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Chapter One

 

Jonah took a seat at the table, a mug of coffee warming his hands. His brothers sat opposite him. Theo was sipping from a glass of wine, his gaze on the table. Harlan was drinking beer from a can, his eyes staring at the back door like he expected someone to walk through.

“Hard to believe he’s gone,” Harlan said finally, setting his drink down on the table.

The funeral had been hard but, if anything, this was harder. With their father gone, there was nothing holding them to the Cove anymore. The bonds of brotherhood wouldn’t be enough to keep them together. Maybe if Harlan or Theo had decided to stay, that would be different. But both of them had ambitions, plans that couldn’t be fulfilled in their small town on the coast. Soon, they’d be gone, and Jonah would be alone.

“Are you really staying?” Theo asked.

“We’ve been over this,” Harlan grumbled.

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

“You know I’m staying, Theo. Two years,” Jonah said, “and then I’ll be a qualified vet, and I can take over Dad’s practice and the shelter.”

They’d discussed this, over and over. Harlan at least pretended to understand. Theo, on the other hand…

“You could sell this place and set up a practice anywhere in the country.”

“This is my home,” Jonah said patiently. “I want to live here. To work here. To be who and what I am. If I leave, I lose that, forever.”

Unlike his brothers. Being different sucked.

Theo rolled his eyes. “I do not get you.”

“It’s instinct, Theo. You know that,” Harlan said. “He doesn’t get the urge to leave, to explore the world like we do, just the lonely call of the sea.”

“And the nesting instinct,” Theo said with a snort.

“Stop acting like I’m the one who’s defective,” Jonah bit out. “For us, the urge to explore doesn’t involve that car you’ve got parked outside to appease your ego.”

Theo bristled. “I’ve got ambitions, that’s not a crime.”

“Your ambitions aren’t any better or worse than mine,” Jonah retorted.

“Enough.” Harlan, as the eldest, had always had a knack for ending their squabbles. “Look, Jonah, I know you don’t want us to leave. I get that, I really do. But we have to face facts. There hasn’t been another of our kind seen in what, twelve years now? And we’ve been a dying breed for a lot longer. Our only chance of survival in this world is integration. Become part of the human world and forget about where we came from.”

“I like who I am,” Jonah replied. “I’m proud of where we came from. I’m not going to just walk away and let our family’s legacy die with our father.”

Theo drained his glass and set it down on the table with a thunk.

“Let’s be real here. Our legacy died long before Dad did.”

Jonah opened his mouth to reply.

“Seriously, that’s enough,” Harlan growled, crumpling the empty can in his hand.

There was silence around the table as the minutes ticked by.

“When do you leave?” Jonah asked eventually, knowing it was very likely the last time they’d be sitting around the kitchen table all together like that, the last time they’d truly be a family.

“First thing tomorrow,” Harlan said. His gaze was on the door once more, but Jonah knew the truth. Their father was gone, his ashes scattered to the sea. He was never coming back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Two years later

 

Nate felt the car was oddly quiet, especially with eight people packed into a space meant for five. The car behind had another nine. It was all that was left of their pack. As soon as the thought entered his mind, he forced it out again. He had to focus.

Glancing to his left, he saw his sister had fallen asleep finally, tear tracks still visible on her face. Logan, his cousin, had an arm around her but his attention was on the window.

In the rearview mirror, he could see the other five. Maddie, one of the youngest survivors, was asleep in her father’s arms, having driven herself to exhaustion crying for her mom. Mac’s gaze was fixed on her, his eyes dark, whether with anger or sadness, Nate didn’t know. Was she old enough to understand that her mom was gone? When she grew up, would she even remember what Alison looked like?

He turned his thoughts back to the road and their destination. There was no escaping how hopeless their situation was. The Alpha Prime, Magnar, had moved against their pack, branded them all traitors. Any pack in their territory would be rewarded for capturing or killing them and punished for sheltering them. It meant they had to get as far away as they could. Far enough to be out of Magnar’s reach. But not far enough that they fell under the jurisdiction of another territory and another Alpha Prime. No one wanted to mess with Magnar. And the Alpha Prime to the south was Magnar’s brother, so they’d get no sympathy there. If they were found on neighboring soil, they’d be killed or handed back. It was the very definition of a rock and a hard place. But Nate had a plan. Granted, it was a crazy plan, which was why he hadn’t yet shared it with the rest of the pack. But he was alpha now, they were his responsibility, and he was going to do right by them, as best he could. Yet, he couldn’t help feeling, having just turned twenty-one, that he was in no way ready for what was to come.

“Logan?” he called softly as they passed another road sign.

“Hmm?”

“Call Jay, tell him we’re taking the next turnoff.”

Jason, Logan’s brother, had been taking turns driving the car behind them with his mate Karla.

Logan took his phone out and made the call, his words a quiet murmur. He pulled the phone away from his ear for a moment, twisting in his seat. “He wants to know where we’re going.”

“Just tell him to stick close.”

He would leave it until the last possible moment to break the news. It would be easier once they were already at their destination.

Logan relayed the message, rolling his eyes at whatever response Jay gave.

“They okay back there?” Nate checked.

His cousin gave him a dark look. “Hanging in there, like we all are.”

They drove for another hour, heading east toward the coast. Most of the car’s occupants were drowsing, not a surprise given they’d been driving for more than a day. Nate had been careful to take a meandering route. Not one anyone looking for a pack on the run from the territory would expect.

Logan was starting to pay more attention to their surroundings despite the fact it was nearing eleven at night. Their headlights illuminated another road sign, welcoming them to the Harbor. He saw his cousin’s eyes widen, but he didn’t speak. Nate was grateful for that.

The phone in Logan’s hand beeped.

“What is it?”

“Text from Jay.”

“What’s it say?”

“W. T. F.”

“Oh.”

Clearly, they weren’t the only ones to see the sign.

“Keep an eye out for a motel. We’ll stop the next chance we get, let everyone get some real sleep.”

They didn’t have to travel far before they found what they were looking for. Nate pulled up outside, Karla parking behind them.

“Stay here,” he said, going to the office alone. There was an older guy watching a football game and munching on chips.

“You got any rooms?”

The man snorted. “It’s off-peak. All we got are rooms. You lost?”

“Just looking for some beds for the night. What’s the rate?”

The man pointed to a sign on the wall. They were more expensive than Nate would have liked, given how low on funds they were. Still, they needed to bed down, lick their wounds, and work out what to do next.

“I’ll take two,” Nate said, handing over the cash. “You got any a bit out of the way? We’ve got kids, don’t want to disturb anyone if they cry all night.”

Fewer eyes meant it was less likely anyone would notice anything amiss or complain about seventeen people crammed into two rooms.

The guy rolled his eyes, reached behind him without looking, and took two keys off the wall. “Round the back. Thirteen and Fourteen. You can’t miss ‘em.”

Heading back outside, he rejoined the others, and they drove the cars around so they were out of sight of the road and as close to their motel rooms as possible. They needed to be able to get away in a hurry if trouble followed them. 

They got everyone out of the cars, carrying the kids into one room and the injured into the other, the rest of them dividing up between them. Nate put a person on guard duty in each room and sent Jay and Fred, in wolf form, to scout around and keep watch outside.

He refused to take up space on a bed. The kids and the injured needed their rest more. He did what the others were doing, grabbing a blanket from the pile they’d brought with them and settling down on the floor in front of the door. If danger was coming, it would have to get through him first. 

Closing his eyes, he tried to sleep, distracted by the scent of the blanket beneath him. He reached out and stroked it with his hand, belatedly recognizing it as the blanket his dad kept with his fishing gear. His fingers clenched tightly around the material, the pain of it all coming back to him, anger swallowing all the air in his lungs. He burned with the need for revenge, but he didn’t have the luxury of vengeance. As the lone alpha left, he was his people’s only chance of survival. He wasn’t going to threaten that for the pitiful chance that he’d ever get the upper hand over their Alpha Prime.

He fell into a restless sleep, afraid to relax, in case the worst did happen, and he needed to protect his people.

 

Despite their exhaustion, they were all up before nine the next morning. Nate risked sending three people out to get some food, warning them to be careful given how little money they had. They returned with three full grocery store bags, dividing the food and the people between the two rooms, keeping the children in one room with a few adults to watch over them while the rest of them gathered together to talk over what they were going to do next.

Scott was the first to speak, interjecting loudly before Nate could even get a word out.

“Shouldn’t we be moving on?” 

It wasn’t that surprising. He was a beta with a bad tendency to act like an alpha. He could see Jason bristling but didn’t want to start an argument.

“No, that’s exactly what we shouldn’t be doing.”

“We can’t just sit here and wait for them to—”

Nate focused his gaze on Scott, letting out a low growl. The beta broke eye contact first, dropping his gaze to his lap.

“Sorry, Alpha.”

It wasn’t the most sincere apology Nate had ever heard, but it would have to do.

“Right now, every pack in our territory is looking for us. They’re looking for a group of wolves staying low, passing through their lands.”

“So, shouldn’t we prioritize getting the hell out of dodge?” Scott retorted, his eyes still staring down, too intimidated to meet Nate’s gaze. That wouldn’t last.

“And go where, hmm? The neighboring territories aren’t going to want to cross our new Alpha Prime, not with the bloodbath that’s happened since he came to power. And his brother, well, he’s not going to be kind if we head south. We’re not exactly inconspicuous; seventeen bedraggled wolves in two old cars. As soon as we’re spotted, we’re captured or dead.”

“As soon as they find us here, same thing,” Scott replied.

“They won’t find us here,” Nate said, putting every ounce of confidence he had into his words.

“Why the fuck not?” Scott’s anger bled through, his hands balling into fists.

“Because this is Penryn Harbor. And just south of here is the Cove. It, and the area around it, make up the forbidden zone in the southeast of our territory.”

The room went so silent around him, he could hear everyone’s heartbeat.

“We can’t stay here,” Karla breathed.

“It’s not like we have a choice. Out there, it’s death for most of us, capture for the rest. And we all know which option we’d prefer.” 

Nate would rather be dead than at the Alpha Prime’s mercy. And for the females of the pack, he suspected that went doubly so. Magnar’s reputation had proceeded him. For the first time, Nate was almost grateful the pack had no omegas of mating age.

“This land has been off limits to wolves for years,” Jay pointed out. “Generations. There’s a reason for that.”

Every territory had places wolf packs were warned to keep away from. They’d all heard the stories about shifters being injured or killed by things much stronger than them, strange creatures, monsters that lurked in the dark. It was an old joke. If humans were afraid of werewolves, then what were werewolves afraid of?

“The most recent of those stories is at least a decade old, if not older. For all we know, they’re exaggerations pushed by some lone wolf who wanted to carve out a piece of land for himself. The point is,” he stressed, “the Alpha Prime and his people won’t expect us to come here. And they probably won’t risk following us even if they do figure it out.”

Those present looked around at one another. He could see they were uncertain, frightened, and tired. All things he felt but shoved aside. He had to be strong. Had to show confidence. Their pack would survive, he’d make sure of it.

“We need time to regroup, staying here buys us that. Maybe we can make contact with other territories, see if any would be willing to take us in. If we looked far enough north or south that we’re beyond our Alpha Prime’s reach, we might find a haven where we can rebuild. For now, we settle here. Put a roof over our heads, find work, get food, and keep a low profile. We stick to the basics. Survival.”

Slowly, people started nodding in agreement. Jason was the first to move, going to his knees in front of Nate. “Where our alpha leads, I will follow.”

His sister was next, her face pale, her eyes haunted but also trusting. He was her brother, if anyone was going to take care of her, it was him. The others followed suit, each person’s voice bolstering the confidence Nate was so desperately trying to hold onto. Scott was last, and Nate could see the reluctance of the beta to go to his knees. Nate was going to have to work hard to keep him in line.

“Alright, that’s enough talking,” he said, signaling for everyone to get to their feet. “We have a lot to do today.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Jonah had known this goodbye was coming, but it was still hard to come to terms with it.

“All packed?” he asked Stefan as the older man shut the trunk of his car. Bear paced in anxious circles around Jonah’s feet, her tail wagging then stopping as if sensing the mixed emotions between them.

“Yep, that’s everything.”

It was early morning, the air a little misty, but Jonah knew the sun would chase that away soon enough. But by the time it did, Stefan would already be gone.

“I’m sorry I’m leaving so soon,” Stefan started to say. “I never planned on abandoning you the week after you qualified.”

“You’ve already delayed your move for me once. Your family have waited three months for you, it isn’t fair to make them wait any longer.”

Jonah had graduated the week before and was now fully qualified to take over his dad’s veterinary practice. Stefan had been working for Jonah’s father part-time before his death. Afterward, he had agreed to continue that partnership with Jonah. For two years, he’d run the practice while Jonah studied and helped out whenever he could. But Stefan’s wife had got an opportunity to advance her career and the whole family had decided to move five hours north. Stefan had delayed leaving to give Jonah time to finish his studies, moving into the house for the last few months to save money on rent. His selfless act was a decision for which Jonah would be forever grateful.

He held out a hand toward Stefan.

“Thank you, so much, for all you’ve done. If it wasn’t for you…” There wouldn’t have been a practice left for him to take over.

“Your father was very good to take a chance on me. I was happy to get an opportunity to repay his kindness, if not to him then to you.”

Stefan shook his hand warmly then pulled Jonah into a hug.

“Take care of yourself, Jonah. Don’t hole up like a hermit in the clinic, get out now and then, talk to people, not just the animals.”

“I will, I promise,” he said, feeling himself blush. He was known to prefer his own company. It had been the same in school, in college, and was one of the reasons he hadn’t left when his brothers had. He’d just never really fit in with the humans.

Stefan got into the car, rolling down the window.

“Don’t be a stranger, come visit,” he called, putting the car into drive and waving as he set off down the driveway.

“I will. Safe journey! Bye!” Jonah shouted after him, knowing it wasn’t true. 

It wasn’t like he could just walk away from the shelter, from the animals, from his home, and there wasn’t anyone he knew well enough to trust with their care. If Harlan or Theo were still there, it would be different. But in two years, neither of them had set foot in the Cove. From the occasional phone call or email, he got the impression things were going well for both of them. Theo’s career was taking off. Harlan was busy building his business. It didn’t seem like they’d looked back even once after they’d left. Jonah didn’t just feel left behind, he felt… forgotten.

Stefan’s car disappeared from view, and a bark drew Jonah’s attention to the present and his morning routine. There were friends to feed. He turned and walked the length of the house, Bear keeping pace with him. The chocolate Labrador woofed happily when she realized they were headed toward the food.

“You’ll have to wait your turn,” Jonah told her.

At the back of their family home was the veterinary clinic his father had built from the ground up. When Jonah and his brothers were young, the building had been extended to add in an animal shelter. Right then, the clinic wasn’t too busy, just one dog recovering from a broken leg, who Jonah had already attended to that morning. Benji was due to go home that afternoon when his owner to collect him. The shelter was a different story. He had two stray dogs, three cats and a litter of kittens, one parakeet, and a wild rabbit who’d had a nasty encounter with a bicycle. Thumper was ready to be released, and Jonah had moved him out to the shelter in preparation.

“Morning, guys,” he called, to a cacophony of barks and meows, and the cawing of a bird. He fed the dogs first, including Bear. Then the cats, one of whom purred happily and wound her way around his feet as he tried to cross to the food bowls.

“Another assassination attempt avoided,” he joked as he managed to keep his feet under him. “But keep trying, Sheba.”

The parakeet flew across his cage and landed on the wooden bar above his food bowl. Jonah was cautious as he reached his hand in to pour the seeds into the bowl. He’d been pecked enough times to know not to trust the cantankerous bird. Breathing a sigh of relief when he escaped uninjured, he was quick to shut the hatch and step back.

“Maintaining the truce for now, are we, Charlie?”

A bark from Bear had him turning to see the dog pacing excitedly by the door, her bowl already clean.

“Not this morning, Bear. It’s Free Thumper day. That’s an outing you can’t come on. But I’ll come right back as soon as he’s off.”

He’d left Thumper out of the morning feeding, instead packing some fresh lettuce leaves and carrots into a bag to bring with him. Getting the small gray rabbit into the box, he distracted Bear with a chew toy and slipped out of the door. He’d already scoped out the perfect place to release the rabbit, a place he knew was frequented by other rabbits with a large warren nearby. If luck went Thumper’s way, he’d have a mate and a litter within a matter of weeks.

Setting the box down on the ground, he scattered the lettuce leaves and carrot in front of it and gave Thumper a quiet pep talk.

“So, key things to remember. If it’s bigger than you, run. If it’s got wheels, get out of its way. Fatherhood is tough but worth it, or so I hear. No matter what a fox tells you, they don’t want to be your friend.”

He slid the other side of the box open and sat back on his haunches, waiting for Thumper to make his move. It was almost a minute before he hopped out, sniffing all the while before chowing down on the food Jonah had left. Staying still, not wanting to disturb him, he watched as Thumper finished up his meal before lifting his head to take in the area. Then he hopped away toward the undergrowth.

“Be good,” Jonah called after him. “Don’t do catnip.”

Gathering up the box, he turned for home, wincing when he realized he’d spent the better part of the morning talking to animals. “Stefan was right. I’m destined to be a hermit.”

Returning to the shelter, he took the two strays out for a walk to stretch their legs. Finally, it was Bear’s turn.

“Come on, girl. We deserve a treat. Let’s go to the lake.”

The house sat on a small hill which sloped gently downward toward the lake. You could sit out on the porch in the morning and see all the way down to the shore. The lake fed a river that led to the estuary and the Cove. It was deep enough that sometimes they had intruders from the ocean; crabs, turtles, dolphins, a bull shark once, and on rare occasions, a visitor. The last visitor to arrive in their lake and make the short walk to their house had left almost twelve years earlier. His father had spent many long hours at the lakeside, watching and waiting. But no one ever came.

Heading for the woods at a run, he jogged in a wide circle, Bear at his heels, getting in her morning workout. 

Reaching the lake, he turned left and followed the curve of the bank. The mist still lingered, leaving a ghostly landscape in its wake. Stopping in the shelter of a little outcropping of rock, he took a good look around to make sure he was alone then undressed.

“Keep watch, Bear,” he said, the dog whining and sitting down on the grassy bank. 

Jonah neatly piled his clothing on the rock and slipped into the water. In this part of the lake, it was waist-deep as soon as he stepped off the bank. If he’d been human, the cold of the water would have shocked him. Instead, it felt like every cell in his body sang for joy as he pushed himself under the water and struck out for the middle of the lake, keeping under the surface, his body rippling and changing as he moved. He didn’t swim like a human. He didn’t need to. His body was made for the water. He covered the distance to the center of the lake in a matter of seconds and started a complicated series of fast turns and quick darts. He never wanted to lose this, his connection to what he was, to where he came from. 

He surfaced for a brief moment, his eyes turned toward the river and beyond, where the Cove lay. More and more, the sea called to him, and the urge to leave tugged painfully at his chest. But his father had warned him, had made him promise. There were things bigger than him out there. Dangers he’d never faced before, dangers he wasn’t supposed to face alone. And the worst of those dangers came from within. When he was younger, he’d swam out beyond the Cove and in the nearby harbor, because his dad had always been there, ready to herd him and his brothers home, by force if necessary. He didn’t trust himself to swim closer to the ocean now, with no one to hold him back and no one to call him home again.

Diving beneath the water once more, he swam in lazy circles, gradually building speed until he was zipping around, small schools of fish darting out of his way and hiding in the depths, frightened of the predator in their midst. The sound of Bear barking reached him, and he surfaced again. The dog was still where Jonah had left her but looking away from the lake toward the wood, her hackles raised.

Jonah swam for the shore. He hoped it wasn’t hunters. Forcing his body to change back, shimmering skin replacing smooth, glittering scales, he climbed onto the bank, roughly but thoroughly dried himself off, and tugged on his clothes, ignoring how they stuck to his damp skin.

“It’s okay, Bear,” he said, reaching for the dog and clipping a leash to her collar.

Bear wasn’t barking at nothing. Jonah could hear voices in the distance, and they were getting louder.

“Good job, Bear. Come on, girl,” he said, resting a soothing hand on her head. She could be nervous sometimes but was also very protective of him. He couldn’t imagine any other dog by his side.

Putting on his best angry face, which was easy to do considering he was now wet and cold and had been forced to cut his swim short, he marched toward the trees. As he did, two men strolled out, one with his hands in his pockets. They were the picture of casual, like they weren’t blatantly trespassing. But they were unarmed, so at least they weren’t hunters. And one, to Jonah’s chagrin, was his neighbor, Justin Harte.

The men caught sight of him and changed direction to meet him, stopping a short distance away.

“Jonah. Just the man I was looking for,” Harte said.

Jonah folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Harte?”

His neighbor smiled like nothing was amiss. “You should call me Justin, your father always did.” What his father had called Harte wasn’t repeatable in polite company.

He said nothing, waiting for an explanation.

“I wanted to introduce you to the man who may soon be your new neighbor.”

The young man next to Harte took his hands out of his pockets and held one out to Jonah. “Nate Williams.”

Jonah looked at the hand but made no move to take it. There was something about Nate that had the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. Beside him, Bear made a strange half-growl, half-whine, her eyes on Nate. Jonah scratched behind her ears to settle her, turning his attention back to Harte.

“You’re selling up?” he inquired flatly.

Harte laughed at that. 

“Oh, no,” he said. “I’m too old to uproot now. Nate and his family are looking to rent the old log cabins.”

“I see.”

Those had been a huge bone of contention between his father and Harte when he and his brothers were boys. Harte had made certain donations to the planning council to get permission for the change in land use, using money and influence to ensure legitimate objections to what he was doing were ignored. But Harte had underestimated Jonah’s father’s willingness to protect his family and, in the end, the cottages had lain empty, a failed venture never to be repeated or so Jonah had believed.

“I’m just showing Nate around the land, thought I’d introduce the two of you since he showed interest in becoming acquainted with the neighbors.”

More likely, Harte was sussing out whether Jonah was likely to cause as much fuss as his father had.

Glancing at Nate, he said, in as sharp a tone as he could muster, “I’m sure Mr. Harte informed you that the lake and the river lie on our land, not his. You put a toe in the water, and that’s trespassing. We don’t take kindly to trespassers.”

Nate’s eyes went a little wide, and Harte frowned in displeasure.

“Now, look here…”

“Goodbye, Mr. Harte. I’m sure you know the way off my property. Next time, come by the road like everyone else.”

As he turned, urging Bear to move with him, a breeze picked up, carrying Mr. Harte and Nate’s scent to him.

Every hair on his body stood on end, and he almost stumbled. He’d only caught that scent once before, but he knew what it meant.

Werewolf.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Nate left most of his people at the motel to rest. The others he divided into groups of two, some to scout for work, others to look for somewhere they might settle. They couldn’t stay in the motel much longer. As soon as someone realized how many people they had squashed into the two rooms, they’d be turfed out. And he really didn’t want to end up with them sleeping rough or in their cars. Sure, as wolves, they could be comfortable enough outdoors. But he didn’t know the area at all and wanted a safe place for his pack. Safe meant walls and a roof, defendable.

Logan came with him into town, and they stopped to chat with a few locals. One woman pointed them in the direction of a house she knew was up for rent on one side of the town. An older man, when Nate mentioned looking for somewhere out of the way, broke into a long story about some old log cabins on land attached to a farm. Deciding both options were worth looking into, they split up, Logan checking out the house on foot while Nate drove out to the Harte’s farm.

An hour later, he was hiking through a disused trail in the woods on the heels of a man around his father’s age. Justin Harte liked to talk which made it easy for Nate not to give away too much seeing as he could hardly get a word in edgeways.

