put gray in his hair and slowed his movements. Even his shift was gradual, not the quick blur she’d come to expect. He still had his muscles, though less defined than they would have been in his prime. Time had padded those biceps and hips, in spite of his obvious efforts. But his eyes still burned— with authority, with arrogance, with an alpha male’s righteous rightitude. Why not? He probably hadn’t faced a real challenge to his leadership in decades.

Get ready, Fido. Today’s the day.

“Nice,” he said. “Very nice. You’re wolf, all right, and definitely alpha. I was going to give you to the pack, but perhaps I’ll keep you for myself.”

“The only thing you’ll keep is your hands off me. I’m only here for my sister. If you so much as bare a fang at me, I’ll tie your tail in a knot. Are we clear?”

And she marched right past him.

Dead silence. Then a whine from some wolf in the back, followed by moans and gasps. Clearly one did not speak this way to the Chief. Hey, Willy thought, tough titty. One did not kidnap her sister, either. She glared at the pair standing next to Beth until they averted their eyes and receded.

Beth immediately yanked the rag out of her mouth. “Finally. Thanks for taking your time. These guys? They’re werewolves.”

“No kidding. What happened to Andy? Is he—?”

“Oh, he’s fine. After you went all Chewbacca on him he ran off and left me. I only opened the door because I thought it was him coming back. Only it was these jerks. They said they wanted you for their pack. Geez Louise, Willy, what kind of trouble did you get us into this time?”

“You want this rag in your mouth again? No? Then shut up, stand up and start walking. We”—she shot at the room and the surrounding weres—“are leaving.”

Beth, clearly shaken despite her bravado, got up. Willy turned toward the door. And found the alpha in her path. “You’re not going anywhere, missy. You’re wolf. You belong to the pack.”

“Bite me.”

“My pleasure.”

He started to change, sprouting fur and a muzzle right before her eyes. Beth shrieked. Willy, on the other hand, watched the slo-mo transformation with folded arms and narrowed eyes. “This is my favorite blouse,” she said, “and if you think I’m going to rip it just so you can sniff my butt, you’ve got another think coming. Now get out of my way, dog breath. I won’t tell you again.”

She took Beth’s hand, shouldered past the half-transformed werewolf, and stalked toward the door and freedom. The pack, regardless of shape, sidled out of her way.

For maybe three seconds the alpha just stood there, covered in fur but still on two legs, too stunned to make a move. His shock snapped quickly. He lunged at Willy, grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her toward him. He snarled in her face. She snarled right back. Her human features blurred at the edges. Beth cowered and whimpered.

“Oh hell yeah, that’s a keeper. Say cheese.”

The alpha looked up with a grunt, straight into Cody’s cell phone camera. Cody clicked happily away. “Whoa doggie, a real live werewolf. The National Enquirer’s gonna eat this up.” 

The alpha shifted back to human form. He blinked at Cody. So did most of the pack. Caught up in the clash of alpha wills, they’d all pretty much forgotten him. “Who the hell are you?” the alpha demanded.

“And here’s another winner. Naked middle-aged pervert menaces two young ladies. Goes good with that shot of the two galoots holding Beth on the chair. The cops’re gonna love these.”

The wolf blanched and jerked his hand off Willy like she’d suddenly gone white-hot. “Get that camera!” he barked.

“Don’t move,” Cody said, his voice like a lash. Used to obedience, the pack hesitated. “Since I doubt if you old boys are up on the latest technology, let me explain. Along with its recording capabilities, this little beauty has Internet access. I push this little button here, and our last ten minutes together downloads to YouTube for all the world to see. That’s naked guys and wild animals terrorizing two helpless women. Just the sort of thing the FBI takes a dim view of. Your pack, your privacy, your anonymity, your territory… You can kiss all that good-bye.”

The alpha looked blank, but Willy saw concern sprout like hair on the faces of the younger pack members. She wasn’t even sure they had access out here. But the pack didn’t know that. As Cody had surmised, the traditional, technophobic wolves would be slow to embrace the Computer Age. “Bet they still have eight-tracks,” he’d said back at the house.

The wolves, in whatever shape, eyed the cell phone nervously. “We’re screwed,” Lyle moaned. “Chief, if that recording hits the Net, it’s over. The hills will be crawling with primates—hunters, cops, Feds.” He shuddered. “Zoologists.”

“Damn straight,” Cody said. “You won’t be able to take two steps without tripping over an ape. Of course, it doesn’t have to be that way. Not if we get what we want. Better tell ‘em what’s what, darlin’. My download finger’s getting awful itchy.”

The alpha inched forward a half-step, sniffed, and snarled. “Coyote,” he spat. “I should have known. Your kind always spoils everything.” He shot a glance at Willy. “You picked that over us?”