“Like I told you, they’re pretty run down,” Harte said for the fourth time. “Only two that I’d really consider habitable and even those need a lot of work.”

They reached the cabins, and Nate winced. Harte wasn’t lying. They’d seen better days.

The look on his face must have said it all.

“I can cut you a good deal,” Harte said immediately. “You any good at handiwork?”

“Not bad,” Nate said, walking around the side of the cabin. His father had been a carpenter by trade, and he knew his way around a toolbox. He said as much to Harte.

“You pay a deposit and I can waive the first month’s rent in lieu of you fixing the place up a bit. Can even throw in some supplies, we’ve got wood and other stuff at the farm left over from the barn conversion. It’s yours if you want it.”

Nate made a noncommittal noise and wandered inside. The cabins were sturdy at least. They’d been well built but were just neglected. A bit of care and attention and they’d make for a pretty good home. The woods surrounding them seemed empty, they were far enough away from the farm not to have interference from Harte. And the man had already told Nate he didn’t hunt anymore. Something about a bad shoulder.

Logan had text to tell him that the house was a no-go. Boxed in by two other houses, they’d be surrounded by human eyes twenty-four seven. Packs couldn’t live like that.

“They need a lot of work,” he said, forcing a frown on his face. He didn’t want to seem too eager, didn’t want Harte asking questions like why anyone would want to move into these run-down cabins.

“First month and half the second month,” Harte offered. “That’s the best I can do.”

Nate let a smile grace his face. “Let me talk to the family. If they’re happy, then we’ve got a deal.” He reached over and shook the man’s hand.

As they walked back outside, he caught sight of a lake just beyond the trees.

“The water any good?” he asked.

A conflicted expression crossed Harte’s face. “Not much good for fishing,” he said. “Some pike, I think.”

Nate’s eyes saw further, catching sight of a house on the opposite side of the lake. A good distance away but still a little too close for comfort.

“Anyone living over that way?” he said, waving vaguely since he knew no human could see as far as he had.

“There’s a local vet clinic just beyond the lake. The father died two years ago, his son has just taken over the practice.”

“He gonna mind neighbors?”

“No,” Harte said, but there was a definite hesitation in his answer. “Why don’t we walk around, and I’ll introduce you?”

Nate was happy to get the chance to scope out the lay of the land a little better. Especially given where they were about to set up camp. All the old stories their people had told about the dangers of the area were fresh in his mind.

As they walked, Harte pointed out places they could see in the distance. On the other side of the lake, Nate caught sight of a dog on the bank and something moving in the water. A swimmer? But then they were circling around the lake which brought them back into the woods and out of sight of the dog. As they neared, the dog started barking. His fault, Nate guessed. Dogs did not like wolves in their vicinity.

Harte was saying something about bad weather in the spring and trouble with crops, but Nate was distracted by the sudden awareness that there was more than just a dog in the area. They left the tree line, and there, beside the still-barking Labrador he’d spotted earlier, was a man. 

Nate didn’t believe in love at first sight, despite the many shifter stories that seemed to suggest it wasn’t just possible but important. But he did believe in lust and there was no denying that just the sight of the man in front of him, his clothes damp and clinging to his skin, his feet bare, and his hair in disarray, sent a wave of heat through his body. 

Nate was so distracted that he missed both Harte’s words and the fact that the stranger’s body language was less than friendly. The stranger’s voice brought him out of his daydream in time to hear Harte introducing him.

Smiling, he stepped forward and held out a hand. The other man merely looked at his hand then turned his attention to Harte. The exchange of words between the two men was a thin veneer of politeness covering what Nate guessed was long-held animosity. He stepped back and let his hand fall, watching the conversation with interest until the man’s eyes turned back to him. They were the most unusual blue-gray Nate had ever seen, like the color of a stormy sea. He almost took a step forward, itching to get a closer look, a better scent. But the man’s cold words told him his intentions wouldn’t be well received, so he kept his distance, despite how much he didn’t want to.

And then the stranger was walking away, his dog at his heels. Harte grumbled something undecipherable under his breath and turned back. Nate followed.

“Who was that,” he asked, realizing he’d never caught the man’s name.

“Jonah Smith,” Harte bit out.

“He’s the town’s vet?” Nate continued.

“That’s him. Not for the bigger animals, mind. That’s Parker Jeffreys, he lives north of the town.”

There was silence between them for a moment.

“Friendly guy,” Nate commented, knowing he had to be careful to keep on Harte’s good side.

Harte snorted. “His father was a difficult man, an oddball, and it seems the youngest son is no different.”

“Youngest? There are others?”

Harte nodded. “Up and left as soon as they got the chance. Couldn’t leave the Cove quick enough. I was sure they’d sell up but…” He glanced back toward where they’d met Jonah. “I’m guessing he dug his heels in and they let him have his way.”

There was a lot more animosity in Harte’s voice than Nate felt anything said so far had warranted. Still, he wasn’t there to pry or antagonize the man.

“We’ll be careful to keep to your side of the land,” Nate said. “We wouldn’t want to cause you any trouble.”

“Most people would be reasonable,” Harte ground out. “But not the Smith family.”

Nate had met his fair share of unfriendly people. He hoped, if he broke the ice a little, that underneath Jonah’s cold exterior he might find a warm heart. Having a neighbor suspicious and constantly on watch would make life difficult for his pack. If Nate could distract Jonah a little, make him see they weren’t going to be part of whatever dispute he had going with Harte, it would make things easier for all concerned.

When they got back to Harte’s farm, he called Logan and had him put him on loudspeaker, filling the pack in on his plan for them to rent and renovate the cottages. There was quick agreement, Scott being the only voice of dissent, as expected.

Once Nate knew there were no serious objections, he sealed the deal with Harte on a handshake and a can of beer.

“When can we move in?” he asked. 

In answer, Harte handed him a set of keys. Nate took them with a smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Jonah wasn’t panicking. He was just walking home, Bear by his side. They were not running, just walking. Very fast. And away from the werewolf. Fuck.

Bear whined unhappily, and Jonah realized he had such a tight hold on her leash that his knuckles had turned white. Bear could clearly sense his unease and was matching it with some of her own. Taking a long look around to be sure they hadn’t been followed, he sank to his knees and petted her, letting her lick his face.

“I know, Bear, I know. But he’s gone now, and we’re okay.”

But Jonah wouldn’t be okay for long if what Harte had said was true. If a pack of werewolves were moving in next door.

He forced down his fear and anger and stood.

“Let’s get home.”

Heading straight to his bedroom, he stripped out of his damp clothes, took a quick shower to warm up, and dressed in the warmest, most comfortable clothing he could find.

That done, he went back to work. It was Saturday, Jeffrey’s clinic was on call for emergencies, so it was only the animals in residence that he had to worry about. He took the dogs for a second walk, played with the kittens, talked to the parakeet, and tried to keep his mind off of the fact that there had been a werewolf not a meter away from him. His only solace was that Nate seemed to have no idea that Jonah was anything out of the ordinary. It gave him some breathing room, some time to come up with a plan.

He made lunch, forced himself to eat then sat down with a pen and a piece of paper to try to brainstorm what exactly one did to scare off a werewolf. After thirty minutes of staring at a blank page, his father’s words echoing hollowly in his ears, he gave up and called his eldest brother. Harlan would know what to do.

“Yes?”

Harlan’s voice sounded clipped, almost angry when he answered.

“It’s me, Harlan,” he said, double checking his watch to make sure he hadn’t called at an odd time.

“Jonah. It’s been a while.”

“I sent you a couple of emails and texts. Left a voicemail or two,” he said casually.

“Sorry,” Harlan said, sounding distracted. “I’ve been up to my eyes. Look, could I call you back…”

Knowing that a return call was unlikely to come anytime soon, he interrupted. “There are werewolves, moving into Justin Harte’s summer cabins.”

There was a strained silence on the other end of the line.

“Come again?”

“Harte came over here this morning to introduce me to this guy whose family is thinking of renting the cottages. He was a wolf, Harlan.”

“Are you sure?”

“I know what a werewolf smells like.”

“And you think this guy was one.”

“I know he was one.”

“Wait, those cabins no one has touched in a decade? Has Harte renovated them?”

“No, definitely not.” Jonah would have heard if there’d been anyone carrying out work so close to the lake.

“Then there’s no way anyone’s moving in there permanently. Let alone a wolf. They know what this area means. They’re probably new and a little lost. Any minute now, one of their lupine friends will bring them up to speed and they’ll skip town.”

Harlan sounded so certain, so confident, that Jonah began to feel embarrassed about his earlier panic.

“Do you think so?”

“I bet you a hundred bucks, they’ll be out of your hair within days. A week, tops.”

A week. Jonah could handle a week.

“But what should I do if—”

“Look, J, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you soon, okay?”

“Bye,” Jonah tried to say, but his brother had already hung up.

Bear whined and laid her head on his knee. He reached down and scratched under her chin. 

“You hear that, Bear? Harlan thinks the wolves won’t stay. That they’re just big old ‘fraidy cats who’ll turn tail once they realize they’ve wandered into the forbidden woods.”

He closed his eyes. “I really hope he’s right.”

Because what was Jonah supposed to do if they stayed?

 

The next morning, he forced himself to keep to his normal routine. He took care of the animals, spending time brushing the one long-haired kitten whose fur seemed to mat every time Jonah so much as glanced away. He took the time to handle each of the kittens as often as he could, knowing sociable kittens were easier to find homes for. Two of this bunch were already claimed and would be collected the next week. The last one, a playful tabby, was just waiting for someone to fall in love with him.

He returned the kittens to their pen and let Charlie, the parakeet, out to fly about. He seemed grumpy in temperament and had a habit of landing on Jonah’s shoulder and nipping at his hair and ears. There was a bird enthusiast driving from two counties over to see him sometime in the next week. Jonah was really hoping the woman would take Charlie off his hands.

“I’m sure you’re looking forward to somewhere you can really stretch your wings, huh? But you need to be on your best behavior for the nice lady coming to see you. She has lots of birds. On second thoughts, you probably want to stand out. Some gentle hair pulling might be just the ticket.”

He missed Thumper’s presence, the rabbit had been a shy but enthusiastic eater. Gathering up some food, he decided to make a stop in the clearing where he’d released him to leave some more. There was no harm in giving the rabbit a helping hand to acclimatize. Though he knew he probably didn’t need it. By now, he’d probably found another rabbit to keep him company and was well on the way to being dad of the year.

He and Bear took off on their walk, but he left her a bit of distance away while he snuck into the clearing to leave the food. Knowing her, she’d leap through all the bushes barking like a mad thing and give half the bunnies heart attacks. There was no sign of any rabbits, but Jonah knew they weren’t far.  

He went back for Bear, and they continued their walk, taking a long path through the woods that eventually led them back to the lake. Like almost all his walks with Bear, this one ended with another swim. It was his routine, his favorite thing to do, and he could count on one hand the days he hadn’t done so in the past few years. Bear didn’t like the water, but she took her job as his guard dog very seriously, sitting watchful on the bank while he swam.

When he heard her barking once more, just like she had the previous day, he realized he couldn’t just stay submerged until whoever was out there went away. If it was a werewolf, they might know someone was in the lake. He had to act like a human.

Surfacing, he found himself treading water in almost the dead center of the lake. And over close to Bear, his shirt off, barefoot, and wading into the water, was the werewolf from yesterday, Nate. Jonah was in so much trouble.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Their first night at the cabin left a lot to be desired, given half of them slept as wolves in piles on the floor and the other half had curled up in sleeping bags. But no one had wanted to spend a second night in the motel. It had felt too open, being so close to the road into town. If someone had tracked them that far, it made them that much easier to find.

Nate was up early, scouting the area to make sure they’d had no curious visitors in the night. His eyes kept straying to the house across the lake and his mind returned, again and again, to the man who lived there. Jonah.

Once they’d all eaten breakfast, a group headed out to scout the town for work again, while those who stayed behind started clearing one of the cabins in preparation for the work they needed to do. Both cabins had issues with their roofs, meaning the next time it rained, they were going to get wet. He wanted to have them patched up before that happened.

About halfway through the morning, having divided his time between working and speaking with the pack members still so shaken by what had happened, he felt the urge to get away for a bit. It was hard to meet his sister’s eyes these days, her expression so haunted, so heavy with guilt. No matter how many times he’d hugged her, how many times he’d promised her it wasn’t her fault, he knew she still blamed herself. It wasn’t fair but, unlike the roof, it wasn’t something he could fix.

Taking a break, he rummaged through their supplies and found, of all things, some cookies. Deciding they were as good a peace offering as he was likely to find without venturing into town to buy something, he wrapped them up and headed off through the woods.

Skirting carefully around the lake, he saw the beautiful Labrador he’d spotted the day before, sitting by the bank. When she saw him, she started barking, loudly. Nate had intended on giving her a wide berth on his way to the house when he realized it was unlikely she’d be out there alone. Where was her owner?

It was then he spotted the pile of clothes that she was guarding. Turning his attention to the lake, he looked for Jonah. But the surface was still, the lake silent, not even a ripple across the water.

Nate walked closer to the bank. He had the odd sense that something was out there. Like the times he’d come across a real wolf in the forest when he was out running with the pack.

“Jonah?” he called, prompting the dog to start barking again. He began to grow worried, eyeing the pile of clothes and the empty lake. If Jonah had gone in and gotten into trouble…

Before he knew it, he’d stripped off his T-shirt and his shoes and was wading into the water. At that moment, the water at the center of the lake bubbled, and Jonah surfaced, water streaming from his body. For a long moment, they just stared at one another.

“Wow, that’s… you’re really good at holding your breath,” Nate said when nothing more suave came to mind.

Jonah stared at him for another moment, his eyebrows drawn together in a frown.

“Is there a reason you’re on my land, again?” he called pointedly.

“Peace offering,” Nate said, holding up the bag of cookies. “I come bearing sugary treats.”

Jonah canted his head to the side, staring at him like he was out of his mind.

“I think we got off on the wrong foot yesterday,” Nate continued. “There was that subtle undercurrent of cold hatred between you and Harte. I feel it kind of muddied the waters between us. Since we’re going to be neighbors and all, I thought we could start fresh.”

Jonah started swimming slowly toward him, the water making his skin glisten enticingly. From the expression on his face, Nate could tell he was suspicious and a little put out. When he got about a meter from the shore, he stopped. Nate, who’d already climbed back up onto the bank, held out a hand.

“Here, let me help you up.”

Jonah made no move to take his hand, and Nate’s eyes slid sideward to the pile of clothes on the ground. The thought occurred to him that someone swimming in the privacy of their own lake, on their own land, might swim naked. And humans could be kind of funny about those things.

“Or I could just turn my back while you dress,” he said, with forced cheer.

“Please,” Jonah replied, his voice sounding strained.

Oh, yeah. Nate was making a great second impression. Totally blowing it out of the water.

He did as he’d promised, pacing a few steps away and keeping his eyes averted. He heard Jonah climb out, heard the rustle of clothing, and then the man’s quiet voice.

“C’mon, Bear. Let’s go home.”

Jonah walked right past Nate without another glance.

“Sorry about interrupting your swim,” Nate called, very aware the other man hadn’t taken him up on his peacemaking offer. “I really thought you might be in trouble.”

Jonah’s fast stride slowed and stopped before the smaller man turned back to him.

“And you were going to do what?”

“Dive in and see if I could find you?”

His shifter senses were pretty sharp. He’d have found Jonah. Whether he’d have found him in time or not was a different matter.

Jonah looked thoughtful, which was a nice change from angry.

“Coffee?” he offered.

“That’d be great,” Nate said, smiling. 

Jonah didn’t smile back, his expression more worried than anything.

“I’m not the big, bad wolf,” Nate tried as he followed after Jonah.

The other man froze, his shoulders going tense. 

“I just mean, I know we got off on the wrong foot, twice now, but I’m a friendly guy. I get on well with most people.”

Jonah seemed to unfreeze all at once, rolling his shoulders. It drew Nate’s eyes to his T-shirt, which was, once again, sticking tightly to his skin.

“I’m not most people,” Jonah said over his shoulder and kept walking.

Nate shook his head and trailed after him, ignoring how Bear kept shooting him angry glances, her tail whipping from side to side in agitation. He was having no luck winning anyone over today.

The next lot of trouble started as soon as they reached the house. Somewhere inside, dogs began to bark, and he could hear a cat yowl.

“I’d better go check on that,” Jonah said, “a skunk or a fox might have got in there.” 

He unlocked a door and pointed Nate toward it. “Kitchen’s through there. There’s a kettle on the stove.”

And then he was gone, jogging around the side of the house. Oddly, Bear didn’t follow, instead trailing Nate inside. In the near distance, he could hear Jonah’s voice, in a much gentler tone than he’d so far used with Nate. 

Nate filled the kettle, turned on the stove, and went to sit at the table to wait. But before he could sit, Bear growled.

He decided this was as good a time as any to make friends. Crouching down until he and Bear were eye to eye, he held the dog’s gaze, letting his eyes transform.

Bear’s growl became a whine before the dog crouched down, her ears flattened, her tail low.

“I’m no threat to you,” Nate said softly, “and no threat to your master.”

He held out his hand for the dog to scent. Bear did, cautiously, before getting to her feet, her tail wagging happily. One down, one to go.

The one in question arrived in the interior doorway just as Nate was wondering if it was polite to start searching the cupboards for coffee mugs.

“Water’s almost boiled,” Nate said when it didn’t appear that Jonah was going to break the silence. It seemed that Harte wasn’t off the beaten path when he’d called Jonah odd. 

“Was it a skunk?” he asked, knowing full well it wasn’t.

“No,” Jonah replied, crossing the room, pulling out two mugs, and setting them on the countertop. “It was nothing.”

“I guess animals are like that sometimes. Spooked by nothing much at all.”

“I guess,” Jonah replied. 

His words were tense and stilted, his posture stiff. Nate didn’t know him well enough to know if it was something he’d done or said or if this was how Jonah was around every new person in his life. He was usually better at charming people, especially ones he couldn’t keep his eyes off. He noticed Jonah had come back in through the house, and he’d taken the time to change, wearing a pair of sweatpants, a T-shirt, and a sweater that hid the contours of his body. Nate couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.

“That’s a pity,” he said, regretting the words as soon as they were out of his mouth. “You’ve really been rocking that wet T-shirt contest look.”

Jonah let out a startled laugh, almost pouring boiling water over his hand. “What?”

“I’m just saying, it’s a good look on you. Bear and I both think so, don’t we, girl?”

Bear woofed in agreement. Jonah glared at her, muttering something about ‘biting the hand that feeds her,’ his face turning red.

“Are you hitting on me?” he asked softly.

“You’re a bit gorgeous. It’s a bad habit,” he said, adding, “Sorry.” He wasn’t sorry at all.

It seemed to have broken the ice nicely, only the next second Jonah was shoving a cup into his hands. “Drink your coffee and go. I have work to do.”

He turned toward the door.

“Wait, Jonah, if I’ve misread things…”

“Bear, heel,” Jonah called over his shoulder, not looking back. The dog trotted happily after him, giving Nate a look that said clearly that one of them was in the doghouse, and it wasn’t her.

Damn. Back to square one he went, tail between his legs.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

When Jonah retreated into the safety of the shelter, he found his hands were shaking. Listening out, he heard Nate leave, the outer door of the house closing. Good, the wolf was gone.

Bear whined, picking up on his distress. Jonah sank to the floor, sitting cross-legged. Bear nudged against his hand, putting her paws on his leg. Jonah embraced her, taking comfort in her soft fur.

“We’ll be okay, girl.”

He couldn’t decide whether Nate was as oblivious as he seemed or whether he was playing a game with Jonah. Were werewolves known to toy with their prey? Either way, he knew he was in trouble. A whole pack had just set up camp next door and, from what Nate had said, they weren’t just passing through like Harlan had suggested.

When he stopped shaking, he took the time to soothe Bear and the other animals, stroking one of the kittens who tried to climb up his leg.

“Okay, guys. I’ve got work to do. I’ll be back later.”

Bear obediently followed him back to the house. Jonah took the outside route instead of going through the house, cautious and keeping an eye out for Nate or the presence of another wolf. 

He reached the house safely, slipping in the side door. Nate’s coffee cup sat untouched on the table. The bag of cookies Nate had brought sat next to it. Scribbled on the paper bag was the word ‘Sorry’. Jonah picked it up, staring down at it in confusion. What, exactly, was Nate playing at? Dumping the cookies in the trash, he pulled out his phone and called Harlan. He got his voicemail, of course, but left a message that he hoped sounded urgent enough.

Whatever he said must have done the trick, because Harlan called him back not ten minutes later.

“You’ve seen the wolves again?”

“Just one, that same one. He’s acting strangely.”

“Does he know what you are?”

That wasn’t an easy question to answer. 

“I don’t think so.” He winced but forced himself to be honest. “He kind of seemed to be flirting with me.”

There was a choked sound on the other end of the phone; Harlan trying to suppress his laughter, Jonah guessed.

“Are you sure he’s a wolf?” Harlan said. Jonah could hear his grin. “And not just a guy who’s into you?”

Jonah groaned inwardly. He shouldn’t have told him.

“No, Harlan. I’m not confusing some idiot with more charm than sense with a real-life werewolf. Unlike you, I can tell the difference.”

His insult rolled off Harlan like water off a duck’s back.

“Just a joke, little brother. No need to snap my head off.”

Anger bubbled up in Jonah. He wanted to yell at his brother for being so cavalier about things, for never answering Jonah’s calls, for leaving him alone there with no one to rely on but himself. If it was Harlan or Theo, the wolves wouldn’t stand a chance. But Jonah wasn’t like them. One wolf he could deal with. A whole pack was a different story.

“What do I do, Harlan?”

“The same thing Dad did the last time one of those mutts decided to cock his leg and claim our land.”

Their father had set a trap, lured the wolf down to the lake and… Jonah had seen the body afterward, the water running off the wolf’s fur tinged red with blood.

Jonah swallowed hard. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“You don’t have a lot of choices here if you’re not willing to walk away.”

He couldn’t walk away. This was his home, his life’s work, his father’s life’s work. This was all that was left of his family.

“Which you know I won’t do.”

Walking away meant leaving a part of himself behind, a part he cherished.

“Then you need to act, and quickly, before this pack starts to establish itself. It won’t be long before they’re hunting in our territory. If they don’t meet any resistance, they’ll assume there’s nothing here, that all the old stories are just that, stories.”

“Okay, okay,” Jonah said, knowing his brother was right. “How exactly do I do this? How did Dad?”

He knew what had been done but not exactly how his father had gone about it. Harlan was different. Father hadn’t tried to protect him from that sort of stuff.

“Fine,” Harlan said. “I’ll walk you through it. Grab a pen and some paper. It’ll take some time to set this up.”

They talked for another hour. While the conversation wasn’t usual for them, the sound of Harlan’s voice reminded Jonah of how lonely he’d been, how much he’d missed having company, having people he could really talk to. Stefan had been nice, but he’d also been human. There were parts of his life Jonah had never been able to share with him or any other human. Parts that were so entwined with his identity that it meant no one really knew him.

Harlan ended the call by making him promise to be careful and to call him anytime if things got more complicated. Jonah noticed he didn’t offer to come home, to help, but he pushed back the hurt. His brothers had their own lives now, their own responsibilities. He couldn’t expect them to drop everything and come running every time he had a problem.

He went over the plan Harlan had set out for him, making some tweaks and changes. The biggest one, the one he knew Harlan would scoff at, was that he didn’t plan to kill the wolf he lured into his trap. He felt he didn’t need to. With his father having killed the last one who strayed into their territory, he felt sure that he could scare a wolf enough that he’d run back and tell all his wolf friends that there was something dangerous out there. The wolves would realize their stories were true and would get the hell out before something worse happened. And if they didn’t… Jonah would have to follow his father’s lead.