“He knows how to treat a woman. Threatening us, kidnapping us, that’s not how you get our attention. No wonder your she-wolves left.”

“It’s our way,” the alpha said, bristling. “It’s worked for us for centuries.”

“This is a new century,” Willy said, “so you’d better find a new way, quick. Otherwise your pack is history.”

The alpha glowered, far too late. Even the slowest of the pack had felt the shift in authority, from the defensive old male to the bold young she. He knew it, but still wouldn’t drop tail or show throat. Tough old he-dog, Cody thought with a touch of admiration. Dead wrong, but still full of pride.

“Name your terms,” the alpha barked, “then get out. This is still our territory.”

“Not all of it,” Willy said. “I’ll be marking my own soon, and you and your mutts will stay out of it. You also stay away from me and my pack.” Her gaze indicated Cody and Beth. “I keep out of your yard, you keep out of mine. Deal?”

“We need shes,” he insisted. “You’re dooming us to extinction.”

“That’s not my problem. You did it to yourselves. Show a woman respect and maybe they won’t snub you. Even a coyote knows that much.”

“Yeah,” Cody agreed. “Where I come from, we— Hey, wait a minute!”

“Your terms will be honored,” the alpha ground out. “Now leave. You’ve won all you’re getting.”

“One more thing.” Willy swallowed. This would take all the nerve she had left. But she had to know. Her eyes raked the pack, and came to rest on the alpha male. “There’s a possibility one of you may be my father.”

A pudgy brindle wolf in the back got up on his hind legs. He shifted into a fortyish male with honey-gold eyes and a receding hairline. His features echoed the alpha’s, mostly around the cheekbones and chin. “That would be me.”

The alpha whirled on him. “Leonard?”

“Yeah. Me. Leonard. Big Chief’s baby brother.” The man’s lip lifted. “Just because I’m lower rank, you think I don’t have needs? That maybe I wouldn’t want a she and a litter of my own? Wolf law,” he explained to Willy. “Only the alpha gets to breed.”

“Stupid law,” Cody said. “My folk gave that up back in the 1800s.”

“So did most of the packs. Of course, they don’t have to deal with Sheldon the rabid traditionalist—”

“It’s for the good of the pack!” the alpha snapped. “It keeps our numbers low and manageable on a limited range, and ensures only the best—”

He broke off, suddenly aware of the glares turned on him by his followers. “Careful how you finish that sentence, old son,” Cody said.

“Besides,” Leonard said, “I think we all know who the real alpha in the room is.” He beamed at Willy. “Don’t we, Sheldon?”

The alpha sputtered. “She’s half simian!”

“Yeah, I know. Not my first choice. But try to hold a she-wolf’s interest when you’re down the ladder. Anything lower than a beta, they won’t even look at you. The primates aren’t so picky. Treat ‘em special, take ‘em to dinner, make ‘em laugh, dress decent, bathe once in a while… They think you’re God’s gift.” He gazed wistfully at Willy. “At least, your mother did. For a while, anyway.”

Willy had trouble taking this in, in spite of her resolve. “Why did you leave us?”

“Why do you think? Mixed marriages are tough enough, and when you start mixing species…” He shrugged. “I tried to stick it out—we don’t abandon our cubs, as a rule—but your mom started getting nervous. Afraid I was going to bite you or something. I don’t imagine my running loose in the woods once or twice a week helped anything. Finally she kicked me out. Said she’d developed an allergy. Yeah, right. So I went crawling back to the pack. I couldn’t bring you with me because of the ban on non-alpha-sired pups.” The look he speared at his brother held a lifetime of bitterness. He looked back at Willy and the bitterness vanished. “You would have been two or three. I don’t suppose you remember me at all.”

“No,” she admitted, with a sudden, surprising sting of regret. Alarm hit just as suddenly. “Except…I do remember, when I was really little, we had this big dog …” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God.”

He smiled. “You used to pull my ears.”

“This is all touching,” the alpha snapped. “It’s also a clear violation of pack law. It’s bad enough you revealed yourself to a simian. But then you got a cub on her.”

“An alpha cub,” Leonard clarified. “Bet that’s what’s really got your hackles up. Right, Shelly?”

“That warrants expulsion,” the alpha persisted. “You’re out of the pack and banned from our territory. Trent, Wallace, escort this beast beyond our borders.”

The two who’d been guarding Beth only stared at their leader. Finally the one on the left blurted, “Your name’s Sheldon?”

“No wonder he always goes by ‘Chief,’” another said. Mutters swept the pack. Those who looked human shifted to wolf. The mutters grew in hostility, all of it directed at Sheldon, aka the Chief.

Cody tapped Willy on the arm. “Matters aren’t looking too good for ol’ Sheldon,” he murmured. “Now might be a good time to skedaddle.”