He wouldn’t kill unless the wolves forced his hand. That wasn’t who he was. That wasn’t what he wanted to be. But if they didn’t get the message, he’d take action before they worked things out and thought to take him on.

His eyes strayed to the coffee cup still sitting on the table, an image of Nate appearing crystal clear in his mind. His father had warned him about wolves many times, about how they were dangerous animals, cunning, vicious. He’d never told Jonah that they could be handsome, that they could be charming, that they could make jokes. But what did he trust more, the words of his beloved father or the easy smile of a werewolf who’d invaded his home twice in the space of two days? He couldn’t, and wouldn’t, let himself get distracted. The wolves were a problem, and he would take care of it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

Nate puzzled over the mystery that was Jonah before pushing that aside and turning his attention back to his pack. They needed him right now. Being distracted by an unfriendly neighbor was just his mind’s way of avoiding the problems at hand. And boy were there problems.

To say the cabins were in poor repair was like saying water was wet. The holes in the roofs were only one issue. There was also the fact that the water pump wasn’t working, the generator, even if they’d had money to buy fuel, didn’t seem to work, and the wood on one of the porches had rotted and given way when someone walked across it. He didn’t let the myriad of issues overwhelm him. At least they had a roof over their heads and no sign, so far, that anyone had tracked them as far as the Cove. Safety meant a lot. They were wolves, they could weather some discomfort.

And then there was the other side of things. His father had talked often about the well-being of the pack. More than just their physical health or their safety, it was the pack’s cohesiveness, the soul of the pack, that he had to care for. And, right then, it was bruised, if not broken. He could see it in his sister’s haunted eyes, in the strain on Mac’s face every time Maddie asked for her mother. The Alpha Prime had torn the heart out of their pack. It was his job to mend it. He just didn’t know how.

On their second day at the cabin, their food and funds running low, he again sent one group out to hunt for work and the second on a more traditional sort of hunt. There had to be work out there somewhere. It didn’t help that when they’d run they had left everything behind: belongings, documents, the kind of things that came in useful when trying to get gainful employment. They were reduced to looking for work that paid under the table. So far, only Karla had had any luck, picking up some casual bar work in exchange for cash in hand at the end of every night. But it wasn’t enough to support seventeen people. They needed more.

“Give me your clothes,” Betty called to him when he wandered outside.

“Huh?” he asked.

“I’m doing some washing.” She had a bag in her hand, a pile of clothes inside with a box of soap perched on top.

He only had the clothes on his back, so nothing to change into, and he was supposed to be calling over to Harte’s farm to collect some more tools to help them with the repairs. He didn’t think Harte would appreciate him arriving naked.

“Maybe next time. Can’t prance around the humans in my natural state.”

She grinned. “That would very much depend on the human, wouldn’t it?”

Rolling his eyes, he went to find Logan, then the two of them headed over to Harte’s farm. They carried back what they needed, arriving just in time to interrupt a shouting match between Scott and Betty. They were playing tug of war over some food. If they’d been in their wolf forms, he could have brushed it off as play, but they were both human and yelling.

“You’ve had yours,” Betty was shouting, not relinquishing her grip on what Nate could see was a packet of sliced bacon. “This is for the little ones.”

“I’m four times their size, I need it more than them,” Scott growled, yanking viciously at the packet and almost knocking Betty off her feet.

“Enough!” Nate yelled, his voice carrying. 

Everyone went silent, all eyes turning to him. Betty let go of the ham, but Scott clung on. Nate stalked right up to Scott and Betty, yanked the food from Scott’s hand and handed it to her.

“Feed the kids,” he said quietly, turning to Scott.

When the beta opened his mouth, Nate pushed into his space, growling softly. “If you want more food, you hunt for it.” 

He pulled away, looking around. “That goes for any healthy adult here. The kids and the injured get fed first, the rest of us make do for ourselves right now.”

“There’s nothing out there,” Scott said, his whining voice heavy with insolence.

Jay chose that moment to return, whistling jauntily, half a dozen fish tied to a line thrown over his shoulder.

“You were saying?” Nate asked quietly, his tone menacing. Scott just grumbled and stalked away.

He and Jay watched him go. “What crawled up his—”

“You did well,” Nate interrupted, knowing there were kids nearby, listening in to all the adult goings-on.

“Lake’s pretty well stocked.”

Nate groaned. They’d talked about this. “That’s not our lake. It’s our neighbor’s.”

“What they don’t know can’t hurt them.”

“And when he complains to Harte and we find ourselves turfed out into the cold?”

Jay grimaced. “Point taken. I’ll follow the river next time, get some distance.”

Nate put a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks, Jay. Is there more than fish out there?”

They could survive on fish, but variety was better. Meat was better.

“There’s rabbits, lots of rabbits. A few pheasants, over that way.” He waved vaguely west. “Maybe some deer further out, I thought I saw tracks. And there’s a pile of chickens on that guy’s farm. If we were desperate…”

“Let’s not bite the hand that’s sheltering us for free,” Nate said. “The last thing we want are hunters out here looking for wolves.”

They were interrupted by a yelping cry in the distance. Nate was on alert, his hackles raised.

“Betty, get the kids inside. You and Cole stand guard. Jay, Fred, with me.”

He shifted and ran toward where the sound had come from, the others on his heels. He outpaced them easily, but he knew that they’d follow. There were at least three of his people still out hunting. And one of them was in trouble.

When he reached them, it wasn’t what he’d feared. It was worse. He shifted back immediately on seeing Mac crouched in human form on the ground. He was bent over little Maddie, who was still in her wolf form, whining in distress. Nate could see what had happened, a wire snare wrapped tight around Maddie’s back leg.

“We need something to cut the wire,” he told Jay, who was still in wolf form. The green-eyed wolf nodded and raced back toward the cabins.

“Shh, Maddie. Just hold on, sweetie,” Mac was saying, stroking her fur with one hand while holding her still with the other.

“We were playing,” he said to Nate. “I didn’t see it until it was too late. She was screeching and pulling until I got to her which just made everything worse.”

Nate looked closer, seeing that the angle of Maddie’s leg looked a little strange where it met her body. 

“She might have dislocated it,” he said, “if she pulled hard enough.”

That was a problem that wouldn’t fix itself.

“We can get her to a hospital, right?” Fred said behind them.

Mac shook his head. “She won’t change back while she’s injured, she’s too young to understand that we need her to. Besides, hospitals ask questions, get child services involved. That’s the last thing we need.”

Nate agreed with all of that, but he was glad Mac was the one saying it.

“Good thing our neighbor is a veterinarian,” he said softly.

“You think he’d help her?” Mac asked hopefully.

For all that Jonah didn’t like him, Nate had seen how he was with Bear. He couldn’t see the man turning away an injured animal.

“I think he will. We’ll just have to be careful.” If things went wrong and they were discovered, Nate would have to take care of that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Jonah had two days of peace with no sign of Nate or the rest of his new neighbors. Wendy, the veterinary nurse who worked two days a week in his practice to help with surgeries, was on vacation for two weeks, which was just as well. Both of the dogs in Jonah’s shelter found new homes, and he saw off two of the kittens to a family whose older cat had died. He’d also dealt with one sick cat, a dog who’d eaten a whole packet of shoelaces, and had been handed an injured hedgehog who was currently convalescing nicely.

Which was why, when he heard the knock on his back door just before lunchtime, he assumed it was something routine. An early delivery, a neighbor with a stray kitten. The last thing he expected to see was Nate standing there with a wolf cub in his arms. He knew in an instant that this was no ordinary wolf.

“Please,” Nate said, pale and anxious, none of the cockiness that he’d had before. “She’s injured.”

The sane thing to do would have been to shut and lock the door, but if Jonah was right about what Nate was, then that wasn’t just a young wolf in his arms, it was a child. And, animal or person, he couldn’t turn away someone hurting, not when he could help.

“Come in,” he said, gesturing Nate inside and grabbing hold of Bear’s collar. “This way.”

He sent Bear to her bed before he led the way through the house to the clinic.

“Put her down here,” he said, pointing to the chrome examination table in the center of the room. He stopped for long enough to don a pair of gloves, then joined Nate who stood possessively over the werewolf cub.

The wolf was conscious, mewling softly, and frozen in fear.

“Keep your hand here,” Jonah said directing Nate to keep the cub’s head still. He didn’t want to get bitten if he could help it. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“She got wrapped up in a snare, went crazy trying to get free. The wire was too embedded to get out, and her hip looks… wrong.”

Jonah could see for himself that the hip was dislocated. The leg had wire wrapped tightly around it, cutting through fur and skin. It had to be very painful. He admired the little one’s bravery in staying so quiet.

“I’m going to give her a sedative and some pain relief,” Jonah told Nate. “I’ll need to remove the wire, clean the wounds, and put the hip back in place. The less aware she is of that, the better.”

“Of course,” Nate said. “Please, whatever you can do.”

Jonah worked quickly and quietly, weighing the cub before injecting her with a strong sedative mixed with a pain reliever. The cub let out a whimper before quickly succumbing to the sedative. The most critical thing was to cut away the wire which was wound so tight Jonah worried it was restricting blood flow through the leg. He used a small wire clippers, cutting it away piece by small piece to do the least harm to the already mangled skin.

“Will she be okay?” Nate asked.

Jonah didn’t ask how the other man was so sure it was a she. This wasn’t the time to put Nate on the spot. He could see the lines of stress and tension in his body. Was this his cub?

“I’ll know more soon,” he said, keeping his tone as soothing as he could manage. He talked as he worked, explaining to Nate what he was doing each step of the way. 

Once the last piece of wire was pulled free, he cleaned the wounds with antiseptic, hoping to stop any infection before it could get a foothold. Some of the lacerations were deep and would need to be properly washed out. Best to fix the hip first and then tackle them. He topped up the sedative, explaining to Nate what he was about to do. It looked worse than it was, he knew, seeing Nate’s flinch as the hip was pushed firmly back into place.

“There, that’s better,” Jonah soothed, running a hand across the cub’s fur even though she hadn’t stirred. For a cub, she looked to be around two or three months old. The tips of her ears were still floppy, and her head was larger in proportion to her body. Jonah had no idea what that meant in human terms. Not a baby anyway. A toddler? Or a small child?

He got to work washing out the deeper cuts. He’d been considering stitches, but he could already see pink granulation tissue forming in the base of the lacerations. The cub was already healing herself. He glanced up at Nate, wondering why, if werewolves were fast healers, he’d bring the cub here at all. The dislocated hip, maybe? But surely someone in his pack knew how to put a hip back into place?

It was another puzzle to add to the growing pile he was shoving into the cupboard marked ‘Nate.’ It should have been marked ‘werewolves’ but his mind was a little hyper-focused on one wolf in particular. The wolf who was standing opposite him, who looked like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders, and who was wearing the exact same clothes he’d been wearing the day he and Jonah had met. And again, during their second meeting. Jonah wondered what that meant. He’d never heard much by way of complementary information about werewolves, but he’d never heard anyone describe them as grubby or unkempt. There was a lot going on here that he didn’t understand, starting with why any wolf would be in the Cove in the first place.

Once the last of the wounds were washed out, Jonah bound the leg lightly. At the rate of healing he could see, he guessed she’d be good as new in two or three days, provided she was kept warm and dry, with adequate food and rest. His eyes lingered on Nate’s dirt-stained clothing. If their pack were short on clothes, what else were they short on?

“All done,” he said, giving her one last injection. “She’ll probably be out for at least a few more hours. If we’re lucky, she’ll sleep until morning. I’ve given her a longer acting pain relief to help her get that rest.”

“Thanks, Jonah. I’ll keep a close eye on her,” Nate said, reaching down to pick the cub up.

“Hold on,” Jonah said sharply. “What are you doing?”

Nate paused, his gaze flicking upward. “Taking her home with me while she recovers.”

Jonah put a hand on his waist, raising his eyebrows. “Remind me again which one of us is the vet here?”

“You have other patients,” Nate said, waving a hand around. “Besides, I can’t pay so it isn’t fair to take up any more of your time.”

“Have I asked for payment?” Jonah said quietly. “No, and I won’t. But she needs to stay here at least until the morning and probably for a day or two until she’s well enough to be freed. Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her.”

“I should… Can I stay?” Nate asked, swallowing visibly. He looked desperate, and exhausted, and lost in a way that Jonah didn’t like.

“Of course,” he found himself saying, distantly aware that he’d just invited a werewolf to stay the night in his house. 

“Does she have a name?” he asked before he could dwell on what exactly was wrong with him and the whole situation.

“Maddie,” Nate said after a pause, his eyes uncertain as he watched for Jonah’s reaction.

“Maddie,” Jonah repeated softly. “Well, don’t worry. We’ll settle Maddie down in front of the fire, keep her warm and keep an eye on her at the same time. Will you stay here with her while I get things ready?”

“Sure,” Nate said. 

Jonah turned to walk away only for Nate to snag his wrist, his touch gentle. 

“Thank you, Jonah. You’ve been very patient.”

“It’s my job,” he said, unable to muster up his earlier anger at the man, “and I’m glad to be able to help.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

   Convincing Mac to let him take Maddie to Jonah hadn’t been easy, but Nate knew the second Jonah opened the door that he’d made the right choice. The care and attention the vet gave to the cub was as good as what their own healer would have given if she hadn’t died in the attack. The problem came when Jonah wasn’t ready to let Nate take Maddie and leave, insisting that he needed to monitor her. Nate knew she’d be okay for a few hours, while the sedative was still in her system and she was still working through healing the worst of the injuries. But soon, her abnormally fast healing would become apparent and the risk that she’d shift back would start to increase. They had to be gone before then.

Jonah got a fire going, and Nate carefully carried Maddie in to lie on a soft blanket in front of it. There were two armchairs pulled up next to it.

“Sit down,” Jonah said, “I’ll go get us some tea.”

When he returned, two mugs of tea and a plate of sandwiches in his hands, Nate was kneeling on the floor beside Maddie, stroking her fur to comfort her and crooning softly. He didn’t hear Jonah until it was too late, the other man giving him a strange look. Understandable, considering the circumstances.

“We’ve been feeding her,” Nate tried to explain, hating having to lie. “Maybe that was a mistake, but one of the kids named her, and I guess we got a little attached.”

Jonah raised one eyebrow. “All that in the, what… four days you’ve been here?”

Nate shrugged. “We needed the distraction.”

He was handed a mug and a sandwich, Jonah sinking down onto the floor with him rather than demanding he join him in the chairs.

“The Cove isn’t really the destination of choice for young families.”

Nate looked away and took a sip of his tea. He’d known Jonah would start to ask questions eventually.

“We didn’t really have a lot of choices.”

“There was trouble?”

The question was asked evenly, offhandedly even, like if Nate deflected, Jonah wouldn’t push for answers.

“There was… conflict in our family. Things went south, really south. People were hurt. We had no choice but to leave and find somewhere they wouldn’t come looking for us.”

“I can see why you’d think the Cove would be a good place to hide out.”

Jonah’s words were guarded but knowing.

“Yeah, it’s quiet here,” Nate mumbled, turning his attention to Maddie when she whimpered softly.

“Are you safe now?”

The question caught him by surprise.

“I’ll keep my family safe.” He’d give his life to protect them if it came to it.

“That’s not exactly what I asked,” Jonah said softly. “But if there’s any way I can help…”

“You are helping,” he replied. “You’ve helped Maddie, and I can’t even repay you for that.”

Jonah opened his mouth to reply, but Nate beat him to it. “I know it’s your job, but I don’t think people walk in off the street with injured wolf cubs every day.”

“No,” Jonah said wryly. “Especially since there aren’t any wolves in this area.”

Nate almost choked on a mouthful of tea. 

“I guess a pack migrated in?” 

He risked a glance at Jonah’s face. The vet was smiling softly, almost teasingly. For the first time, he wondered if Jonah somehow knew what they were. His fears eased with Jonah’s next words.

“Must have. We’re lucky we don’t have many hunters in these parts.”

He relaxed only to tense up when Jonah spoke again.

“Though maybe there’s also a reason we don’t have wolves.”

“Like what?” Nate asked, confused at the direction the conversation was taking. Did Jonah know something about why this area was forbidden?

“Natural predators?” Jonah suggested with an air of innocence. 

Nate relaxed again. “I’m not sure there’s too much that could best a wolf unless you’ve got bears.”

“No,” Jonah said softly, his eyes dark and a little sad. “No bears.”

Nate decided to change the topic.

“Harte said this used to be your dad’s practice?”

The sad look in Jonah’s eyes only seemed to deepen. 

“Yeah. He lived and worked here for almost fifty years. Before that, his father lived here.”

“And you grew up here?”

“Yeah, we did.”

“We?”

Jonah looked wistful. “My dad and my brothers. They left two years ago, right after he died.”

“Do they visit often?”

He might have been mistaken but he thought he saw a flash of anger cross Jonah’s face.

“They haven’t been back. I guess there isn’t much for them to return for.”

So, Jonah and his brothers weren’t close then. At least that meant no other people snooping around.

“You live here alone?” He already knew the answer to that question.

Jonah shrugged. “I like the quiet life. Besides, I have Bear and the other animals.”

“They’re no substitute for someone to talk to.”

“I don’t know, Bear is a pretty good listener.” Jonah was trying for lighthearted, but Nate had the overwhelming sense that the other man was lonely.

“Is he who you grumble about Harte to?”

Jonah grinned. “You caught that, did you?”

“The ice-cold relationship between you two? Yeah, I may have picked up something. Anything I should know about?”

The other man waved it off. “Just stuff that happened in the past with him encroaching on the boundaries of our land. He caused my dad a lot of stress because he thought he could take liberties and was willing to walk over our family to do so.”

“Sounds complicated. I’d like to hear the long version if you feel like telling it.”

They had a whole evening and night to pass, and the less they talked about Nate the less likely he was to slip up and say too much.

“It was a pretty typical neighbor dispute. Or, at least, it started like that.” Jonah shifted to sit cross-legged, leaning back against the chair behind him. The light from the fire threw dancing shadows across his skin. 

“Harte got it into his head one year that this area would be a good tourist draw. He built the cabins as a vacation spot, with a heavy emphasis on swimming, fishing, and watersports.”

“On your lake.”

“Exactly. He thought since we didn’t fish in it, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“But it was.”

“He tried to claim the lake was half his and he had a right to it. Tried to claim adverse possession. He only got permission to build his cabins because he paid money to the local council for permits he wouldn’t have got otherwise.”

“Bribery?”

“Uh-huh. Got the council to declare the lake a local amenity which gave him the right to let his guests use it.”

“How did it get resolved?”

There was a look of guilt in Jonah’s eyes, an emotion that made no sense at first.

“There were accidents,” Jonah said softly. “Down at the lake. They think something swam up from the harbor, a shark maybe. There were a couple of near-drownings. Word got around, his permit was revoked, the lake returned to our possession, and everything went back to normal.”

Jonah didn’t sound happy about it.

“Did anyone die?”

“A few people wound up in hospital.”

“Were they bitten?”

“Not bitten but scratched and bruised. Most were just dragged under. No one died but… it was a near thing.”

There was that guilty look again, worse this time.

“Your father must have found that hard,” Nate commented.

Jonah looked startled, his eyes locking onto Nate’s.

“You know… with it being his lake, his land, and people getting hurt.”

“Yes,” Jonah breathed, sounding oddly relieved. “The whole thing really took its toll on him. We’d warned Harte that the lake was dangerous, but he was too stubborn and selfish to listen. All he saw were dollar signs. He changed his tune when half-drowned kids were being pulled from the water.”

And yet, any victory Jonah’s family might have felt sounded bittersweet to Nate’s ears. It also made him wonder if he’d stumbled upon the reason this area was forbidden for wolves. Not bears but something lurking in the water. He made up his mind to tell his people to keep their distance from the lake. A thought occurred to him, and he frowned at Jonah.

“Does that make you brave or stupid?” he wondered.

“Huh?” Jonah seemed torn between being affronted and confused.

“Swimming in that damn shark-infested lake.”

The other man barked out a laugh. “I’m a very good swimmer,” he assured Nate. “A natural.”

“Even good swimmers get eaten,” Nate pointed out darkly.

“Not if they know the water like me.” 

Jonah was all quiet, sexy confidence, stretching his arms toward the ceiling and, as the light of the fire played across his skin, he seemed almost supernatural. If Nate hadn’t known better, he might have thought he was another shifter and not human at all.

Glancing down at Maddie, he noticed she was finally sleeping peacefully. Knowing Mac would be worried given he hadn’t returned, he knew he should go let him know she was okay.

“I need to let the others know I’m staying here to keep an eye on her.”

At first, he thought Jonah was going to suggest he leave again and was surprised when he didn’t.

“Sure, you don’t want them worrying. I’ll stay with her while you’re gone. She’ll definitely be out for another while yet.”

And though leaving one of the youngest and most vulnerable of his pack in a stranger’s hands wasn’t easy, there was something in Jonah’s manner that made Nate want to trust him.

“I’ll be back soon,” he promised, and hurried outside.

As he’d expected, he found Mac waiting in wolf form just beyond the tree line, Fred with him. Mac changed back to human form, his eyes wide when he took in Nate’s empty arms.

“She’s fine,” Nate assured him, grabbing his shoulder and pulling him into a loose hug. “He’s fixed her hip and cleaned up her leg. She’s sedated and not in any pain. Sleeping.”

“Why isn’t she with you?”

“Because he needs to watch her for a little while longer.”

“What if she shifts back? She does that in her sleep sometimes.”

Damn. Nate couldn’t risk that happening.

“She can’t right now. Like I said, she’s sedated. When Jonah falls asleep, I’ll sneak her out and bring her home.”

“Does he suspect?”

Nate snorted. “That we’re werewolves? I don’t think so. He might think we keep wolves as pets though. Apparently, it’s not just werewolves that avoid this area. Oh, and keep away from the water, okay? Tell everyone the lake is off-limits.”

“Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“Maybe nothing. Or maybe it’s the reason shifters keep their distance from this place. There are stories about some kind of animal attacks in the water.”

“Like sharks?”

“None of the humans seem to have been bitten.” But the wolf stories all talked about trespassers having been dumped back onto wolf territory, badly mauled. Maybe whatever it was liked the taste of wolf.

Fred had other news, unwelcome yet unsurprising.

“Scott’s gone.”

“Gone?”

“Took off with one of the cars and some money and food. Hasn’t returned. We’ve looked, but he’s not in the town.”

Scott, who’d been loudly against every decision Nate had made since the pack had been attacked.

“Probably decided he was better off striking out alone.” And he was probably right. “The neighboring territory isn’t likely to pay too much attention to a lone wolf crossing the border.”

Unlike a whole pack, which they couldn’t fail to notice.

“Bastard stole from us.”

“Yeah, he did. But at least we don’t have to look at his sour face anymore. That’s something,” he teased.

He sent them home after that, wanting the cabins as protected for the night as possible.

When he stepped back inside Jonah’s house, he could hear… singing.

Usually, when he was around humans, he was at pains to move in a way that they were used to, being loud, noisy, and obtrusive instead of a shifter’s instinctively less conspicuous movements. Not wanting to interrupt whatever he could hear, he crept toward the living room, barely daring to breathe as he peeked in the doorway.

Jonah was on his knees by the fireplace, leaning over Maddie. She was asleep, stretched out in the warmth of the fire as Jonah stroked her fur and sang. There were no words to his melody, but it was beautiful, lilting and haunting. Nate found himself transfixed by it, unable to tear his eyes away.

The door creaked, and Jonah’s head whipped around as he fell silent. Nate almost keened from the loss of the sound, reaching out toward Jonah as if he could catch it somehow.

“You’re back,” Jonah said simply. He glanced down at Maddie. “She was a little restless. I was trying to settle her.”

It took a lot of effort for Nate to pull himself together. But pull himself together he did, pushing away from the wall and stepping inside the room.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice low, almost hoarse. “Seems like you did just that.”

“It’s going to be a long night,” Jonah said in answer, pushing to his feet. “Why don’t we take turns staying up with her?”

Nate immediately volunteered to take the first watch, waving Jonah off to bed.

As Jonah passed him near the door, their hands brushed, and Nate let his little finger hook around Jonah’s, holding on for barely a moment before he let go.

They turned until they were facing each other. Jonah raised his head, his eyes seeking Nate’s, his lips red and inviting. Nate leaned in, backing Jonah against the wall, bracing his arms either side of Jonah’s head. At the last second, Jonah turned away and ducked under Nate’s arms.

“Goodnight, Nate,” he called softly over his shoulder.

Nate, his feelings all over the place, stumbled to sit in one of the armchairs, letting his head rest in his hands. What was he thinking? This wasn’t the time to start something and with a human no less. Was he trying to get them caught? To have his pack hunted down by angry, frightened humans with guns? His pack were his priority. He had to protect them, at all costs.

Maddie mewled a little in her sleep, and he sank to the floor next to her.

“Don’t worry, little one. I’ll get you home to your dad before morning.”

 He hated sneaking off, but he knew that as soon as Jonah was asleep, they’d need to make their move.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Jonah woke and knew before he’d even stepped out of his bedroom that the wolves were gone. He still went to the living room to check, finding the fire almost out and the blankets gone. Good, at least Nate had thought to keep her warm on the walk home. He thought about following them, but he didn’t think walking into the middle of a werewolf pack in the dead of night was a good idea. 

Forcing himself back to bed, he tried to sleep, but found himself tossing and turning, worrying about what he’d find in the morning. He was hopeful Maddie would be okay, but it wasn’t like he’d treated a werewolf before. There could be stuff he didn’t know. There could be complications; infection, her hip might dislocate again. He was certain Nate wouldn’t risk bringing her to him a second time in case he asked questions. Before dawn, he’d already made up his mind to go over there, find Nate, and try to check on his patient again. But he wouldn’t go empty-handed.

As soon as it was light, he got in his car and drove into town. If the number of groceries he was buying gave the cashier pause, she didn’t comment. He drove home, grabbed some supplies from the clinic, checked his appointment schedule to be sure no one was due in, then headed off around the lakeside. He left Bear at home. Given her reaction to meeting Nate, he didn’t think her being surrounded by werewolves was a good idea. He didn’t fancy his own chances either, but he couldn’t not go.

Reaching the other side of the lake, he stared uneasily in the direction of the cabins. Already, he had the feeling that someone or something was watching him from amongst the trees. It made sense. If Nate’s pack were in trouble, they’d be on their guard. Hopefully, they’d see him as human and harmless.

He took his time walking to the cabins, making sure the wolves had plenty of opportunity to see him and intercept him. Though it was early still, there were people milling about outside. Before he’d gotten close, they were all looking his way. He raised a hand in greeting and called out a hello. When he didn’t get a reply, he slowed his pace but kept moving. Some of the people he could see seemed a little unkempt, torn clothes, bruises, a few more serious injuries in various stages of healing. He was starting to realize Nate’s story from the night before had been very literal. People were hurt.

One of those people started walking toward him, a younger man with a healing wound across his neck. Jonah had seen enough claw marks to know what they were.

“Can I help you?” the man asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“Is Nate around?” he asked.

The man crossed his arms and glared before yelling over his shoulder.

“Nate!”

The wolf in question appeared from around the side of the nearest cabin. He looked surprised to see Jonah, then a little ashamed, bringing a hand up to rub at the back of his neck.

“Hey.”

“Good morning.”

“Is… um… do you need something?”

“To see my patient.”

Nate glanced around at the people standing nearby.

“Give us a minute, guys.”

They dispersed, and Nate walked past Jonah and down toward the lake. Jonah guessed he was meant to follow. Instead, he set down the bags he carried, waiting until Nate realized he hadn’t moved and turned back.

“Well?” he said. “Where is she?”

“She’s fine,” Nate said, looking everywhere except at Jonah.

“That’s not what I asked.”

“Look, she woke up, seemed fine, and I brought her back to her home.”

“Right. Because that’s the sensible thing to do rather than waking the vet sleeping not twenty feet away and asking him what he thinks.”

“I’d taken up enough of your time.”

“Your family looks in rough shape, Nate.”

The other man glared at him, his hackles raised. Jonah could almost see the wolf in him.

“That’s none of your business. You need to leave.”

“As soon as I’ve checked my patient over, I’ll be out of your hair.”

“The cub’s not here.”

That was the moment Jonah knew his suspicions had been correct. Maddie had changed back and that was why Nate had left with her.

“I brought you some stuff.”

Nate frowned. “What sort of stuff?”

“If you were living in town, someone would have rolled out the welcome wagon by now. I guessed you wouldn’t want that, but I thought someone should make an effort.”

He handed over the two grocery bags. Nate opened them and looked inside.

“You didn’t have to do this,” the wolf said quietly.

“I wanted to. It’s not every day I get new neighbors.”

“Yeah, and you were so happy about that,” Nate said with a laugh. “You haven’t laced this with poison by any chance?”

It was Jonah’s turn to laugh. “I doubt that would solve my problem.”

Knowing they were at an impasse, he decided it was best to leave things there and went to walk past Nate. He changed his mind at the last second, imagining that poor little wolf cub in pain.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a lollipop. He handed it to a bewildered Nate. “For Maddie.”

He got three feet before Nate called his name. “Jonah.”

Turning slowly, he met Nate’s eyes.

“How long have you known?” Nate asked.

Jonah shrugged. “A while. I wasn’t sure until you turned up with Maddie in your arms. I brought more medicine.” He gestured to the bag over his shoulder.

“You’d better come with me then.”

Jonah followed Nate back toward the cabins, wondering how big a mistake he’d just made in showing his hand or part of it, anyway. Wolves were dangerous. He guessed that went doubly so when you knew their secret.

Nate led the way into one of the cabins. When they stepped inside, everyone went silent, eyes watching Jonah.

“Guys, this is Jonah. Jonah, this is my family.”

Jonah took in the people scattered about the room. An older woman folding some clothes, a teenage girl sitting with a younger boy, a book in their hands. And a man a few years older than Jonah, with a toddler on his lap. A toddler with deep scratches running around her leg.

“She looks better,” he commented.

The silence in the room grew louder, eyes widening in horror.

“He knows,” Nate said. “We’re not the first shifters he’s met. And he brought food.”

Though his words didn’t sound reassuring to Jonah, they seemed to be enough for the others.

“Jonah, this is Mac, Maddie’s father,” the wolf said, gesturing to the man holding Maddie.

“Is it okay if I take a look at her?” Jonah asked.

Mac nodded cautiously after looking to Nate for reassurance.

Jonah set down his bag and opened it, pulling out some gloves. 

“I have some antibiotics and something for the pain if she needs it,” he said, kneeling down in front of Mac and the now very human cub. He wasn’t used to dealing with human patients.

“Hi there, Maddie. Remember me? I’m Jonah.”

She leaned in and sniffed his gloved hand cautiously, her nose scrunching at the chemical scent.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Mac said. “He’s just here to help make you feel all better.”

Jonah gently examined her, marveling at how well the cuts were healing.

Nearby, he could see the older woman unpacking the food he’d brought, a few others crowding around her. It had been the right call.

Maddie whined as he hit a sore spot, wriggling restlessly in her father’s arms.

“She feels a little warm to the touch,” Mac told him, pressing a hand to her forehead. 

Jonah shed one glove and reached for a thermometer, making silly faces at Maddie until she giggled before pressing it into her ear.

“A low-grade fever,” he told them when it beeped, “which might suggest she’s fighting an infection. Do your people get infections?” he asked Nate.

“They’re uncommon in adults but kids, yeah.”

Coaxing her to take the medicines he’d brought wasn’t the easiest but, using the lollipop as bribery, they got them down her. Then Jonah asked them to put her on the floor and let her walk a few steps so he could see if her hip looked okay. She wobbled unsteadily at first then ran across the room into the arms of the older woman who’d been doing laundry.

He nodded and smiled at Mac and Nate. “Hip looks good. There’s still a small chance of it dislocating again in the next few days. If that happens, bring her over, we’ll fix it up.”

“Thank you, Jonah,” Mac offered, lifting Maddie into his arms and holding her close.

Jonah didn’t want to outstay his welcome. “You’re very welcome. It was nice meeting you all.”

He went to the door, and Nate followed him outside.

There were others gathered outside, including three men around Nate’s age blocking their path, none of whom looked particularly friendly. Jonah slowed to a stop. Nate moved to stand beside him, placing his hand in the small of Jonah’s back before gently pushing him forward. The men all looked to Nate then parted to let them pass. Nate didn’t take his hand off Jonah’s back as they walked, not until they were right down by the lake shore.

“I’ll walk you home,” Nate said.

“There’s no need.”

“Right now, there is a need.”

Jonah glanced back toward the cabins as they walked around the lake. “I guess they’re not too happy with a stranger in their midst?”

“We’ve never befriended an outsider before. They’re going to have questions, concerns.”

“About little old me?” Jonah teased. “Well, I guess I am a vet. To most animals, that’s like the big, bad wolf.”

Nate’s hand caught his arm, turning him so they were face-to-face. His other hand settled on Jonah’s hip. Huh. Were they back to flirting again?

“Don’t forget,” Nate warned, his hands warm on Jonah’s suddenly chilled skin. “I am the big, bad wolf. They are my pack. I’m their alpha. They’re mine to protect.”

His hands tightened almost protectively around Jonah, and Jonah couldn’t help a sudden pang, a longing, for the kind of protection that Nate offered. He was alone and friendless in a world that had changed so much he wasn’t sure there was a place for the real him. His brothers certainly didn’t think so, off living their very human lives.

“I’m not out to hurt anyone,” he said softly.

“No,” Nate agreed. “You’ve taken such good care of Maddie. Brought us much-needed food. And yet, you don’t owe us a thing. Why do all that?”

Jonah dropped his eyes from Nate’s face to the slightly tattered shirt he was wearing. He let his hand come up, his fingers tugging lightly at the collar. “You looked like you needed a helping hand. Helping is kind of in my nature.”

“Yeah,” Nate teased. “I can see that.”

“I should go. Bear’s going to be wondering where I’ve got to.”

He took a step back, Nate letting his fingers trail all the way down his arm as they parted, grasping his hand lightly and squeezing before letting go. Jonah let his hand fall to his side, flexing his fingers a little and itching to touch the alpha again.

“See you around?” he said, wondering if that was true. Now that they knew he was aware of what they were, would they stay, or would they run?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Nate watched Jonah walk away, his wolf eager to follow. He pushed down that instinct. He had a pack to take care of. 

When he returned to the cabins, he was met by a crowd of very jittery wolves.

“He knows?” Logan said.

“Worked it out when I brought Maddie to him. I guess he’s seen our kind before.”

“Should we expect a gun-waving, pitchfork-toting mob on our doorstep?” Jay asked.

“He’s a veterinarian. He doesn’t see us as monsters. And he was so careful with Maddie when she was in wolf form and again when she was in human form just now.”

It made more sense now why Jonah had been so careful to telegraph every single move he made while treating Maddie’s wounds. He had known she wasn’t just some wolf cub Nate had found in the forest. He’d known she was really a kid. And while he had no doubt Jonah was gentle with animals, it was different with people.

“So, we’re just happy to write him off as not a threat to us?”

“He knows a little about our situation. I think, if anything, he’s sympathetic.”

“He brought us food,” someone else piped up.

Nate hadn’t even had a chance to see what the vet had brought. He looked to Betty.

“Heavy on the protein,” she told him. “Fresh fruit and veg, too.”

“I don’t know how he knew we were in need,” Nate told her. “I didn’t mention anything about being low on food.”

Betty arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t need to. You’ve been wearing the same clothes since you got here. I guess he figured if we were short on clean clothes, we probably had bigger problems to worry about.”

Nate glanced down at his stained T-shirt and jeans and snorted.

“Which we do. Anyone having any luck on the job hunt?”

Fred spoke up. “There’s a fruit farm on the other side of town. They’ll need casual workers for the harvest starting next week. Said they’ll take three of us, maybe more. Cash in hand.”

“Great, that’s something. And the food hunt?”

“Rabbits and some fish,” Jay told him. “But we found more snares like the one Maddie got caught in, in the woods west of here.

“Be careful near the water. Sounds like the river is deep enough that stuff swims up from the harbor. I don’t want anyone getting, you know, bitten by a shark or anything.”

“No way that happens,” Jay said in disbelief, arms folded.

“Jonah said there was a spate of near-drownings of humans down at the lake a few years back due to some kind creature in the water. And we know the stories of what happened to wolves who’ve wandered into this territory in the past.”

“So much for those being tall tales,” Karla said.

“There’s been nothing for years from the sounds of it, human, wolf, or otherwise. Maybe whatever it was doing the attacking has died or moved on. Either way, we’re safe for now so we stay.”

“Even though our secret’s out?” Logan didn’t look happy.

“One human who seems to mostly keep the company of other animals. He’s no threat to us.”

“Until he decides to be,” Jay said darkly.

“He’s far more useful to us as an ally than an enemy,” Nate bit out. “Besides, if we made him disappear what do you think would happen? We’d land suspicion right down on our heads. New neighbors move in and a week later he’s gone? We’d never get a moment’s peace here, and we’d have no choice but to move on. As soon as we do that, the Alpha Prime will be after us again. We won’t survive another confrontation.”

They’d lost most of their pack the first time around and had barely had time to grieve.

Nate grabbed Logan and pulled him into a rough hug. The beta tucked his chin into his chest in submission when Nate growled softly.

“I know this has been tough on all of us. We just need to take it day by day. We’re still here, still together. There’s still fight left in us. But we have to be smart about things. Pick our battles. Would you rather the town’s sheriff constantly sniffing around or a neighbor who knows a thing or two about taking care of injured wolves?”

He ruffled Logan’s hair, and the other man pulled away with a playful snarl. Nate grabbed Jay next, the other man fighting him harder, a reflexive action, until Nate got him down onto his knees on the ground. They play fought, tumbling over and over as the others watched and egged them on until Nate had Jay pinned face down on the ground.

“I concede, Alpha,” Jay said readily. Nate jumped to his feet and held out a hand to help his cousin up.

“Anyone else,” he asked, wanting to put any ill-feeling or challenges to bed. It was then he saw his sister, standing at the back of the crowd. She was pale, her skin drawn. Pushing past the others, she fell to her knees in front of him.

“Lily?” he asked, crouching next to her.

“Forgive me,” she said. “It’s all my fault. I ask… I ask for the pack’s mercy.”

Everyone around them fell silent. The pack’s mercy was an old tradition where people who had committed a terrible crime against a pack asked for a swift death in lieu of a trial or punishment.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Nate told her, putting one hand on her shoulder and the other under her chin, tipping her head up. “This was not your fault. The Alpha Prime broke tradition, overstepped his authority in trying to take you. If we didn’t take a stand then, who would have been next?”

He pulled her into a hug, feeling her shoulders shaking as she clung to him. The rest of the pack crowded around, pressing close, quiet murmurs and soft hands trying to soothe her distress. They didn’t blame her, none of them did. Magnar was a shifter to be feared. They just hadn’t realized how bad the repercussions would be until it was too late.

Gradually, the group dispersed. Nate picked Lily up and carried her inside, setting her down on a sleeping bag. She fell asleep immediately, succumbing to her exhaustion. He turned to see Betty next to him, a blanket in her hands. 

“Poor thing hasn’t slept in days,” she said, laying the blanket down on top of her. 

Nate had been trying to keep an eye on her but with everything going on, it wasn’t easy.

“I’ll stay with her,” he said. “She might sleep better knowing I’m keeping watch.”

He knew he really should be out hunting with the others, securing more food for his pack, but Lily’s distress and her heartbreaking request had shaken them all. Brushing a strand of hair from her face, he murmured soothingly when she whimpered under her breath.

“It’ll be okay, Lily, I promise.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Jonah didn’t think it was fair to invite himself back over to the wolves’ cabins, so he kept his distance the following day. He knew if there were any problems with Maddie, they’d bring her to him. The next day saw the arrival of another litter of kittens to the shelter and, a few hours later, two puppies who’d been dumped on the side of the road into town. He was kept busy checking them over, worming and defleaing, scanning for microchips, and getting started on their vaccinations. As a rule, he didn’t rehome until they had at least their first set of shots and a chip. Best to start their new lives off right. The puppies were some sort of Collie mix, the kittens a riot of colors from jet-black to orange and white. He got them settled into their new home before taking Bear for a much-needed walk. He was almost relieved to find Nate loitering down by the lake.

“How’s Maddie?” he asked.

The alpha looked distracted, his eyes on the water.

“Better. Eating us out of house and home,” Nate said.

“Speaking of eating…” An idea suddenly came to Jonah and, though it was crazy, he plowed ahead anyway. “…How about a barbecue?”

“Huh?” Nate’s eyes were on him now, tired and confused.

“Here, tomorrow afternoon, by the lake. Weather’s supposed to be nice. Bring your family. I’ll cook burgers.”

Nate rubbed a hand across the back of his head, and Jonah could see the refusal coming a mile away.

“Look, if we’re going to be neighbors, we might as well make the effort to keep things… friendly. There’s no point having all of you over there scared of what I might do or say and me over here worried about what you’re going to do.”

Nate took a step closer, his eyes dark and intense. 

“We’re not going to do anything,” he said. “I’ve spoken to the pack. No one touches you.”

His hand was on Jonah’s arm again, gripping his elbow lightly, yet the warmth of his skin seemed to send heat through Jonah.

“Except you,” Jonah teased gently, dropping his gaze to Nate’s hand.

“Except me,” Nate conceded quietly. “Being Alpha has to have some perks, huh?”

“How does that work?” he asked softly. “Do you become the alpha by fighting or are you voted in or…”

“I was born an alpha,” Nate explained, his voice a little tight.

“So, you were always going to lead your pack?”

The alpha glanced away. “No. I had an older brother, Jack. Named after our father. He was supposed to lead one day. Not me.”

“But he’s…”

“Dead. Like my parents. Like my cousin Jeremy’s parents and his alpha brother. We used to have six alphas in our pack, now there’s just me and Jeremy.”

“Where is Jeremy?” Jonah hadn’t heard the name before, wondering if he was one of the wolves Nate had escorted him past the last day.

“He was staying with his aunt and uncle in another pack when the attack happened. Hopefully, he’s still there, out of harm’s way.”

“You haven’t checked?”

“It wasn’t safe. It’s still not safe. If the other wolves find us…”

“Will they find you here?”

“This place is marked as a forbidden zone. No wolf is supposed to stray across the borders.”

Jonah wasn’t surprised to hear that. He knew the wolves were aware to keep their distance, but it was strange to hear it from their perspective.

“You did.”

“We were desperate. The Alpha Prime doesn’t forgive and he doesn’t forget.”

“Alpha Prime?”

Jonah was trying to make sense of the wolves’ society in general, and Nate’s pack in particular, and Nate seemed keen to talk about it.

“Werewolves live in packs, like big extended families. Packs are grouped into huge areas of land called territories, and every territory has a senior alpha who oversees everything. That’s the Alpha Prime. The current Alpha Prime of our territory is Magnar. He was an outsider, from the territory south of ours. He mated an omega in a pack here, made allies, then challenged the previous Alpha Prime and won. That was a year ago. Since then, he’s done a lot of things that made my father uneasy. He uses violence where words would do. He’s used his Enforcer to carry out attacks as punishment or revenge when people defy him.”

“And your pack defied him?”

“Yes. He demanded that we give him something we weren’t willing to part with. When we refused, he sent Lucien, his Enforcer, to bring us to heel. It was a bloodbath.”

“I’m so sorry, Nate.” He stepped closer, clasping the alpha’s arm with his hand.

“It is what it is. It’s done. But now I’m the only alpha left. And we’ve no home, no money, and can barely support the mouths we have to feed.”

The fact that it seemed like the weight of the world was on Nate’s shoulders suddenly made sense. All that responsibility thrust onto him with no warning in amongst so much grief and loss. How was he still standing? 

Jonah realized he was paying entirely too much attention to the alpha and not enough to the still undecided matter at hand, but the mention of food reminded him.

“So, you think the barbecue is a bad idea?” he asked, biting his lip.

Nate glanced away, looking embarrassed. “We can’t exactly afford…”

“You’ll be my guests,” Jonah insisted. “All you have to bring is yourselves. And if you find any wild blackberries or raspberries in the wood, they wouldn’t go amiss.”

Nate relaxed at that. “I think we can manage that. But I’m sure you’re busy. And we don’t want to intrude…”

“I’m inviting you. You wouldn’t be intruding. Please, let me do this.”

“Why?” Nate asked, sounding almost exasperated. “Why do you want to?”

Jonah shrugged a shoulder. “I guess I’m a little lonely. And maybe a little jealous.”

“Jealous?” The alpha was incredulous. “Of what?”

“You’re surrounded by people, people who aren’t going to just walk away.”

“And you’re all alone,” Nate finished. “How long?”

“Huh?” Jonah pretended not to understand the question, but Nate was wise to that. His hand caught Jonah’s chin, tipping his head up until their eyes met.

“How long have you been by yourself?”

“Two years.” It came out more of a whisper, and he tried to explain it away. “But I wasn’t alone-alone. There was college and Stefan who ran the clinic while I studied. And there’s a veterinary nurse who comes in twice a week and the people who bring their animals to me.”

“None of that sounds like family. Or friends,” Nate said carefully.

“Some people are meant to be alone.”

Jonah could say the words, but he didn’t want to believe them.

“Wolves aren’t,” Nate said, something dark and angry in his eyes. “It’s why lone wolves are so dangerous. It does something to them.”

His hand was still pressed to Jonah’s chin, his thumb stroking along his jaw. “Humans aren’t meant to be alone either. So, unless there’s something you’re not telling me…”

Jonah’s heart almost stopped at the words. He couldn’t come clean. The wolves would see him as a threat. They knew other wolves had been hurt here, had been killed. If they figured out Jonah was connected to all that, they’d kill him.

He stepped away from Nate’s touch. “I just meant, I guess I’m kind of a solitary person.”

“By choice or circumstance?”

“Both,” he said with a shrug.

They lapsed into silence, Nate turning his attention back to the water lapping at the edge of the bank. The distant, troubled look returned.

“Something on your mind?” he asked quietly.

Nate was silent for so long he thought the alpha wasn’t going to answer.

“My sister, Lily,” he said at length.

Jonah kept quiet in the hopes he’d elaborate.

“She blames herself for what happened to our pack. For the death of our parents, our brother, and the others. It wasn’t her fault, but she was the one they—” He bit off whatever else he was going to say, turning away.

“She’s struggling?” Jonah said softly.

Nate’s laugh was harsh and bitter. 

“She’s not eating or sleeping or talking much. Normally, you can’t get her to shut up. She asked for the pack’s mercy, asked us to kill her for her ‘crime.’ She’s a shell of who she was, and I don’t know how to get through to her.”

Jonah was starting to realize that Nate hadn’t just come all this way to see him. He’d come to get some distance from his pack, some space to think where he knew they wouldn’t follow. But it sounded like Nate really needed someone to talk to, what with all the responsibility lying on his shoulders. Jonah couldn’t imagine suffering such a terrible loss and then being responsible for all those people, having their safety in his hands. Animals were different, he had a lot of control. But these wolves were just as much people as animals. People had to be reasoned with, cajoled, convinced. Sometimes that was harder to deal with than the pure animal logic of flight, fight, or freeze.