Willy nodded. They slipped out the door, with Beth between them. Only wolves stalked the floor now, circling the big black male in the center. His yowled demands for obedience went unheeded. The circle began to close in. Willy shut the door behind them just as the first yelps sounded.

Outside the mill lay a brand new day, bright sunshine and distant birdsong. Willy suspected a new day dawned inside the mill as well, or would just as soon as the mayhem ceased. That was good. She hadn’t wanted the pack destroyed, just out of her hair. She didn’t want to silence their singing, especially not now.

“Here y’go.” Cody handed back her cell. “I was you, I’d download the whole family reunion and burn yourself a DVD. Might come in handy. You never know.”

“Family.” Beth shuddered. “Yeesh. Mom really slept with a werewolf?”

“At least once,” Willy said distractedly. She couldn’t help but stare back at the mill, in spite of the ugly sounds leaking out of it.

So she had a werewolf for a father. It wasn’t like he was a drunk or a pedophile or something. Her feelings about wolves had done a one-eighty in the last twenty-four hours.

As if drawn by her thoughts, the mill’s door creaked open and Leonard emerged. He blinked in the sunlight, sniffed the air, turned toward them and smiled. Eager, balding, naked as a middle-aged cherub. “Oh good, you’re still here. Could I…just talk. Just for a minute.”

“Yick,” Beth said. “I’ll wait in the car.”

She hurried to the Mustang, while Willy held her ground. A million emotions crashed together and shattered inside her. She reached out to Cody without thinking. He was there to take her hand.

Leonard sidled up to them, stopped well short. Coughed. Peered beyond her shoulder. “A sister. Guess your mom married again.”

“Yeah. Frank’s okay. I think daughters confuse him. Or maybe I scared him. I have that effect on males.”

“Alpha,” Leonard agreed. He eyed Cody. “You didn’t scare all of ‘em off.”

“Cody Gray.” Cody extended his hand. “Your future son-in-law.”

“Yeah?” They shook hands. Leonard let go first. “Coyote, huh? Well, you could do worse. You sure won’t find anything decent in that bunch.” He jerked his head toward the mill. The barking and shrieking had stopped. “Sounds like we may have a new alpha.”

“Will you be all right?” Willy said.

“Hey, don’t worry about me. I know my place. I’m no threat to an alpha. I’ll get by.” An uncomfortable silence descended, and stretched. Leonard dug his toe in the earth. “Well, guess I’ll see who ended up leader. You’re ever down Almacita way, stop in and see me. I own a service station on Ramona. Len’s Texaco.”

Willy’s throat clogged. “I’m a mechanic. Koslinski’s Gas ‘n’ Lube.”

“Yeah? Well, whattaya know?” They looked at each other. Then Willy surged forward and into her father’s arms for the first time since she was a toddler. “You’re family,” she told him. “You’re welcome in my pack, if yours won’t have you. Just tell me one thing. Who saddled me with ‘Wilhelmina’?”

“I did. Sorry. Wilhelmina was my grandmother. She ran the pack after her mate died. Built it up to greatness. You come from a long and distinguished line. Don’t let those losers in there give you the wrong idea.”

One of the “losers” emerged as he spoke. Lyle ambled over to them. “We got an alpha yet?” Leonard said.

“They’re working on it. It’s down to Lawrence and Trent. It better not be Lawrence. He’s a tool. And Sheldon won’t stop barking.” Lyle shook his head. “Either way, I’m gone. My brother and me, we’re heading north. We were kind of wondering…”

“Sorry. My bones are too old for travel. Anyway, my family’s here.”

“Not that.” The wolf got red in the face. “You, um, you know how to draw in the shes. With the respect and the personal hygiene and stuff. Can you teach us that? Give us some tips? Help us out with…you know…”

He looked so hopeful and so forlorn even Willy felt sorry for him. “Well now,” Leonard drawled, with a quick wink at Willy, “I suppose an old he-dog can give you pups a few pointers. I hear there are some fine packs up in Oregon.”

“Oregon, yeah. I hear Oregon’s nice.”

By now other wolves had left the mill. They drifted over, wary eyes on Willy. She hugged her father again, then she and Cody headed for the Mustang. When she glanced back she saw the younger wolves clustered around Leonard, talking and listening earnestly.



* * * *



Evening, high in the Coopersburg hills. Willy looked up at the moon. A thin slice of dark had been shaved off its fullness. Her monthly torment was done.

Let the lifetime of torment begin.

She tugged her beach towel more tightly about her to ward off the chill. She’d discovered a towel knotted around her neck would stay on when she shifted to wolf, and give her a garment when she turned back. The beast form she could adjust to, but public nudity still gave her shivers.

And at the other end of the spectrum… She heard Cody patter in behind her, first four paws, then two feet. He moved up beside her, as comfortable in his nakedness as he was in flannel and jeans. “Whoo! That had to be ten miles at least. You are gonna run the legs right off’a me.” He slipped his arm around her waist. “How long you plan to go on running?”