Another idea occurred to him and again, he hesitated to suggest it, worried it would sound silly, like he was trivializing the terrible trauma Nate and his pack had suffered.

“Does Lily like kittens or puppies?” he asked.

Nate glanced over at him like he’d sprouted a tail.

“Animals can be very therapeutic. You should think about bringing her over. Bear is very gentle and good with all sorts of people. And there are some adorable fluffy kittens in the shelter. And two of the sweetest puppies just arrived this morning. Do werewolves ever keep pets?”

“My mother had a cat when we were younger,” Nate replied, his voice halting. “I remember how much Lily liked her. She used to smuggle her into her bedroom, and she’d sleep curled up in Lily’s bed.”

“Well, the offer is open if you want to bring her on a visit.”

“Would this evening be too soon?”

“Not at all. My last appointment is four thirty, they’ll be out the door before five.”

“I’ll bring her over around six then.”

Nate stepped closer again, closing the gap between them and taking Jonah’s hand in his. He pressed Jonah’s palm to his own, using his other hand to stroke his fingers across Jonah’s knuckles.

“Another thing to know about wolves, our kind of wolves,” he said, his voice low and rough, “is how important touch is. It’s part of how we talk to one another, how we show people what’s ours.”

Jonah felt a shudder run through him at the words and the possessive tone in Nate’s voice. He had such a longing to belong but, like a square peg in a round hole, there was nowhere he fit in.

Nate curled his fingers, bringing Jonah’s hand up to his mouth. Jonah was sure he was going to kiss him and almost jerked his hand back when the alpha wolf sniffed him instead. Scenting him, he realized. He held his breath, wondering if this was when he’d be exposed. Surely there was something in his scent that marked him as different, as other? But all Nate did was smile and press a quick kiss to the back of his hand before patting it gently and letting go. Jonah felt almost bereft at the loss of his touch, sighing deeply. He pulled himself together when he heard Bear whine.

“I should go walk her,” he said. “She’s getting restless.”

“And I need to get back,” Nate said, taking a few steps backward. “Goodbye, Jonah.”

“Bye, Nate.”

And then the alpha was gone, moving fast, disappearing between the trees.

Bear barked, dragging Jonah’s attention away from watching the alpha.

“Sorry, girl. I’m not being the best walker today, am I? At least I’ve got you to keep me on my toes.”

Bear gave another agreeable woof as they started to walk in the opposite direction to Nate, and Jonah vowed to at least try to keep his mind on something other than the alpha.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

When Nate arrived back, he broke the news about the barbecue to those who were there. He could see a few uncertain expressions, some understandable skepticism, and then there was Logan, a grin on his face. “Clearly, someone’s told your human that the way to a shifter’s heart is through his stomach.”

“Maybe he’s not trying to get to Nate’s heart,” Jay said, joining in. “Maybe he’s trying to get into his pants.”

Nate pinned them both with a look but didn’t let himself get dragged into their teasing.

“I don’t know,” Logan said. “There’s a lot I’d do for a good burger. Even a human.”

“That’s enough,” Nate said, only half serious. “Look, at least it’ll see everyone well fed tomorrow. That’s something at least. Now, I’m going hunting. Anyone want to join me?”

He had four volunteers but didn’t want to leave the pack undefended so took two with him. The hunt was a success when they managed to take down a deer, carrying it back between them with a sense of triumph. It put the whole pack in a better mood, and Nate even managed to coax Lily into eating something.

When it was nearing six o’clock, he tugged on Lily’s sleeve and told her to follow him. They didn’t talk as they walked from the cabins down toward the lake. But when they skirted around through the woods toward Jonah’s house, she did break the silence.

“Where are we going?”

“To meet my new friends.”

She stopped walking and even took a step back. “I’m not great company right now.”

“You don’t need to be. It’s not Jonah you’re here to see.”

He held out a hand, patiently waiting for her to take it. Linking their arms, he walked them through the woods and out the other side, Jonah’s house coming into view. Bear appeared from around the back, barking, her tail wagging, so Nate knew where they’d find Jonah.

The vet was already in the shelter, the outer door unlocked.

“Come on in,” he called when he heard them, his voice muffled.

Nate opened the door carefully, keeping an eye out for any escaping animals before ushering Lily in ahead of him.

They walked down the narrow corridor and in through another door.

Jonah was kneeling on the ground. He looked up as they came in.

“Hello, you must be Lily. I’m Jonah.”

“Hi,” Lily said quietly, but Nate could see her eyes were drawn elsewhere, to the tiny kittens playing on the floor.

“Nate said you liked cats.”

Lily nodded wordlessly but didn’t move.

Jonah carefully picked up a little tabby nosing around his feet and stood, carrying him over.

“This little guy is very friendly and very soft. Would you like to hold him?”

After a moment, she nodded, reaching her hands out to take the kitten and clutching him gently to her chest. The kitten squirmed, batting at her with his paws, and she sank to her knees, setting him down on her legs. A second kitten crept over, curious, and pawed at her laces. She laughed and reached down, letting him swipe at her hand with tiny paws.

Jonah moved over to the other side of the room, giving her some space but keeping an eye on things. Nate followed him.

“Thanks again for doing this. I haven’t heard her laugh since…”

“Don’t mention it.”

Jonah moved to sit up on the counter, and Nate leaned against it next to him.

“The tabby is older, the last of his litter yet to find a home,” Jonah said quietly. “The smaller fluff balls arrived this morning.”

“Fluff balls? Is that the technical term?” Nate teased, watching as the soft, furry kittens bounded around the room.

“Yep. Floofs is also acceptable.”

Nate grinned and nudged Jonah’s hand with his.

They chatted about the challenges of rehoming kittens, what to feed hedgehogs, the best sorts of barbecue foods. All the while, Lily sat on the floor surrounded by kittens and looking at ease in a way she hadn’t been in weeks. An hour passed as they chatted, and Lily had three kittens fast asleep in her lap, the others conked out in various places across the floor.

Jonah slipped down off the counter and pottered around, picking them up and putting them to bed. He took two of those cuddled in Lily’s lap, and she cradled the third in her arms before handing him over. She stayed on her knees, and Bear chose that moment to get up from the bed she’d been napping in. She lay down beside Lily, resting a head on Lily’s knee and whining softly. Nate pushed away from the table, concerned, but Jonah was shaking his head and gesturing him from the room.

They stepped outside, and he closed over the door. When Nate went to speak, Jonah put a finger to his lips. In the hushed silence, Nate heard it; a muffled sob. It was followed by another and another, and when he peeked his head in the door, Lily had her arms thrown around Bear and was sobbing into her fur. Bear was whining softly and licking at any patch of skin she could reach to comfort Lily.

“Give them a few minutes,” Jonah whispered. “Come on.”

Nate followed Jonah to the kitchen, staying close to the door just in case he was needed as the other man made coffee. He was distracted by the press of a warm mug into his hand, lifting it and taking a slow sip.

“That’s good coffee, thanks,” he said softly.

“I’m sure it tastes better when I don’t kick you out of the house before you can drink it,” Jonah said wryly.

“Well, our friendship got off to a rough start,” Nate replied. “I’d probably have kicked me out too if I were you.”

“My experience of having neighbors hasn’t exactly been a positive one.” Jonah sounded contrite and a little guilty.

“Given everything that happened with Harte, I’m not surprised. Hopefully, we can make a better impression on you. Of course, we are wolves,” he added with a grin, “you’ll have to make allowances.”

“Should I expect holes dug in my flower beds, my shoes chewed to pieces, someone making off with the Sunday roast?”

Nate laughed. “Actually, we get into far more trouble in our human forms, usually.”

“You chew shoes?” Jonah asked, struggling to keep a straight face.

Before Nate could reply, Lily called for him. He set down his coffee and jogged back to her, Jonah following more slowly.

“Lily, everything okay?”

Bear was sitting next to her, the tabby kitten back in her lap. Her eyes were red, but her face had been scrubbed clean of tear tracks.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “I just wasn’t sure where you’d gone.”

“We were having coffee,” Jonah said. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen and join us. Tabs can come too,” he added, gesturing to the cat in her arms.

Nate reached a hand out and helped her up, and the three traipsed back to the kitchen accompanied by Bear and the curious tabby.

They sat down at the table, Nate and Jonah with their coffee, Lily with a mug of sweetened tea. Even Bear got a plate of dog food, and Tabs got a saucer with some tuna, which he lapped up eagerly.

Lily kept one hand on the kitten, stroking him slowly, while her other hand wrapped around her mug, drawing warmth from it.

“You could keep him if you like,” Jonah said when there was a lull in the sparse conversation. “He doesn’t have a home yet.”

Of course, Lily looked to him for permission. Nate could see the desperation in her eyes and yet, they already had mouths they could barely feed. It wasn’t fair to take in another.

“We’re just about scraping by, Lily. It wouldn’t be fair on him or us.”

“Why not foster him?” Jonah said. “I do that sometimes when the shelter fills up. It means we cover the food and anything else he needs, you just do the actual caretaking.”

“Please, Nate,” Lily said.

“Okay, okay,” he capitulated. “But if our circumstances change, he’ll have to go back.”

“I know,” she said. “I want him to have a good home. If that’s not with us, then it’s not with us.”

They finished their coffee and polished off a few slices of cake that Jonah put on the table. Then the vet packed up some food, toys, and other bits and pieces for them, loaned them a cat carrier, and sent them on their way.

Nate let Lily walk a little way ahead before he turned to Jonah, letting his hand rest on Jonah’s arm.

“Thank you for today. She’s talked more in the last few hours than she has since everything happened.”

“I really didn’t do all that much.” Jonah tried to wave it off, looking embarrassed.

“You’d be surprised how rare simple kindness can be,” Nate said softly, “especially in our world.”

Jonah nodded, his eyes serious. “I’m glad I’m not part of your world.” 

Privately, Nate thought the same about Jonah’s world. He didn’t think he could bear the kind of loneliness the other man seemed to exist in.

“It’s not all bad. We’ll see you tomorrow?”

Jonah smiled. “I look forward to it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

The next day passed both slowly and too quickly. Jonah did a home visit to check if a family was suitable to rehome one of the puppies currently at the shelter, then he had back-to-back appointments for the rest of the morning and afternoon. Two dogs with skin conditions, one with kidney problems, one cat with a thorn in her paw, two in for their shots, and one hibernating hamster later, and it was time to get ready for the barbecue.

The sky had stayed clear, the air warm, so he knew it would be a good afternoon for what they had planned. He got the barbecue set up, brought out two fold-out tables and some chairs, and a bundle of picnic blankets. He was just carrying out the food when people started to arrive. He checked his watch. They were a little early, the grill hadn’t even heated up yet.

Nate was leading the way, but it was one of the men keeping pace with him who spoke. 

“We brought some cheap beer,” he said, holding up a six-pack.

“Looks terrible,” he agreed with a grin, turning his attention to the food.

Nate did the introductions, and Jonah tried his best to remember each name and the face that went with it. He wondered how easy it was to tell them apart as wolves. Did they look much different to one another?

The others fanned out, spreading out the blankets, and diving into the bags to set out the food.

Jonah got cooking, finding Nate standing by his elbow.

“Are you a backseat cook?” he teased, feeling the weight of the alpha’s gaze on him.

“Just supervising,” Nate replied. “I know you can make coffee, but burgers are a whole different ballgame.”

“I have yet to prove myself, is that what you’re saying?”

“Something like that,” Nate said, shifting closer until his hip just bumped Jonah’s, his hand pressing lightly against Jonah’s lower back.

Though Jonah guessed werewolves were hardy when it came to what food they could and couldn’t eat, it wasn’t in his nature to deliver substandard fare. He’d made the burgers himself, from scratch, using a family recipe, and he knew just how to cook them to perfection.

As soon as the first plate of burgers was ready, it was gone, hungry mouths devouring every last mouthful. He did a second batch, and a third, adding in some sausages, chicken wings, and some fish he’d caught himself in the river.

Eventually, he was persuaded to hand the grill over to Fred and take a plate of food for himself. He was tugged into a seat next to Nate, who’d waited to eat with him despite this causing some disquiet among his pack. Were alphas supposed to eat before the rest? He couldn’t see that happening, given Nate had been insistent that the youngest and those with still-healing wounds ate first.

Nate got through half a burger in two bites, making sounds that Jonah thought probably weren’t meant for polite company, but the others only laughed. They laughed harder when they saw the blush on Jonah’s face, but it was a friendly laughter and quickly followed by a long story about some trouble Nate had gotten up to as a cub. There was a lot of good-natured teasing, making Jonah think of dinner with his brothers. He’d more often been on the receiving end of the teasing, but it had rarely been mean.

In turn, Jonah told a story about the havoc caused when someone brought in what they’d thought was an injured badger but turned out to be a very pissed off skunk.

“It sprayed everywhere,” he said as the pack roared with laughter around him. “We had to leave all the doors and windows open for days. Even worse, the skunk wasn’t actually hurt,” he added. “He’d just chosen the woman’s shed for a nap.” They howled with laughter at that, and even Jonah couldn’t help giggling at the memory. 

As he watched the pack joke, laugh, and tell stories, he quickly learned who was who and got an idea of their place in the pack. He also noticed conspicuous gaps, many names mentioned of people who weren’t there. How many of the pack had they lost? It wasn’t the right time to ask, so he focused on the people who were there, learning bits and pieces about them, like that Fred had studied in a culinary school, that Betty used to teach at the pack school, and that Karla had been studying for a degree in engineering. 

When Logan stood up, holding a half-eaten burger aloft, Jonah just smiled bemusedly.

“This,” Logan announced, “is the best burger I have ever tasted! I vote we make Jonah an honorary pack member.”

There was a round of applause and shouts of agreement.

Jonah laughed and waved him away. When he turned to look at Nate, the alpha had a thoughtful expression on his face.

“Is that a thing?” Jonah asked him, bumping his knee against Nate’s.

“Yeah, it is actually,” he replied quietly. “But it’s a little more formal than Logan is suggesting.”

Jonah tried not to feel crestfallen at Nate’s reluctance and made light of the whole thing.

“I think he’s a little drunk. If he was human, he’d be proposing marriage.”

There was a flash of something like anger in Nate’s eyes that had Jonah inching backward.

“He wouldn’t dare,” Nate said, his voice teasing as he slipped a hand down and pressed it lightly against Jonah’s knee. “I was here first.”

Ah. Not anger. Jealousy.

“Well, there’s more to me than flipping burgers,” Jonah said, playing along. “I’d only want to join a pack who appreciated my true value. You only want me for my cooking.”

“They are delicious burgers,” Nate said, his hand inching up along Jonah’s thigh, his fingers pressing firmly against the material of Jonah’s jeans. “But there’s nothing to stop me tossing you over my shoulder and carrying you home.”

His hand slipped higher, and Jonah covered it with his, stalling his upward progress.

“Is that what you werewolves do? Steal people and run away with them?”

Nate’s hand flexed beneath his as he leaned in, bringing his mouth close to Jonah’s ear.

“I would run away with you any day,” he murmured, freeing his hand from Jonah’s and caressing his inner thigh.

“Not if I run away from you first,” Jonah teased, laughing as he pulled away and got to his feet, his heart racing, his face warm. The others didn’t seem to have noticed the exchange or maybe they were just being polite.

“Anyone for ice cream?” he asked.

Cheers followed him into the house as he went to the freezer in the utility room. Before he could get it open, he heard footsteps behind him, turning to see Nate stepping through the doorway. Nate shut the door and leaned against it, his arms crossed.

“Hiding from me, are you?”

Jonah just grinned and leaned back against the freezer, watching the alpha. “Why would I be hiding?”

Nate stalked across the room toward him and braced his arms either side of Jonah’s head, crowding him against the freezer.

“I’ve wanted to do this all evening,” he said before closing in and pressing his lips to Jonah’s mouth. Jonah tensed up a little at the kiss, prompting Nate to pull back, concern overtaking the lust in his eyes.

“Am I moving too fast?”

It wasn’t that, more Jonah struggling with the idea that someone really wanted him. No one had ever been interested before. Then again, he’d never let anyone close, not like he’d let Nate.

Grabbing the alpha’s shirt, he tugged him back in, kissing him again, deeper this time. Nate’s hand cupped his cheek, easing him back. Then he took a slower pace, placing teasingly light kisses at the edge of Jonah’s mouth. His tongue snaked out, licking at Jonah’s lower lip and making him jump. Nate laughed softly, then kissed Jonah full on the lips, soft at first, then firmer, nudging Jonah’s lips apart.

The first push of their tongues together had Jonah whimpering with need, loving the taste of Nate in his mouth. The kiss deepened, and it seemed like it would never end, but the need to breathe slowly grew until it forced them both apart, breathing hard. Nate rested his forehead against Jonah’s, his dark eyes holding Jonah’s gaze.  

“Oh, you are something else,” Nate whispered. “What have I done to deserve you in my life?”

There were footsteps nearby before someone—Jason, maybe—shouted, “What’s up with that ice cream? Are you guys milking the cows?”

Jonah clapped a hand over his mouth to hide his giggle, but Nate tugged it away, pressing another kiss to his lips.

“It’s on the way,” he yelled as they pulled apart, making Jonah jump. “Hold your horses.”

“We’ve got whining kids out here,” Jason yelled back, “and the grown-ups are no better.”

Snorting, Nate pulled back, giving Jonah just enough space to turn and open the freezer door. Nate’s hands found his hips, and he tugged Jonah backward until their bodies were flush.

“This conversation isn’t over,” Nate said. “Just postponed.”

“I look forward to our next chat,” Jonah teased, pulling free and reaching for the ice cream.

They returned to the others, doling out the dessert.

“Have you fed wolves before?” Fred asked. “You don’t seem surprised by how much we eat.”

“I guessed changing form takes a lot of energy. You have to get that energy from somewhere,” Jonah said slowly, not wanting to offend.

“The better question,” Logan teased, “is how you manage to polish off so much food and still stay so fit.”

Jonah was hoping that had gone unnoticed. He swallowed a mouthful of ice cream and said, as blandly as he could, “I swim a lot.”

“He does,” Nate said, in a tone that suggested he wasn’t happy with Logan’s comment. “He’s like a fish, he can hold his breath underwater for ages.”

That was the last thing Jonah had expected Nate to say. He winced inwardly, hoping no one thought anything of it after all his warnings to Nate about keeping away from the water.

“Not afraid of sharks then,” Jay said with a grin.

“It’s my lake,” he replied. “Sharks know better than to bother me when I’m swimming.” That got a laugh from the others and started a debate about who would win in a fight; a werewolf or a shark.

“What about a wereshark?” one of the kids suggested, which prompted a very interesting conversation about why there were no other wereanimals in the world or whether there were and they just hadn’t met them yet. It left Jonah’s ears burning but also reassured him that they had no real suspicion of what he was.

As it grew later, they gathered some firewood and built a fire. When Jonah produced two giant bags of marshmallows, it seemed like half the pack tried to hug him while the other half went hunting for sticks. He slipped away to check on the animals again, Bear on his heels. They had been a little nervous initially, he guessed due to the proximity of so many wolves, but Nate and a few of the others had come in with him during feeding time, and they seemed to have made friends with Jonah’s charges.

Lily had brought Tabs with her to the barbecue, but the last time he had seen him, the kitten was snoozing away in her lap. The animals were settled, mostly asleep as he peeked his head in the door. He crept back out, crouching down next to Bear.

“Well, girl, it seems like we’ve made some friends, doesn’t it?”

Bear gave a small woof as if to say, ‘about time.’

“I know they’re not the most conventional of friends, but you and I aren’t the most conventional of people.”

Bear nudged his hand with her head, and he petted her obligingly.

“You’ve been very good tonight. So well behaved with our guests. All the dog treats for you, I think.”

“You’ll spoil her,” a voice said from the dark. He looked up to see Nate waiting for him.

“She deserves it, for putting up with me,” he joked.

“And if I’m willing to put up with you? What do I deserve?”

Jonah grinned. “I’m sure I can find a few extra dog treats.”

They returned to the others and sat side by side at the fire, toasting marshmallows. Jonah couldn’t recall a time when he’d felt happier.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

The next two weeks were taken up with practical stuff. Two of the pack managed to talk their way into the local library after Jonah vouched for them and were able to write résumés. References were going to be an issue for those of the pack who’d worked for shifters in other packs, but at least it was a start. Nate wanted to work but, after discussing it with some of the others, he knew it wasn’t the best use of his time right then. As the best hunter in their group—but not the best tracker, that was Jason—he could solve their more immediate need for food.

He visited Jonah as often as time allowed and, one evening, as the sun set, they sat together by the lake, Nate dangling his feet in the water.

“What did you all do for work, back at home?” the vet asked.

“My dad was a part-time carpenter. I learned his trade. Jason’s a mechanic. Logan and Fred were apprentice electricians.” It meant repairs at the cabins were going smoothly, but it didn’t really solve their employment problems. They lacked real qualifications, the paper ones that humans liked but that shifters didn’t care so much about.

“You have a lot of skills.”

“Our pack prided itself on the work we could do, what we could produce. My father made every piece of furniture in our pack house with his own hands. I learned at his feet from the time I was old enough to toddle around after him. He was my father and our alpha, and…” He lifted his eyes to the sky, watching gray clouds rush by. “…I still had so much to learn. How am I going to live up to his legacy? How am I going to do him proud? We’re barely scraping by. At best, I can cover rent for the next three months but after that…”

Letting his chin rest against his chest, he closed his eyes. “Sorry, you don’t need me unloading all my problems on you.”

“Maybe I can help?” Jonah asked.

“You’ve helped so much already. It isn’t fair to keep taking from you when we’re not giving anything back.”

“I get the pleasure of your company, that’s something,” the other man pointed out.

They’d invited Jonah over a few times, and he’d seemed happy to join them. The pack liked him. He was easy to get on with and didn’t freak out at the sight of their wolves. Maddie adored him and had tried to follow him home, twice.

Nate drew his feet from the water, and Jonah turned to sit cross-legged facing him.

“You haven’t shown me your wolf yet.”

He hadn’t been deliberately hiding his wolf from Jonah, but neither was he going out of his way to show him off.

“You’d like to see?”

Jonah nodded slowly. “Only if you want me to see,” he added, throwing the ball back into Nate’s court.

“My wolf is big,” Nate warned, stripping off his shirt. “Because I’m an alpha.”

“I’ve seen Jason and Logan as wolves,” Jonah pointed out. “They were big.”

“They’re betas.”

“But they’re pretty big guys.”

“It’s not exactly a direct correlation. The largest wolf I’ve ever seen was this small wiry alpha from a pack out west who came to visit us with his mate. Everyone thought the guy might really be a beta, despite his scent, until he shifted and then there was no mistaking what he was.”

“Oh.” Jonah looked thoughtful rather than intimidated. “Okay, I’ll prepare myself to be whelmed.”

“Whelmed?”

“Yep. Not overwhelmed, because that would be bad. Or underwhelmed, because that might be a little insulting since you went to the trouble of warning me and everything. I’ll stick to the middle ground.”

Nate grinned even as he shook his head. “You’re something else, do you know that?”

There was a flash of emotion in Jonah’s eyes at his words. Fear or guilt, maybe? He thought back over what he’d said but couldn’t see what would have evoked either emotion.

Getting to his knees, he checked again. “Are you sure you want to see this?”

“Yes.” There was no hesitation in Jonah’s reply. “I want to see your wolf. See what you look like under all that human skin. I bet you're beautiful.”

Taking the other man at his word, Nate put a bit of distance between them before guiding his body through the change. It was a strange thing to watch if you’d never seen it before, but he felt Jonah, as a vet, had seen enough to be able to handle it.

When he lifted his head a minute or two later, Jonah was exactly where he’d been sitting, only he was leaning forward, his hands braced on the ground, looking Nate up and down with an expression of rapt awe and fascination.

“You’re like the color of midnight,” he whispered. “You’re breathtaking, Nate, truly.”

It was true, Nate’s fur was jet-black, rare for a wolf, and something his parents had taken pride in. Others thought it was a sign, an omen, that he had an important role to play. Nate had never believed that, and he believed it even less now. But the pure wonder on Jonah’s face meant so much to him, sending a warm frisson of heat through his body.

He got up, pacing slowly around Jonah’s still form, scenting carefully as he circled tighter and tighter, letting the other man get used to his size and shape, to how he moved. There was a distinct scent that seemed to cling to Jonah, familiar yet unknown at the same time. It reminded him distantly of the ocean, of the sound of waves crashing on the shore and the feeling of sand beneath his feet.

Laying his head on Jonah’s knee, he cast his gaze upward, meeting Jonah’s ocean-blue eyes. After a moment, Jonah’s hand pressed against his head, petting him softly.

“No wonder Bear barked in warning every time you were near. You’re huge. I’ve never seen a wolf even half your size, excepting your pack members.” 

The awe in Jonah’s voice hadn’t wavered but it was the absence of fear that really made Nate’s day. One of the reasons human and shifter relationships never worked out was that, at their hearts, humans instinctively saw werewolves as predators. They could never truly be at ease with them. There was none of that with Jonah, only an acceptance that Nate treasured for its honesty and simplicity.

Lifting his head, he got up and walked a bit away, glancing back to see if Jonah would follow. The vet got the hint quickly enough, bounding to his feet and hurrying behind him. They walked side by side through the woods, their footfalls quiet as the moon rose above them in the sky, casting a beautiful light across the water of the lake.

Nate paused, listening as he heard something scrabbling through the undergrowth nearby. Jonah walked ahead of him and, after a moment, Nate followed, his eyes on Jonah’s body as the other man walked. It wasn’t usual or conventional for a pack member to get involved with a human. But if they were stuck out in the forbidden zone for good, there weren’t exactly going to be many other wolves around for him to click with. Besides that, Jonah was one of a kind, drawing Nate in, irresistible in a way Nate struggled to put into words. All he knew was that he wanted the man, badly, and the slow pace they were taking was driving him to distraction.

A ripple in the water caught Jonah’s attention, and he paused and turned, half his face in shadow, the rest lit up by moonlight. He was breathtakingly beautiful, and Nate knew there was no denying his feelings any longer. He was falling in love.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Seeing Nate’s wolf for the first time was an amazing experience for Jonah. With his dark fur, he’d be almost invisible in the night if it weren’t for his bright eyes that almost seemed to glow. He was distracted by movement in the water. Fish, probably. When he turned back, Nate was staring at him, his wolf eyes unreadable. Over time, would he learn how the wolves communicated, what each flick of their tail or twitch of their ears meant? He felt grateful and humble that Nate trusted him enough to show him who he was, but those feelings were quickly followed by a pang of guilt for his own dishonesty. How much longer could he let this continue? How much longer could he hide the truth about what he was? He’d cut back on his swimming over the past two weeks, and he was already starting to feel it. And this wasn’t something he wanted Nate to discover accidentally. The truth was something he needed to share, to explain, in a way that wouldn’t make Nate run, or worse, attack.

“It’s getting chilly. Come inside for coffee?” he offered, getting to his feet.

Nate crouched instead of standing up, so Jonah crouched too, watching as Nate’s body reversed its transformation, paws becoming hands and feet, fur becoming skin and hair, his eyes from bright to dark. They stayed crouched like that, eye to eye, just watching each other as the minutes passed. Then Nate stood up and held out a hand. Jonah took it, letting the alpha tug him to his feet and lead him toward the house, collecting his clothes on the way. 

They got in the door, and Jonah made a beeline for the kettle. Nate followed behind him, his arms wrapping around him before he could reach his destination, leaning in to press a kiss to the back of his neck. Jonah moaned and pushed back toward him, bending his head forward and exposing his neck. The gesture seemed to please Nate, who tugged him closer, his hold possessive as he growled softly.

“Don’t go all growly on me now, Mister,” Jonah warned, his voice teasing and breathless.

Without warning, Nate pushed him forward. Jonah was forced to catch himself on the counter, pushing himself up until he felt Nate’s hands on him, running down his back to his hips. He pressed into the touch, wanting and needing more, like he couldn’t get enough of the alpha. Nate tugged on Jonah’s shirt, untucking it from his jeans, before sinking to his knees behind him, letting his palms roam across the smooth skin of Jonah’s lower back.

Then, in a move so fast it made Jonah’s head spin, Nate straightened up and twirled Jonah around, backing him against the nearby wall. Nate’s own shirt was tugged off in one swift motion, landing somewhere on the floor below them. Jonah found himself pushed against the wall, Nate’s hands reaching for his shirt, undoing button after button while their lips met, kisses hot and heavy. Jonah let his hands roam over Nate’s bare back, feeling powerful muscles flexing beneath his smooth skin.

The alpha finally got Jonah’s shirt undone and pushed it off his shoulders, letting his hands run along the smooth expanse of Jonah’s chest before kissing him again, crowding Jonah back against the wall.

They broke for air, and Jonah knew where the night was headed, knew he couldn’t let it continue without Nate knowing the truth.

“Nate,” he said, as the wolf kissed him again. 

“Alpha,” he tried, “please.”

The alpha in question pulled back, his dark eyes intense and full of lust.

“Jonah?” 

His hands were braced either side of Jonah’s head and his eyes dropped down to Jonah’s lips. Jonah knew if he didn’t speak up then, what he had to say would be lost in their passion.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” he said, breathless from a heady mix of passion and fear. Nate leaned closer, his expression open… and the alarmed bark of a wolf had them jerking apart. It was quickly followed by a yelp and a splash of water.

“That’s Jay,” Nate said, pulling away and running for the door. Tugging his shirt back over his shoulders, Jonah ran after him and down toward the water. By the bank of the lake, he could just make out a patch of disturbed water, nothing else. Then a wolf lunged toward the surface, paws scrabbling at the bank before something they couldn’t see grabbed him and dragged him back under. 

No.

Nate howled and shifted, leaping over Jay and into the water. Jonah, calling his name, ran after him. He knew exactly who, and what, had Jay in its hold. There was no way the wolf could escape, not without help.

Whatever Nate was doing under the water, it seemed to distract the attacker, and Jay surfaced again. Jonah leaned over, grabbed hold of the nape of the wolf’s neck and dragged him from the water and out of reach. Below them, he could just make out Nate’s wolf struggling with something he couldn’t quite see, thrashing beneath the water. There was nothing for it. Jonah jumped into the water, shouting loudly before he dived under.

“Harlan. Stop this. Stop.”

He knew his presence, if not his words, had gotten through. He caught a glimpse of Harlan’s shocked face for a split second and then he was gone. Beside him, Nate surfaced, the wolf snarling and breathing hard. Jonah reached out and half-shoved, half-threw him onto the bank, rolling out after him but keeping his eyes on the water.

Beside him, Nate, his hackles raised, growled in the direction of the water, still breathless, still furious. His teeth nipped at Jonah’s skin a moment later, urging him away from the water before he took the time to check on Jay. The latter was still in his wolf form, lying a meter from the bank, drenched and breathing hard. While Nate was distracted, Jonah quickly wiped his shirt across his wet skin, trying to make the shimmering less obvious.  

Once Nate seemed to realize nothing was following them out of the lake, he shifted back, reaching a hand to Jonah.

“Are you okay? What was that?”

Before Jonah could answer, there was a shift in the water just beyond the bank, and Harlan rose up to his feet.

Nate went to stalk forward but Jonah put himself in front of him, desperate to hold him back. Jay lifted his head and just stared. 

“What the hell are you?” Nate demanded.

And all Jonah’s plans of breaking the news gently, of helping Nate come around to the idea of what he was, fell by the wayside.

“He’s my brother,” Jonah said unsteadily, feeling himself start to shiver, “Harlan. Harlan, this is Nate, my new neighbor. And his cousin, Jay.”

As introductions went, it was probably the most excruciatingly awkward he’d ever had to sit through, excepting maybe that time Stefan had tried to set him up with a girl he knew from town without warning Jonah first.

“I don’t understand,” Nate started to say before turning to stare at Jonah. “Your brother? He’s not… there’s no way he’s…”

“Human?” Harlan asked, crossing his arms. “I could say the same thing about you.”

Nate hadn’t quite connected all the dots yet, Jonah could tell, in part because Nate had a hand wrapped around Jonah’s wrist still, one thumb rubbing soothingly over his pulse point. Jonah didn’t even think the alpha knew he was doing it. And then the wolf went rigid, dropping Jonah’s wrist like he was on fire and taking a handful of hurried steps backward toward Jay. Ever the alpha, not leaving his pack unprotected.

“You’re not just exceptionally good at holding your breath underwater, are you?”

Jonah shrugged, answering honestly. “Like I said, I’m a natural.”

Harlan was watching the exchange in silence. Jonah knew his keen eyes were taking in everything from the presence of the wolves to Jonah and Nate’s lack of clothing.

“I think we should take this conversation inside,” he said finally. “We’re all wet. It’s late and cold. And we have things to discuss.”

He could see that Harlan wanted to argue and that Nate wanted to refuse, but he didn’t wait for either of their responses, turning tail and walking quickly back toward the house. He hoped they’d follow.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Nate was on the defensive, ready to grab Jay and book it out of there and far away from the crazy-strong guy who’d just tried to drown them both. But when Harlan snorted and took off after Jonah into the house, he found himself following. He couldn’t go back to his pack with an unknown threat right next to them, not without knowing if they needed to get clear of the danger. He needed answers, and there was only one place he was going to get them.

When he stepped inside, Jonah was filling the kettle with water.

“There are towels in the closet next to the bathroom,” he called over his shoulder. 

Harlan didn’t move so Nate did, walking down the corridor, grabbing a bundle of towels, and heading back to the kitchen. As he stepped back into the room, spying a wide-eyed Jay in human form hovering in the doorway, he saw something he’d never noticed before. Jonah’s skin, still wet from the lake, had an odd shine to it. It was like he was iridescent, his body shimmering as he moved through the kitchen, the light playing across his skin. A quick glance confirmed Harlan was the same. He set the towels down on the table, tossing one to Jay, one to Jonah, and took one for himself. Harlan didn’t seem bothered, standing with his back to the wall opposite the door, his arms folded.

As he toweled off, he watched Jonah out of the corner of his eye. The other man scrubbed hard at his skin and, just like that, the shimmer disappeared. He was reminded of Jonah waiting until he turned his back before climbing out of the lake and how wet his T-shirt had been, almost translucent where it stuck to his skin. He must have scrubbed himself dry with it, so Nate wouldn’t notice the shimmering up close.

A glance at Jay and he noticed the other wolf had a cut on his arm, bleeding sluggishly. Jonah noticed too, stepping forward before thinking better of it. 

“There’s a first aid kit in the clinic,” he said.

Nate gestured to Jay, getting the sense the vet wanted a minute alone with his brother. Jay followed him down the corridor and through the connecting door into the clinic. He left the door open, putting a finger to his lips when Jay tried to speak. In the distance, he could hear Jonah’s voice. He pulled the first aid kit down from the shelf and opened it, listening in while he took care of Jay.

“What were you trying to do?” Jonah was saying.

“Taking care of your wolf problem. What the hell are you doing?”

“Making a life for myself.”

“No, I can see what you’re doing. Sleeping with one of those mutts? What would Father say if he saw this?”

“He’d be disappointed,” Jonah replied, “and ashamed.” 

Nate felt his stomach fall, fumbling with the gauze in his hands. 

“Of you,” Jonah continued, “for walking away, for leaving your home and family behind.”

Harlan’s reply was tired and tinged with hints of anger. Clearly, this was an old argument. “I had my reasons for leaving, Jonah. You know that.”

“And we all had reason to stay.”

“That’s no excuse for… whatever it is you think you’re doing.”

“Making friends, carving out a life beyond these walls.” There was a pause, Jonah’s voice heavy, choked with emotion. “Finding something to anchor me, so I don’t lose myself.”

Nate finished affixing a bandage to Jay’s arm, and they walked back to the kitchen.

“Fooling around with some mutt like him isn’t building a life,” Harlan ground out with a nod to Nate as he stepped into view.

Nate took a step to the side and leaned back against the wall, acting relaxed and watching them with interest.

“I have a name,” he said carefully. “And I’m not just some mutt. I’m Nate, alpha of the Azure Grove Pack.”

“Then you should go back to Azure Grove,” Harlan growled.

“They can’t,” Jonah said quietly.

“What would Father think if he could see you now?”

“Father isn’t here. No one was here. They needed help, Harlan. You know Father never turned away people in need.”

“They’re not people,” Harlan snarled.

Nate expected Jonah to be cowed by his brother. He was certainly intimidating.

“They’re as much people as we are,” Jonah snapped back, surprising him. “Why are you even here?”

“You called me. Asked for my help. I don’t see how you got ‘sleep with them’ out of anything I told you.”

“I asked for advice, which you gave, and I thought over it, got more information, and decided there was a better way.”

“To what?” Nate asked, deciding it was high time he weighed in on this. “Kill us?”

“It was never about killing you. The plan was to scare you off,” Jonah said. “At first, anyway.”

“When did that change?” Nate wondered.

“When you turned up on my doorstep with Maddie in your arms. I couldn’t turn my back once I saw that you were suffering. Father didn’t let anyone, human or animal, suffer.”

“Unless they were mutts like him,” Harlan said with a sound of disgust. 

“You know as well as I do he only acted when he had to, and he did it as painlessly as possible,” Jonah said softly.

Nate felt his whole body go tense. Next to him, Jay went absolutely still. 

“Your father killed wolves?”

“Lone wolves who trespassed on our land,” Harlan said, his arms folded.

“Only the ones who didn’t take heed of the warnings and leave. The ones who were a danger to us. We were just kids, we’d lost our mom. He was protective, and they were dangerous.”

Nate turned that over in his head. “So, all those stories about wolves dumped at the borders of this area, gutted like fish?”

“He needed it to look worse than it was, to scare your people off.” Jonah’s voice was small, his eyes fixed on the towel bunched in his hands.

“Well, it worked,” Nate said with a hollow laugh. “We only risked it because going anywhere else meant certain death. I was hoping the stories were just that. I didn’t realize I’d walked my pack into a nightmare.”

He looked up, meeting Jonah’s eyes, noting with satisfaction how the other man flinched at the naked anger in his gaze.

“So, what, exactly, are you?”

Jonah looked to Harlan then back to Nate. “We’re not so different from you.”

Harlan made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a snort. Jonah glared at him and tried again. “We’re sort of like… shifters who live in the water.”

“Shark-shifters?” Jay piped up.

“No, we, more like…” Jonah seemed honestly tongue-tied, and Nate guessed he’d never been in a position where he’d had to explain what he was. 

He cleared his throat and started again. “We’ve been called many things throughout history. The Greeks called us sirens, which is the name that stuck with us, but I guess we’re better known to humans as merpeople.”

Nate blinked. “As in… mermaids?”

“They’re the females of our kind,” Jonah agreed, seeming relieved Nate knew what he was talking about. “They’re rare.”

Jay made a sound of choked off laughter but went silent when Nate shot him a look.

“This is your territory. If you want us out, we’ll be gone by morning.”

Harlan and Jonah spoke at the same time. 

“Sounds good to me.” “No, Nate. You don’t have to leave.”

He looked from one brother to the other before shaking his head. “Why don’t you two work it out and let me know. Come on, Jay. Let’s go home.”

He stalked out the door, Jay at his heels. Jonah called his name, but Nate didn’t slow his pace or turn around. He needed space. He needed to figure out what the hell had just happened. The man he was falling in love with, the lonely human, didn’t exist. And Nate hadn’t the first clue who this merman, this siren, was supposed to be.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

“It’s for the best if they leave,” Harlan said when the sounds of Nate and Jay leaving had faded to nothing.

“The best for who?” Jonah asked dully. He felt tired, like he’d been up for days.

“For everyone.”

“They’ve been marked for death. Their Alpha Prime, some big shot wolf, killed Nate’s parents, his older brother, and many of their pack. His father was their pack’s leader. Nate’s just trying to keep his people alive.”

“He can do that somewhere that’s not our home.”

“That’s just it, Harlan. The wolves’ forbidden zones are the only places the wider pack hierarchy can’t reach them. Kicking them out is just as bad as killing them. Worse even. Their Alpha Prime wants them to suffer.”

“They’re not our problem.”

“Not your problem, you mean. Haven’t you told me, time and again, that your life is elsewhere now?”

“It is.”

“So, what does it matter if they’re here? What skin is it off your nose if a wolf pack makes their home here?”

“They’ll bring trouble. They are trouble.”

Jonah laughed bitterly. “You’re the first trouble we’ve had. You couldn’t have called first?”

“I thought you’d appreciate the visit.”

“You haven’t bothered visiting before now. I’ve learned to lower my expectations.” 

Harlan winced at that, but his answer was defensive.

“I invited you to stay with me.”

“You know why I can’t leave, and I don’t just mean the clinic and the shelter.”

“Won’t leave, you mean.”

“It’s different for you and Theo. I… I don’t want to give in to the call of the sea, but I don’t want to turn my back on our home either. It won’t be the same anywhere else. I won’t be the same.”

“Say the mutts do stay,” Harlan said. “What if the other wolves get brave and we end up with a turf war on our hands, with you stuck in the middle?”

Jonah bristled at the slight against Nate and the others but wasn’t up for another petty argument.

“Nate said this area is still forbidden. They all know the stories.”

“Sure, but the longer Nate and his people stay here without anything bad happening, the more likely it is that the other wolves catch on and decide it isn’t nearly as dangerous as all those stories suggest. It’s just a matter of time before this place is overrun.”

What Harlan said might have been the worst case scenario, but that didn’t make it an impossibility.

“That’s not your problem anymore.” It was his.

“You’re still my brother,” Harlan said, sinking into a chair at the table and dragging a mug of coffee toward him. “Distance doesn’t change that.”

“I can’t just kick them out. They have nowhere to go. They’re traumatized from the attack on their pack. They’re struggling just to feed themselves.”

Harlan wasn’t heartless, Jonah knew, just pragmatic.

“I’m not saying you have to force them out tomorrow, but it sounds like they need something stable and long-term. This isn’t it, Jonah. And I know you’ve been lonely, but there are safer ways to make friends. Less dangerous people to get to know.”

All true, but it was still very apparent to Jonah that he’d never truly clicked with another human. Stefan was the person he’d been closest to and that had only been because of their shared love for the clinic and the animals. Nate was the first person he’d ever felt himself long for; his heart, his body. Nate was the only person whose presence had drowned out his longing for the sea.

“I’ll go see them tomorrow,” he conceded. “I won’t kick them out, but I’ll ask them to think about looking for somewhere else. Maybe if they ventured further north or south. Or overseas.”

“It’s for the best,” Harlan said again.

“Yeah,” Jonah said, his heart aching. “I guess you’re right.”

 

He brought Bear with him the next morning, for moral support, and because he was a little afraid of the pack’s reaction to his presence. They noticed him long before he reached the cabins, and he was treated to long, cold stares. They were not visibly hostile, but it was a far cry from the warm welcome he’d come to expect.

“Is Nate around?” he asked.

It was Mac who took pity on him and answered, Maddie in his arms.

“He’s out hunting. Due back any minute.”

“I’ll wait for him down by the lake.”

For the first time, he felt a frisson of fear turning his back on the pack. They no longer saw him as harmless, which he guessed he’d never truly been. His friendship with them was born on the lie that he was human, only dangerous because he knew what they were. Now they knew he was something other, something that could kill a wolf. He deserved the suspicion and distrust they were leveling at him.

Sitting on the bank of the lake, his legs crossed, he let himself get lost in the gentle sound of the water lapping against the rocks. It soothed his frayed nerves, so much so that he didn’t notice Nate until the alpha spoke.

“What do you want, Jonah?”

“I think we need to talk.”

He didn’t look up, keeping his eyes on the water.

“Then talk.”

“Harlan thinks it’s only a matter of time before your people figure out that you’re sheltering here. He thinks this place would become a battleground, that I’m not helping you by letting you stay.”

“And what do you think?” Nate got down on the ground next to him but kept some space between them. The day before, he’d have sat close, bumped elbows, maybe even wrapped an arm around Jonah’s shoulders. Today, there was only distance.

“I don’t want you to leave. And, in the short-term, I think you should stay. But if Harlan’s right, in a matter of weeks or months, it won’t be safe for you here. You need to use this time to look at other options. Further north or south. Overseas, maybe. There has to be somewhere you can go that the Alpha Prime can’t touch you.”

“That’s all you came to say?”

The abrasive anger in Nate’s voice had him wincing.

“What else do you need to hear?”

“Maybe something about the fact that you’re not human. That your people have a history of killing wolves. That you asked your brother to help get rid of us, and yet all you’ve done for weeks is encourage us to stay. What the hell is up with that?”

“You’re right. I’m not human. But, like you, we pass for human, and we do our best to keep our differences hidden.”

He turned his head and met Nate’s gaze. 

“Do you want to know what’s in our people’s history, about werewolves? Stories about our children going missing when packs pass through our territory. About wolves hunting us, cutting off our escape back to water and killing us. We might be strong, but out of the water, we’re no match for a group of wolves on a hunt. So, we hid from you and made our territories look inhospitable. Is there wolf blood on our hands? Of course. But our blood is on your hands, too. Turnabout’s fair play.”

Nate reached for him, and Jonah jerked out of reach, his heart thudding in his chest.

“When you first arrived here, I thought I was in so much trouble. A whole pack of you and just one of me? But then you turned up on my doorstep with a hurt cub, and I met your pack, and you were all so scared and tired. I knew how that felt, and I knew I couldn’t terrorize you, I couldn’t force you out. The more I got to know you, the more I couldn’t keep away. I didn’t know Harlan was going to turn up and try to do the job for me.”

“This is a mess,” Nate said.

“Yeah,” he agreed.

“But I think your brother is right. My idea that we’d live here in peace and harmony was a pipe dream. At best, they might leave us alone for a few months, but eventually, someone will come looking. When they see we haven’t all been slaughtered, they’ll come back for us, and they’ll bring friends.”

Nate stood slowly. His hand hovered over Jonah’s shoulder for a moment before he pulled away. 

“I think it’s best if we keep our distance from one another.”

“Of course,” Jonah said hollowly. “But if there’s anything I can do to help with your plans. If you need money…”

“We’ll work it out,” he replied. “You’re giving us time, which is more than we have a right to ask for.”

Jonah took a few deep breaths to get himself under control, wiping away the hot tears trailing down his cheeks. He turned to watch Nate walk away, the pain in his chest almost overwhelming. Somehow, he managed to stumble to his feet, reaching out a hand to hold Bear’s collar as they walked home.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

Nate spent the rest of the day pacing restlessly through the woods around their cabins. A few of the pack tried to approach him, but he just growled, and they hurried away. He had to think of a solution. Some way to save his pack, somewhere to bring them where they’d be safe. The only problem was, he was short on options.

It was growing late when he heard Jay shouting his name. There was something in his voice that got Nate moving, running toward him.

“What is it?”

“It’s the guys who went fruit picking. They haven’t come back.”

Logan, Jade, and Fred. “They should have been home, what, half an hour ago?”

“Yeah,” Jay said. “They were taking the bus back. Logan has a phone with him. They would have called if they were delayed. I called him, but he’s not picking up.”