She knew what he meant. Her body fit to his as naturally as breathing. Her mind couldn’t relax so easily. “It’s been a rough couple of days,” she hedged. “Finding my father…finding out I’m a…”

And finding you. I want you so hard it scares me. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

“Y’know, if you ran to something for once, instead of away, maybe it’d help.”

“Like you, for instance?”

“No. Never thought I’d say this, but there’s somebody can help you more’n me. Holly, my sister-in-law. She’s full coyote. She can talk you through shifter etiquette, and all the…the…you know, the girly stuff.”

Female. Shifter. Just like her. “Does she… When it’s full moon, does she get…?”

“Nutty as a pecan pie? Oh hell yeah. Full moon rises, you don’t even want to be in the same state with her. Sweet as honey the rest of the time. Just like Mama. You’re nothing new, darlin’. I been there before.”

She wasn’t unique. There were others cursed with the full-moon craziness. Women, unlike Mom and Beth, who’d understand. Shifter women. “Huh. It’s funny, but I never even considered there’d be coyote women.”

“There damn well better be. Where d’you think puppies come from?”

“Puppies? You have puppies? In litters?”

“Whoa! Settle down, darlin’. It’s just a figure of speech. We run to big families, but we come out human-looking, and we pop out one at a time. Well, except for Ewan and Donald. They’re twins. The point is you ain’t a lone wolf in this. There’s tons of us out there. You got a family now.” He flicked his tongue over her cheek. “And you got me. Just say the word.”

Family. A pack. A man who considered her animal nature an asset. All she ever wanted. A smile twitched her lips. “And if that word is no?”

“Then I’ll keep at it until you say yes. Face it, darlin’, you’re stuck with me.”

“It works both ways, you know. Think you can put up with my human side?”

“Not a problem. I don’t mind going ape every once in a while.”

He moved in closer, and demonstrated. Willy sighed out the last of her doubts, and surrendered. After a few minutes he tugged at her towel. The terrycloth fell away. Willy never noticed.



* * * *



“We should get married next full moon,” Cody said two mornings later in Willy’s kitchen. “There’s a preacher in Amarillo who’s one of us. Ceremonies are held outdoors. We start off two-legged, then when the moon rises, everybody switches.”

“And the orgy begins.”

“Well, yeah. We’re coyotes,” Cody said, like that explained everything. “Why? Do apes do it different?”

“Somewhat,” Willy said dryly. She sipped her coffee and smiled. She’d learned a lot about herself and her heritage and her newfound abilities, thanks to Cody, her father, long phone conversations with Holly Gray, and two nights of shapeshifting practice. Growing a pelt made her skin itch, but lotion took care of that.

Best of all, the emotional torment that had plagued her for so long had finally vanished, and not just because the full moon had passed. Now that she knew and accepted her biological pedigree, she suspected those days were gone for good. She might get prickly a certain time of the month, but that came with being a woman, regardless of the breed.

Cody turned from the stove with a plate of waffles and eggs in each hand. He placed one before Willy, then took his own seat. “Shout if you want seconds. So, you think you can get time off from work?”

“For?”

“The trip to Texas. I figure we leave this weekend, even if we take our time we can be home by—”

“Hey! Slow down, speedy. I’m still debating whether I should say yes. Holly and Thad have been telling me all sorts of things about you.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear. Just the good stuff.” He paused with a forkful of waffles at his mouth. “There’s good stuff, right?”

Willy only smiled and dug into her eggs. Oh yes, there was good stuff, now that she was willing to let herself enjoy it. And enjoy it she did. The things he could do with his tongue—oh my.

“Hey.” Cody sniffed the air. “Something’s missing.”

“Beth,” Willy confirmed. “She’s moved out.”

He arched his sandy brows. “You let her go?”

“It wasn’t easy. She’s my sister, and now I understand how possessive wolves get about family. Especially alpha wolves. No wonder Sheldon was such a total dork. It’s better for both of us if Beth finds her own way. Out of Coopersburg and away from the pack, if you get my meaning.”

“And she went for that?”

“Well…not exactly.” Willy finished her coffee. “I might have let slip to Andy’s girl Susan just who her boyfriend’s been cheating on her with. Beth got on the bus to Sacramento last night, minus some of her hair.”

Cody chuckled. “Darlin’, you’ve got the makings of one fine coyote.”

“I have a good teacher.”

He nudged his plate aside. “I still got plenty to show you.”

Slowly Willy got up, and let her bathrobe slide to the floor. Underneath she was naked. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

Her body blurred from human to wolf. She dove out the screen door and loped for the woods. Cody thrashed himself out of his own robe, shifted, and bolted after her in eager pursuit.







THE END
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