“Fuck. We’d better go look for them.” 

If they weren’t back, it meant they were in trouble. He knew there was no way they’d have taken off like Scott. They were family in a way Scott had never been.

They ran for the car, Jay tossing Nate the keys while Nate called instructions to the others to keep everyone in the cabins and post a guard. They couldn’t be too careful.

Jay called out directions as they traveled along unfamiliar roads, their eyes peeled for the others.

“The farm’s just up this lane,” Jay said as they took a sharp left turn onto a dirt track. 

“Wait, stop the car,” he yelled a moment later. 

Nate braked, and Jay threw open his door, disappearing out into the dark. Nate followed, catching sight of the crumpled form of a wolf on the ground by the side of the road. It was Logan and, even from a distance, Nate could see he was badly injured.

Jay reached him first. “He’s still breathing, but—”

He didn’t need to say anymore. From the blood pooled around Logan, it was clear his injuries were more than a scratch.

Nate picked him up and carried him to the car, laying him down in the back seat. Jay searched for the others but came up empty, returning to the car a minute later. Nate got in the back with Logan while Jay jumped into the driver’s seat, throwing the car into reverse until they hit the main road then turning and speeding away.

“We need to get him to Jonah,” Nate said even though he was uncertain of their welcome. Maybe Harlan would be the kind of person to turn away an injured werewolf, but he was certain Jonah wouldn’t.

He tried to call ahead, but he couldn’t get the phone to work, throwing it to the floor in frustration.

“We’re almost there,” Jay said over his shoulder.

Almost wasn’t soon enough.

Lifting Logan into his arms, he was out of the car as soon as it stopped and running for the clinic, yelling for Jonah at the top of his voice. Harlan appeared at the door first, but he stood aside as soon as he saw what was in Nate’s arms. Jonah was right behind him, his eyes going wide at the sight.

“Is that Logan?” he asked, his voice shaking, and some part of Nate felt a deep reassurance that Jonah recognized his cousin even as a wolf.

“Help him, please.”

“Bring him inside.”

Unlike when he’d brought Maddie, everything seemed to happen in a rush, Jonah throwing on gloves, leaning over Logan’s prone form. Nate felt helpless, unable to do anything except watch as Jonah pressed something to Logan’s flank where the worst of the blood seemed to be spilling from and put in an IV line, throwing a bag of fluids up on a hook and giving it a squeeze for good measure. 

Jonah waved Jay over. 

“I need you to keep pressure here,” he said, placing Jay’s hand over some kind of bandage that was already half-soaked through with blood.

Then Jonah lifted his head, met Nate’s eyes, and jerked his chin toward the door. When he slipped from the room, Nate followed him out.

“I know it’s bad,” Nate started to say. “But we heal fast, you’ve seen it.”

“He’s got massive internal injuries that aren’t showing any signs of healing,” Jonah said quietly, his steady gaze holding Nate’s. “Probably because of the enormous amount of blood he’s lost. His injuries are beyond repair, Nate. I’m so sorry.”

“Try, please.”

Jonah shook his head, near tears. “He’s got lacerations so wide and so deep that there’s not enough tissue left to sew them back together. I can’t fix that, Nate. If he was actively healing, we’d have a chance by pushing fluids and just keeping him alive long enough for him to recover. But he’s not.”

A few tears escaped Jonah’s eyes, trailing down his cheeks.

“Because he’s lost too much blood.”

“As best I can tell. Your healing factor must be contained within your blood. He doesn’t have enough left to affect repairs. Giving him fluids, which he’ll need to stay alive, is only going to dilute that further.”

An idea hit Nate like a freight train. “What about a transfusion?”

“I have… no idea how that works in a werewolf. Can that be done? We’d need to match a donor, or it would do more harm than good.”

He stepped back into the room, focused on the possible plan, and Nate followed.

“I’ll donate,” he said. “We’ll use my blood.”

“No!” That was Jay, his eyes wide. “That’s forbidden. You’re our alpha.” He looked to Jonah. “It’s one of the strongest of our covenants. The alpha doesn’t shed blood except in battle, not for any reason.”

“Because it’s dangerous?” Jonah asked. “It could hurt him or Logan?”

“It’s just old pack lore. It wasn’t meant to cover modern medicine. I’m an alpha, my healing factor is stronger. It gives him the best chance of survival.”

“What about antibodies?” Jonah asked. “If he rejects it…”

“We’re pack,” Nate said simply.

“You say that like it answers my question.”

“It does. We’re family. As close as any two wolves can be. Try it, please. If he’s dying anyway, what difference does it make?”

“We still have to find Fred and Jade,” Jay said. “It makes a difference if you’re weakened by it.”

“It’ll be worth it if it saves Logan’s life.” Nate shot a quelling look at Jay then turned to Jonah. The vet was already pulling equipment out of sealed plastic packets.

“In that case, we’ll do a direct transfusion. I can jerry-rig a line.” He grabbed a chair, placing it next to the table Logan was lying on. “Sit down.”

Nate did, watching as Jonah tied a tourniquet before smoothly and efficiently sliding a needle into his vein. Logan was trickier, and both Nate and Jay almost jumped to stop Jonah when he pulled out a small drill.

“What the hell is that?” Jay asked.

“Most of his veins have collapsed. I need to put the line in through bone. He won’t feel it.” There was something very calm and reassuring about Jonah’s manner. It had Nate settling back into his chair without another word. Jay, on the other hand, was running a shaking hand through his hair, over and over.

“Jay,” Nate said quietly. “I want you to go back to the pack. Make sure they’re safe until this is done. Make sure everyone gets some rest. Once Logan wakes up and tells us what happened, we’ll need to be ready to move.”

Either they’d be running or they’d be going to rescue their pack mates.

“I’m not leaving you undefended,” Jay threw back.

“He’s not undefended,” a voice said from the doorway. 

Harlan stood there, looking imposing and angry. “No one gets through these doors.”

“Go, Jay,” Nate encouraged. “They have our backs.”

Jay shifted and left at a run.

“Here we go,” Jonah said, and Nate looked over only to realize he’d missed the vet setting up the line into Logan’s leg.

“How do you feel?” Jonah asked.

“Fine.”

“If you start to get dizzy, shout. We can pause it and give you a bit of recovery time before we start it up again.”

Jonah disappeared for a few minutes, returning with a glass of juice. “Drink that.”

Nate chugged it down before asking, “How long until we know it’s working?”

Jonah leaned over, lifting the corner of one of the blood-soaked bandages. “It’s working. The tricky part is going to be getting him healed enough to finish the recovery by himself before we bleed you dry.”

He moved around to Logan’s head, frowning before gently prying his jaws apart.

“Careful, Jonah,” Nate warned. Wolves had been known to bite, even when barely conscious.

“There’s something here—” Jonah was saying, his nimble fingers slipping between Logan’s teeth and pulling something out.

It looked like a balled-up piece of paper. Jonah handed it to him, and Nate carefully unrolled it, smoothing it out between his palms.

“What does it say?” Jonah asked.

“It’s just a phone number.”

“Are you going to call it?”

“I’d be going in blind. We’ll wait until Logan wakes up and tells us what happened.”

Besides, he already knew who was responsible. There was no mistaking the scent of other wolves that had been all over Logan’s body. The Alpha Prime had found them. Nate needed to play for time, as much as he could get.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

When Nate had first brought Logan in, Jonah really didn’t think he’d pull through. An hour later, and he was no more certain. As fast as they were transfusing blood from Nate, Logan was losing it. But he was healing which meant Jonah could do a sort of reverse order surgery, sewing up lacerations when they’d healed to the point where they’d actually hold a stitch. It was tense work, watching, waiting, and then acting quickly. His whole focus was the wolf on his table, though he checked regularly on Nate, pausing the transfusion frequently and getting Harlan to bring food and drinks for him.

It was almost midnight by the time Jonah was finally able to close Logan up, using absorbable stitches because he knew the wolf’s own healing would continue to accelerate and overtake the need for them. After Nate drank two sodas and ate two sandwiches Harlan had magicked out of nowhere, they gave Logan one last top-up transfusion.

Finally, Jonah covered him up with a blanket and staggered over to the sink to wash his hands.

“I’ll keep watch,” Harlan said. “Go get some rest. You, too,” he added to Nate.

Jonah stumbled toward the door, snagging Nate by the wrist and pulling him along. He was surprised the alpha came and tried to direct him to one of the empty bedrooms, but the words never made it from his head to his mouth. He didn’t remember reaching his bed, didn’t remember crashing on top of the covers.

He woke to the distant sound of Harlan calling him and the weight of an arm across his waist.

Sitting up, he glanced over to see Nate stretched out on the bed beside him, in a deep sleep. Slipping out from under his arm, he got to his feet and padded out toward the clinic.

Harlan was standing by the door, looking grave. Jonah hurried forward, fearing the worst.

“What happened?”

“See for yourself,” Harlan said, stepping back to let him in.

Logan’s wolf was gone and in its place was his human form, looking pale and lying very still. Jonah rushed forward, checking Logan’s pulse and breathing.

“He’s alive,” he said to Harlan.

“Will he recover?”

“I hope so. Werewolves aren’t exactly my area of expertise.”

Harlan nodded once. “Whoever did this was vicious. They meant him to die. He was supposed to be a message.”

“Message received, loud and clear,” Nate said from the doorway, crossing the room to Logan’s side. “When did he change back?”

“A few minutes ago,” Harlan said.

“What’s the verdict, Doc?” Nate asked.

Jonah didn’t bother to correct him.

“He’s alive. He’ll stay that way unless something changes.” Jonah gave Nate a longer glance. “How are you feeling?”

“Better than I look, I’m sure. Got any more juice?”

“I think I have some oranges.”

“That’ll do it.”

“How long does it normally take for a shifter who’s been injured to regain consciousness after they return to human form?”

Jonah needed an idea of what normal was to measure Logan’s progress against. It seemed positive that he had shifted back, but beyond that, Jonah was in the dark.

“A few minutes to a couple of hours, normally. But with Logan’s injuries, it’s hard to say.”

“How long can you wait before you call that number?”

“Not much longer,” Nate replied.

Harlan straightened up from where he was leaning against the door. “We’ve got visitors.”

Nate went to move, but Jonah stopped him. “I’ll go. Stay with Logan.”

He knew before he reached the door that there was no reason to worry, pushing it open and welcoming in Jason, Lily, and Mac holding a sleepy Maddie.

Mac stayed in the kitchen with Maddie, but the other two followed Jonah into the clinic room. They made a beeline for Nate and Logan, crowding them, hugging Nate and stroking Logan’s hands and face.

“I can’t believe he’s still alive,” Jay said. “I was sure he was a goner after what they did to him.”

“That seems to have been the plan,” Harlan said dryly. “Any idea what their next move will be?”

“That isn’t your problem,” Nate said. “You’ve done enough already.”

“They did this in our territory,” Harlan retorted. “That makes it our problem. I need to know what you’re going to do about it, so I can figure out what we’re going to do.”

Jonah knew that tone of voice, knew that Harlan was seething with anger, but not at Nate and the others.

Logan chose that moment to wake with a gasp, the others crowding around him. Jonah pushed forward, concerned until Logan settled and started to talk, his voice a rough, broken whisper.

Harlan caught Jonah’s elbow and tugged him toward the door. They stepped outside into the corridor, letting the wolves have some privacy while still being close enough to hear everything they said. Logan’s words were pained and halting.

“We were walking back from the farm, talking and joking. Everything was fine. Then I heard something. I turned toward the sound, and a wolf launched themselves at me. I heard Fred shout and Jade scream, and then I was set upon. There were four of them, I think. I tried to fight but there were too many. Did you find Jade and Fred?”

“There’s no sign of them,” Nate said carefully. “Who was it, Logan? Did you recognize them?”

“The Enforcer,” Logan said with a wet cough, “and his men. The same ones the Alpha Prime sent to the pack that last time.”

The ones who’d killed Nate’s parents, his brother, and so many others.

“Then I guess it’s time I made a call and found out what they want.”

Jonah shared a look with Harlan who shook his head slightly. They stayed outside, listening to Nate’s side of the strained phone call. Jonah was relieved when it was over, waiting with bated breath to hear what Nate would say.

“They have them,” Nate said finally. “They’ll return them, in exchange…” he trailed off.

“They still want me, don’t they?” Lily asked.

“They’re offering us the chance to start over, go back to Grove, go back to the way things were.”

“I’ll do it,” Lily said, her voice shaking. “I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll do what they want.”

“No, Lily,” Nate said as the others protested around him. “I won’t let that happen.”

“What’s the alternative? They’ll kill Fred if they haven’t already. Who knows what they’ll do to Jade. They’ll keep picking us off one by one until… Let me go, Nate, please. Let me do this for Jade and Fred, for you, for the pack.”

Harlan nudged Jonah’s hand, a question on his lips. Jonah shook his head. He didn’t know what, exactly, the Alpha Prime wanted Lily for, but he could take an educated guess that it wasn’t anything good, and that Nate would never allow it.

Jonah made a decision, knowing that Harlan would have his back, and pushed the door open, stepping into the room.

“Let us help,” he said simply.

All eyes turned to them, skepticism on some faces, hope on others.

“Help how?” Nate asked. “You said it yourselves, out of the water, we’re more dangerous to you than you are to us.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Harlan said, putting a hand on Jonah’s shoulder.

“Okay, then what are you suggesting?”

“Call them back, tell them you agree to the exchange and get them to come here. Make sure the Enforcer himself is coming. Tell him you want to have his word on the deal, that you want to see Fred and Jade are alive before you agree to it.”

“And then what?” Nate demanded.

“Then we’ll handle it. Our territory, our problem, remember?”

“A problem we brought down on your heads.”

“You were desperate,” Harlan replied, his eyes landing on Logan. “I see that now.”

“There’s only two of you. There’ll be far more of them. You can’t fight them off alone.”

“He’s right,” Jonah said softly. “It would be safer if we worked together, Harlan.”

To his surprise, his brother reluctantly agreed. “If the plan I have in mind doesn’t work out the way I want it to, we’ll need as many people ready to fight as we can get. But if it goes the way I planned, I’ll be the only one doing any fighting.”

Nate didn’t look too happy about that, and Jonah suspected he’d be even more unhappy when he realized what Jonah’s role would be in all of this. Still, if Harlan’s plan worked, they’d save Jade, Fred, and Lily. There was a lot Jonah would do to help keep Nate’s pack safe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Nate went outside to make the call. When he hung up, he turned to find Harlan watching him.

“I don’t understand why you’re helping us. Two days ago, it seemed like you were ready to kill us yourself.”

“That was before I understood what was going on. And before I saw Jonah.”

Nate waited to hear what else Harlan had to say.

“I haven’t exactly been around much since our dad died, but I haven’t heard Jonah laugh or seen him smile, really smile, for a very long time.”

“He’s not smiling or laughing now,” Nate pointed out.

“No, but I see it in his eyes when he looks at you. I’ve never seen him look at anyone like that. When he first called me to tell me you were here, he seemed panicked and scared. All he’s done since I got here is defend you and praise you. You’ve obviously made a good impression on him. I can’t be the family he wants me to be. But I won’t stand in the way of his happiness if it seems he’s found family elsewhere.”

“Shouldn’t you be giving me the traditional older brother ‘hurt him and I’ll end you’ speech.”

“I think that part goes without saying,” Harlan said, with a grin that quickly faded. “We need to talk about Jonah’s part in this plan of mine. It won’t work if you can’t keep your distance, if you let your instinct to protect him overtake everything else. You need to trust that he can handle himself and that I will see that he isn’t hurt.”

“You and he are brothers but you’re not the same, are you?”

Nate could see clear physical differences, Harlan being taller and built bigger. Jonah was slight and somewhat small, reminding Nate strongly of omega wolves.

“No, we’re not. Which is what makes Jonah the key to this plan.”

“I don’t follow,” Nate said.

“Have you ever heard him sing?” Harlan asked with a smile, and it hit Nate then what the other man was trying to tell him.

“Shit, seriously?”

“Oh, yeah. We’re not called sirens for nothing.”

 

When the Enforcer’s vehicles rolled to a stop outside the clinic, Nate and Jonah were the only people in view. Lily was hidden inside the clinic with Logan, Tabs, and Bear to keep her company. Nate didn’t want to risk traumatizing her any further.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked Jonah.

Jonah, for his part, seemed calm, almost unconcerned, whereas Nate felt the thrum of anger and nervous energy under his skin. This could either go very right or very wrong.

“I’m ready,” the vet said simply. “Just try and stay focused, okay?”

“You think that’s going to be a problem?”

“Well, it is kind of the whole idea,” Jonah said, a smile teasing at the edge of his lips.

“Earplugs?”

“Might make your Enforcer suspicious.”

The car doors opened, the Enforcer, Lucien, stepping out of one vehicle, along with three alpha guards. From the second vehicle, Jade and Fred were pulled out, their hands bound in front of them. Fred had a black eye and a split lip. Jade had a bruise on her jaw, and he could see both of their knuckles were grazed. They’d put up a fight, just like Logan had. The biggest surprise, though it shouldn’t have been, was Scott. He climbed out of the second car after them, a look of defiance on his face that barely masked the fear. Nate didn’t need to wonder how the Alpha Prime had found them so quickly, how he had known exactly where to look. Scott had bartered the information in exchange for his life, maybe his freedom.

Lucien looked around, clocked Nate and Jonah, and began walking, a frown on his face.

“Where is she?” he demanded as he strode toward them, eyeing Jonah with suspicion before focusing his gaze on Nate.

When he grew closer, Jonah cocked his head to the side and made a strange sort of sound under his breath. It wasn’t singing, exactly, more like a musical note resonating in his throat. It was enough to completely steal the Enforcer’s attention.

“I didn’t pick you as an alpha who cavorts with humans,” Lucien said as an aside.

Nate stayed silent like he’d been told to.

When he got close enough, the Enforcer circled Jonah, looking him up and down. 

“No, not human. Something… else.”

The sound Jonah was making grew in volume and changed pitch. Nate felt it hit him like a tidal wave of warm water, blinking furiously and pinching the skin of his inner wrist to stop himself getting dragged under. Lucien didn’t seem to realize the danger. He kept circling around Jonah, inching closer, until Jonah moved too. The two of them circled around each other as if in a dance, Jonah leading the Enforcer closer and closer to the edge of the water. When the alpha reached out a hand and touched Jonah’s cheek, Nate couldn’t stop his growl. It only spurred Lucien on, his whole hand cupping Jonah’s cheek, sparing Nate the barest of glances.

“Perhaps we could… alter our deal,” the Enforcer suggested lightly. “Those two,” he continued, nodding to where his men were holding Jade and Fred, “for this beautiful specimen and the temporary assignment of your sister to our pack. Just until she gives Magnar a son, and then she can return to you. Your pack can move home, as promised. No more will be said of your parents’ betrayal.”

Nate felt the anger rising within him, and it was only Jonah’s soft singing that stopped him shifting right then and there. Most of their pack slaughtered, his family dead, and Lucien thought Nate would just hand his sister and Jonah over to him and forget what they’d done.

He managed to quash his anger enough to speak. 

“Jonah isn’t mine to give.”

“But you want him,” the Enforcer said with a grin. “That’s enough for me.”

He still had his hand on Jonah, and Nate thought he saw a veil of fear in the other man’s eyes. But Jonah was still moving the alpha toward the lake, so slowly that the wolf didn’t even seem to notice the subtle manipulation.

“Beautiful,” Lucien was saying. “Such exquisite features. It’s hard to believe you aren’t a shifter but easy to believe you’re not a human. Was a little thing like you really what scared off all those wolves? Someone was telling tall tales. You’re ours now, Jonah.”

Jonah circled around him again, crooning softly. The sound drew Nate forward without thought, even as he noticed the Enforcer was now standing right at the edge of the lake, his back to the water.

“You belong to us now. And this territory belongs to our Alpha Prime.”

Jonah stepped closer, and Lucien ran a possessive hand down his body. Nate saw red, stalking forward at the same moment as Jonah pressed a hand to the Enforcer’s chest and shoved him backward. As he did, Harlan rose out of the water.

“This is our territory,” he shouted, grabbing a hold of the startled alpha and dragging him into the lake.

Nate gave a signal to his people who were hiding just past the tree line before racing forward to pull Jonah out of reach. The Enforcer flailed and tried to shift before disappearing under the water. His guards shouted as they ran forward to help him, Jade and Fred forgotten.

Nate shoved Jonah away to the side as the guards approached, seeing him dive into the lake and disappear under the water as Nate shifted. He took the guards on, Jay racing to his side as Mac and Karla approached from behind, splitting the guards’ attention.

He kept his back to the lake, hearing the muffled sounds of the Enforcer thrashing in the water, fighting for his life. One of the guards reached the edge of the lake and stared down into the water. A shadow moved just under the surface, fast and deadly, and he stumbled back a step.

“There’s something in there,” he yelled.

Another guard arrived by his side and made as if to wade into the water. But the shadow grabbed his leg and tried to drag him under. He yelped as the guard next to him grabbed him and yanked him back up onto the bank.

The guard fighting Nate was distracted, letting Nate get in a bite to his exposed neck that sent him to the ground whimpering. He turned to the two guards standing by the bank but they were too busy watching as Harlan dragged the Enforcer further out, his thrashes growing fewer and fewer. And then they stopped altogether, the water going completely still. Nate didn’t know where Jonah was in all the mess and confusion but felt sure he was safe.

A body surfaced, lifeless, bobbing in the water, blood tinging the lake red around him. It was Lucien. A howl went up amongst his few remaining wolves, one of them striking out into the lake to grab his body and drag it to shore. It was clear the alpha was dead, his eyes open but unseeing. 

As they dragged him onto the bank, Harlan rose out of the lake again, water streaming from his body, looking powerful, fierce, and otherworldly. Jonah surfaced next to him, looking strong, ethereal, and alluring. A hushed silence fell over the whole group, the fighting coming to an abrupt end.

“This is our land. Pass the word out to your Alpha Prime, to your packs, tell them to keep their distance. Tell Magnar we have an alliance with the survivors of the Grove. An attack on them is an attack on us. We will not hesitate to seek vengeance.”

The Enforcer’s wolves looked to one another and then down to the mangled body of Lucien lying dead on the grass. Harlan had certainly made an impression, single-handedly killing the strongest alpha of their group. The threat was very real.

“Go!” Harlan shouted, and they scattered, running for their cars and dragging the bodies of their dead and injured with them. Scott seemed to panic before diving into a vehicle with them. They started their engines and hauled out of there at speed.

“They won’t be back,” Harlan announced with confidence before throwing himself back into the lake. 

Nate caught a glimpse, just for a moment, of a powerful fin cutting through the water. And then Harlan was gone, invisible beneath the surface.

Jonah swam back to the shore, and Nate, after quickly checking on Jade and Fred, shifted back and went to meet him. He held out a hand and, after a moment of hesitation, Jonah took it and climbed out. That shimmer on his skin was back, fading quickly as he was exposed to the air but still present wherever drops of lake water clung to his skin. 

Nate took his arm, stretching it out and using his thumb to smear some of the droplets across his skin. He watched the shimmer fade as the skin dried.

“Beautiful,” he said, captivated.

“The singing takes a little while to wear off,” Jonah said softly.

“It won’t make you any less beautiful,” Nate replied. “Let’s go break the good news to Lily and Logan.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

The wolves decided the Enforcer’s defeat was a victory that needed to be celebrated and commandeered Jonah’s barbecue. He didn’t mind, though he was too tired to cook himself, so he left them to it.

“Will Harlan return?” Nate asked him. They hadn’t seen him since the other wolves had left.

“He’ll be back. He just needs some time.”

To Jonah’s knowledge, Harlan had never had to kill before, not like that, though he knew he’d seen their father kill.

“We owe both of you a great debt. As soon as we can, we’ll move on.”

Jonah froze in horror at the words. 

“Move on? But didn’t you hear what Harlan told Lucien’s wolves? As long as you stay here, you’ll be safe.”

“Just look at all the trouble we’ve brought down on your heads. Harlan has just been forced to kill our Alpha Prime’s right-hand man. You can’t want us around after that.”

“But I want you to stay. I need—” He broke off, distressed, hurrying toward the water.

Nate followed. “Jonah?”

“If you go, I’ll be alone again. And if you’re gone, and Harlan’s gone, and those wolves decide to come back…” His singing would only be so useful. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what I was.” 

Maybe Nate was still angry about that? Maybe he saw it as a betrayal he couldn’t look past. Or maybe it was just Jonah. Maybe Nate didn’t want him now that he knew what Jonah really was. So many maybes.

Nate’s hand pressed against his elbow, the touch tentative. 

“I don’t blame you for that. You must have been so scared when you realized a whole pack of wolves had set up camp next door. Besides, I think you were going to tell me, that night, just before Harlan grabbed Jay.”

“You needed to know before we let things go further.”

Jonah knew he was being selfish asking Nate and his pack to stay for his sake.

“If you have to go, you have to go,” he told Nate finally. “I’ll be okay.”

“And if the other wolves come?” Nate asked. He ducked down to meet Jonah’s eyes, but Jonah avoided his gaze.

“By the time they come, I… I won’t be here,” Jonah said finally, giving in to the truth he’d long been avoiding.

“You’re going back with Harlan?”

“No,” he said. “I’d never fit in, not in that world. The sea has been calling me for a long time. I think, maybe, it’s time I give in.”

He didn’t want to say that. What he really wanted was to tell Nate that he had an idea for how his pack could make ends meet here in the Cove. He wanted to tell Nate that he thought he was in love with him. He wanted to beg Nate to stay with him, to never leave him, like everyone else seemed to.

Instead, all he said was, “I should check on the animals.”

He didn’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved when Nate didn’t stop him leaving.

 

Nate’s mind was turning in circles, trying to work out what Jonah meant and what he himself wanted. He walked around the lake, away from the clinic, before sticking one hand in the water and splashing back and forth. It didn’t take long to get Harlan’s attention, the other man surfacing nearby.

“I’m in your debt,” Nate told him, “and I’m eager to repay you. But I need some answers. Jonah is talking about leaving, about the sea calling him. I need to know what that means.”

Harlan’s expression went dark. “You should ask him that.”

“Right now, he’s telling me what he thinks I want to hear. I know you’ll give me the facts.”

“As we said before, our people are similar to yours. Like wolves, we have a hierarchy.”

“You’re definitely an Alpha,” Nate said. “Maybe even an Alpha Prime.”

Harlan didn’t argue with that. “And Jonah would be the equivalent of an omega.”

“He said females were rare.”

“And so they were. Now, I’d say they’re close to extinct. Fifty years ago, we’d have had different visitors to the Cove every year, different individuals and families. Alphas like me would travel from colony to colony, looking for a mate to bring home to their family or to start a new colony with. But the world has changed, and our numbers keep dropping. Our mother left for the sea when we were kids, like she’d done many times before. Only she never came back. We’ve had one visitor in the years since. I went out there once, as a teenager, hoping to find others but… Theo and I have given it up as a lost cause. We don’t think there are any others left.”

“What does Jonah believe?”

“It’s not about belief for him. It’s about biology. Omega sirens yearn for mates. In normal circumstances, his mate would have arrived on the sea long ago. When that doesn’t happen, the call of the sea grows stronger and stronger, until it’s impossible to resist.”

“Then why leave him here, why not take him with you?”

“Take an omega away from the sea and you take away their soul. They can’t sing, they can’t swim. Jonah believes, for him, that it would be a life devoid of joy.”

“And if he goes to the sea? Will he find a mate?”

Nate hated the thought of another person’s hands on Jonah. But he hated the thought of a soulless Jonah even more.

“I don’t think there are any to be found. He’ll wander, cold and alone, and the human part of him will be lost. It’s as cruel an existence as taking him from the sea would be.”

“If we were to stay, you’d be okay with that?”

“Why do you think I told those wolves we were allies? Jonah wants you to stay, and if your presence here means my brother stays whole, then I’ll gladly support it.”

“And Theo?”

They’d barely mentioned the third brother, but it needed to be asked.

“He won’t have a problem with it. His mind is elsewhere.”

Nate nodded, taking all that in.

“Go to Jonah,” Harlan said. “Tell him what you’re thinking. Let him pour his heart out to you. He’s held onto it long enough.”

 

Jonah sat on the floor of the shelter, Bear’s head on his knee and a kitten curled up in his lap. He heard familiar footsteps and didn’t look up as Nate walked in.

“When are you leaving?”

“I guess that depends on how long it takes you to get sick of us,” came the easy reply.

He kept his eyes down, afraid to look up, afraid to hope.

 Nate knelt down in front of him. Bear lifted her head with a hopeful whine, and the kitten in his lap clambered off in search of some food.

“I’ve been falling in love with you from the moment you marched over to me and Harte, your clothes sticking to your skin, your hair damp, and your eyes stormy.”

His hand tucked under Jonah’s chin, urging his head up. Jonah moved reluctantly, afraid of what he’d seen in Nate’s eyes.

“The call of the sea is like a roar in my ears,” he whispered, “but when you’re there, I can hear the sound of the waves in the beat of your heart, and I don’t want to be anywhere except in your arms.”

“What are you saying?” Nate asked, his voice low and rough.

“I’m saying, you have my heart, if you want it.”

“If I promise to take very good care of it, can I keep it?” There was a hint of teasing in Nate’s voice, in his smile, and Jonah felt a heady mix of relief and happiness, grinning back at him.

“Harlan filled me in on some stuff,” Nate added. “Like why you stayed. It can’t have been easy for you.”

“When there aren’t any better options, doing nothing is easy,” Jonah said.

“I’m glad you waited. To think I might never have met you. The idea of you out there, alone, just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Well, I’m not out there. I’m here, with you.”

Nate took a hold of Jonah’s shirt and tugged him closer, wrapping a hand around the back of his head. The kiss was expected, but slow and sweet as if the alpha was just testing the waters.

Jonah’s hand found Nate’s shoulders, gripping them tightly and deepening the kiss until both of them were breathless and panting. Nate’s hand caressed his cheek.

“We’ll make this work,” he promised.

“I know we will. With your pack, I feel at home.”

It was strange to say it, but it didn’t make it any less true. Among a group of dangerous strangers, he’d found a family.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Harlan left that evening, promising to return soon in case they needed him. Jonah was happy that he’d come but also happy he was leaving again. He and Nate needed space and didn’t need Jonah’s overprotective brother hovering over their shoulders. Jonah made dinner while Nate checked in on the pack, then he and Nate ate together.

“This is great,” Nate said, having wolfed down half his plate in a matter of minutes.

“There’s seconds in the oven,” he said with a knowing smile.

“Full moon tonight,” Nate said between bites.

“Oh. Does that mean you have to get back soon?”

Nate sat back, smiling serenely at him. “Nope. The urge to shift is a little greater around the full moon but not overpowering. What about you? Do the phases of the moon affect sirens?”

“Yes, but not in the way you might think. They affect the tides, which affects us. Or at least, that’s how my dad explained it.”

Nate seemed to be working up to something, looking uncertain as he watched Jonah.

“Do you think I could see?” he asked finally.

Jonah stared back bemusedly. “See what?”

“Your siren form. You’ve seen my wolf.”

Jonah had, and he longed to see it again. But he’d never shown anyone his siren form before.

“You really want to see?”

“Of course. Why, what do you look like? Something hideous, all scales and slime?” the alpha teased.

“No, of course not,” he huffed, exasperated. “Just… it might be a lot if you’ve never seen it before. And I can only change in water so…”

“I can handle getting wet,” Nate insisted. “And, all joking aside, I really do want to see.”

“You won’t run away screaming?”

“Do people usually?”

“No one’s ever…”

“Ah, I see.” Nate reached across the table and took his hand. “No running away, I promise. No screaming. Maybe a manly yell?”

His words drew a laugh from Jonah, relieved that the alpha wasn’t taken aback by his warnings.

“So, you’ll show me?” Nate pressed gently.

“Only if you promise me another glimpse of that gorgeous wolf hiding inside you.”

Nate grinned. “Deal.”

They finished their meal and spent an hour in the living room, curled up by the fire and chatting.

“I’ve been thinking,” Jonah said, “about what the pack might do for money.”

“Oh?”

“It sounds like you have a lot of skills between you. Practical ones. There’s a disused garage near here, on the main road. It’s on our land and belongs to us. There used to be a mechanic there. Before that, it was my great grandfather’s blacksmith’s forge. I thought you could use it as your base. Maybe do some carpentry or open it up as a mechanic shop. I could give you some capital to get you started, get whatever equipment you might need.”

Nate was quiet for a moment.

“You have given this some thought, haven’t you?”

“A bit.” He downplayed it but he knew Nate could tell. “I just wanted you to have options if you were going to stay. It shouldn’t be a struggle to feed and clothe yourselves, not when you’re skilled, hardworking people.”

The alpha pressed a kiss to his cheek. “You’re very good to us.”

“You’re very good to me.” He knew there was something else they had to talk about, awkward as it might be.

“Speaking of the future,” he started, trailing off after a moment.

“Yes,” Nate prompted gently.

“I know it must be important for the alpha of a wolf pack but me being a siren and you being a werewolf… kids might not be on the cards.”

He wasn’t looking at Nate as he said it, afraid of what he’d see in the alpha’s eyes.

Nate squeezed his hand gently. “No stories among the sirens of falling in love with a wolf, no?”

Jonah shook his head.

“But it’s not just that,” he added. “My father told me that my mother lost a child between having Theo and having me. She lost two more between then and the year she just didn’t come home. He seemed to think it was something that she might have… passed on to me. So, it may be that I just can’t have kids anyway.”

He waited tensely for Nate’s reply.

“If it’s not to be,” the alpha said, his voice quiet and gentle, “then it’s not to be. As long as I have you by my side, and my pack safe, that’s all I need.”

Nate drew him back to rest against his chest, and Jonah buried his face against the alpha’s neck, breathing in his scent.

They lay there as the sun set and the moon rose high in the sky. He could feel Nate getting more restless beside him, the alpha’s muscles tensing.

“Ready to go outside?” he asked him.

Together, they got up and headed out, leaving Bear in her bed with a chew toy to distract her.

The sky was cloudless, the moon bright and reflecting flawlessly on the lake’s surface. Jonah led the way down to the bank, Nate’s hand held tightly in his. He let go as he reached for his clothes, determined to do this now that they were there.

“Wait,” Nate said, moving to stand behind him, his hands on Jonah’s shoulders. “Let me.”

Jonah leaned back against him and lifted his head, searching for Nate’s eyes. He held the alpha’s gaze for a moment, seeing nothing but lust and expectation.

Nodding, he let the alpha tug his shirt off, Nate’s palms running across his skin. He shivered at the contrast between the cool air and the heat of the alpha’s hands.

Nate’s arms snaked around his waist, undoing the button of Jonah’s jeans and tugging smoothly at the zip. He hooked his thumbs under the waistline and eased them downward. Jonah’s breath caught, and Nate pressed a kiss to his bare shoulder.

“I bet you look gorgeous bathed in moonlight.”

Jonah felt his skin heat at the praise as he stepped out of his clothes. “You’ll see for yourself in a minute.” He turned in Nate’s arms. “You’re overdressed.”

“Not for standing here on the bank,” Nate teased.

“You won’t be standing on the bank,” Jonah threw back.

He grasped the hem of Nate’s T-shirt and drew it up slowly, revealing the smooth lines and muscles of the alpha’s abdomen. Nate’s pants were next, kicked away with careless abandon. Nate was confident in his skin, maybe moreso than Jonah. He guessed living in a pack meant he didn’t have much by way of self-consciousness around his body.

They circled around each other, trailing hands along moon-kissed skin before Jonah grasped Nate’s wrist and led the alpha into the water.

“You can swim, right?” he said over his shoulder.

“If I have to,” Nate agreed.

They waded deeper until they were both up to their waists in water. Jonah let go of Nate’s arm, turning to face the alpha as he walked backward.

“Remember, no matter what, I’m still me.”

“Same as a shifter in wolf form,” Nate said easily. “I’m not scared.”

“If you had any sense, you would be. We must be the only true predators of werewolves in the world.”

“Then you’re playing a very elaborate game with your prey,” he teased, smiling wryly at Jonah.

Jonah smiled back, reassured by the alpha’s relaxed manner. He took another two steps backward, keeping Nate in his sights as the water reached up to his chest. Then he submerged himself, sinking beneath the water, and transformed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Nate thrummed with anticipation, watching Jonah move away from him before he slipped under the water. At first, nothing happened, Jonah staying still. And then there was a shift in the water, a sense that something had changed, and the shadow that was Jonah moved. But he didn’t move like a human, swimming awkwardly through the water. The movements were too fluid, too swift, reminding Nate of a dolphin… or a shark. He caught sight of a fin… or was that a tail? Definitely a tail. There was an ethereal light, a glow emanating from Jonah’s skin. But Nate couldn’t get a clear look, the siren constantly moving, shifting in the moonlight. He knew he needed to see the true form of his mate, so he shut his eyes and sank to his knees, taking a deep breath before the water closed in over his mouth.

He heard a call, a voice that wasn’t human but that he knew to be Jonah’s. And he opened his eyes. Far from slimy or covered in scales, there was only one word to describe Jonah’s siren form. Beautiful. That shimmer he’d seen on Jonah’s wet skin had become a glow, a luminescence that surrounded him. The skin above his waist looked no different apart from the glow but below… it didn’t look like he’d imagined. They weren’t scales like on a fish, they seemed more dynamic somehow, seemed to shift in color as Jonah moved. Where his feet had been was a powerful tail that cut through the water, controlling both movement and direction.

Nate met Jonah’s stormy eyes and smiled. And the siren started to swim. He circled Nate slowly, giving him a chance to appreciate the siren’s form and motion. Then he sped up, circling faster and faster until Nate was almost dizzy, and then he darted away in a burst of movement, rippling the water around them. The sheer power took Nate’s breath away as did the easy way Jonah wielded it. How had Jonah’s brothers walked away from this? Why were they surprised that Jonah wouldn’t? He couldn’t imagine walking away from his wolf.

The need for air became pressing, and he surfaced, taking a few deep breaths before going under again. Jonah was nowhere to be seen. Nate closed his eyes, using his other senses to pinpoint Jonah’s location through the movement of the water and the way it rippled out from where Jonah was swimming. Then he struck out toward him, feeling very much like a fish out of water.

He had the sense of Jonah closing in on him, brushing past him lightning-quick before darting back around. And then Jonah was in front of him, pressing his palms to Nate’s. He could feel a strength in them that no longer surprised him. He stared into Jonah’s eyes and touched Jonah’s palms, hearing that beautiful siren song from Jonah’s lips. It sounded different under water, deeper, more complex. He lost himself in it, in Jonah. And then Jonah was tugging him upward. He gasped for breath when they broke the surface, clinging to the siren like his life depended on it.

Jonah was murmuring something, over and over, his arms wrapped around Nate’s body. Nate came back to himself enough to hear the words.

“Breathe, Nate, just breathe.”

“I’m okay,” he murmured. “Just got a little… mesmerized.”

“It’s the singing,” Jonah said softly. “But over time it won’t hit so hard.”

“I like being mesmerized,” Nate said. “If it means I get to see you like this. You’re breathtaking. Beautiful and strong.”

Jonah smiled a little shyly, gripping Nate tighter as he changed back. “You’re not turning tail and making for the highway, that’s something.”

“I’m not going to leave you alone and defenseless. That’s not the kind of person I am.”

And Nate would never understand how Jonah’s brothers had done just that.

“I’m not defenseless,” Jonah retorted, wrapping his legs around Nate’s waist, and Nate found himself with an armful of wet, hot siren.

He laughed, tucked Jonah closer and carried him from the water and onto the shore. Setting him onto his feet next to their clothes, he looked him up and down.

“You’re shimmering.”

“It’s the water, you know that.”

“All of you is shimmering.”

“All of me is wet,” Jonah laughed, going up on his tiptoes to kiss Nate’s cheek.

Nate almost asked ‘now what?’, not wanting to seem too forward, too forceful. But he knew they’d both waited long enough, and he didn’t want to wait any longer. Picking up their clothes, he handed them to Jonah, then lifted the siren into his arms and carried him toward the house.

“Where are we going?” Jonah asked, still grinning, his eyes sparkling with amusement.

“To pick up where we left off that night your brother interrupted.”

Jonah swallowed hard, hiding his face against Nate’s collarbone.

“Hey, don’t go all shy on me,” Nate murmured.

“Not shy,” Jonah insisted, shivering a little. “Just… anticipating.”

Bear looked up from her bed when they came inside the kitchen but ducked her head back down a second later, one paw covering her eyes.

Nate laughed. “Wise choice, wouldn’t want to scar you for life, would we?”

He carried Jonah into the living room, setting him down in front of the fire.

“We can warm up here,” he said, “then move to the bedroom.”

“You have plans, huh,” Jonah teased, stretching his hands toward the low flames.

Nate reached around him, adding fuel to the fire, watching as it burned brighter a moment later.

“Who needs a bedroom,” Jonah continued, “when we have this beautiful fire and this shaggy rug.”

“Very rustic,” Nate agreed, pressing against Jonah’s back, distracted by the nape of Jonah’s neck, patches of his skin still shimmering faintly. Bending his head, he kissed a glowing patch, marveling at how the heat of his mouth faded the shimmers. It became like a game, as he chased the shimmering across Jonah’s body from his shoulder, down along his back. He kissed his way across the siren’s skin, crouching to lick a long swipe across Jonah’s hip, tasting salt on his tongue.

He stroked his hands along Jonah’s sides, tickling his ribs. “I’ve wanted to touch you like this since the first moment I met you. But I thought it might be a bit forward on a first date.”

Jonah laughed, the sound rich and carefree.

“You’ve done this before,” he said, as Nate let his hands glide across Jonah’s flat stomach.

“How can you tell?” he teased.

“You’re far too confident to be a first timer.”

It was Nate’s turn to laugh. “Well, I am an alpha. What do you expect?” He pressed a kiss to the small of Jonah’s back, rewarded with a full-body shiver from the siren. He stood again, turning Jonah with a hand on his shoulder. “Most packs send their alphas and betas to visit other packs for the summer once they become teenagers. There’s a lot of trouble a young alpha can get up to when they’re away from home.”

“I’ll bet,” Jonah said, standing up on his tiptoes and pressing a kiss to the corner of Nate’s mouth.

Nate caught his chin and kissed Jonah full on the lips, the embrace as possessive as it was passionate. He nudged at Jonah’s lips with his tongue, slipping it between them when they parted. Jonah tasted just as good as he smelled, and Nate lost himself in the kiss, pulling back only when he had to, dipping his head to press wet kisses along the line of Jonah’s throat.

The siren moaned and swallowed, his skin hot beneath Nate’s hands.

Nate backed him slowly toward the wall, framing Jonah’s head with his hands.

“You’re sure,” he asked, panting for breath.

“We’ve waited long enough,” Jonah huffed, pulling him back in for another kiss.

Nate didn’t let himself get distracted by Jonah’s mouth, by his soft, gorgeously red lips. There were other areas that needed his attention.

He sank to his knees, pressing a kiss just below Jonah’s bellybutton. Glancing up, he met the siren’s eyes, grinning wickedly at Jonah’s wide-eyed expression.

Pressing his nose to Jonah’s groin, he inhaled deeply, taking in the very essence of his scent. Jonah was already hard, his shaft pressing upward against his belly. Nate nuzzled his nose at the root before licking upward, earning another moan and a shiver from Jonah. He paused, swiping his tongue at the tip as Jonah’s hips twitched.

“Please, Nate,” Jonah said breathlessly. “Please.”

Nate took just the tip into his mouth, sucking gently. Jonah gasped, rising up onto his tiptoes, his hands pressed against the wall. Nate swallowed him deeper, lifting his eyes to watch Jonah throw his head back with a low moan, his hands clenching into fists before relaxing, again and again.

Nate pulled away, and Jonah reached for him with a cry, one hand fisting in Nate’s hair, yanking him back toward him. He grinned inwardly at how demanding his mate was but obeyed, taking Jonah deeper, rewarded with a long moan of pleasure. Steadying Jonah’s hips with his hands, he took him deeper still, relaxing his throat and humming.

“Nate, I… I’m coming,” was all Jonah had time to say before he jerked twice, hips pressed against Nate’s hands, and cried out, sinking back against the wall.

Swallowing every drop, Nate tightened his hold on the siren as Jonah threatened to sink to the floor. Pulling away, he pressed a last kiss to the softening shaft, before pulling Jonah down to kneel in front of him, bringing him close to rest against his chest.

Jonah’s eyes were closed, but there was a blissed-out smile on his face.

“Good?” Nate murmured in his ear.

“If that was just the preview, I can’t wait to see the main event.”

Laughing, Nate kissed his cheek and wrapped his arms around him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Jonah knelt on the ground, Nate’s arms around him, his cheek pressed to the alpha’s shoulder as the afterglow washed over him. It took a few minutes for him to recover enough to lift his head.

“Hey,” Nate said. “Back with me?”

“You have a very talented mouth. I can’t wait to see if other parts of you are just as adept.”

Nate stroked one finger down Jonah’s cheek. “Oh, that’s a talent I’m happy to demonstrate.”

He stood, tugging Jonah up with him. Jonah bounced to his feet and launched himself into Nate’s arms, taking him by surprise as he wrapped his legs around the alpha’s waist again.

Nate recovered quickly, his hands steadying Jonah against his chest while he pressed him back against the wall. His lips crashed against Jonah’s mouth, insistent, heated, his tongue pushing between Jonah’s lips and licking against his mouth.

Jonah put a hand on the back of Nate’s neck, pulling the alpha closer, deepening the kiss with no care for their need for air. Who needed oxygen when he had the alpha’s hard cock pressed against his hip?

“I’ve always wanted to be fucked against a wall,” he panted, pulling away just enough to speak before nipping at Nate’s lower lip.

“I’m not the only one who’s had practice,” Nate teased.

“None that ever lived up to my expectations.”

“Oh, I like a challenge.”

“Hardly,” Jonah said breathlessly, kissing him again. “You’ve already exceeded them.”

Nate’s hand on his cheek trailed down to his neck, swept across his shoulder and down his arm, caressing lower with purposeful strokes. His hand cupped Jonah’s ass, the unexpected touch making Jonah jump. Nate laughed into the kiss even as his fingers explored further, dipping between Jonah’s cheeks.

“Do we need…” he started to ask, his eyes widening with surprise and pleasure.

“No,” Jonah said softly. “We don’t need anything, just you and me.”

“You’re wet for me,” Nate murmured, pressing a finger inside Jonah who shuddered at the welcome touch. “That is very hot.”

A second finger pressed inside, and Jonah shuddered harder, ducking to press his face against the cool skin of Nate’s shoulder, welcoming the chill against his hot cheeks.

“Like this?” Nate asked, his fingers slipping free, his hands cupping Jonah’s cheeks before sliding lower to grip his thighs and lift Jonah higher.

He opened his eyes and raised his head. “Like this.”

Nate pressed his lower body closer, angling Jonah so that his back was braced against the wall.

Jonah locked eyes with Nate as the alpha pressed slowly inside him. He tightened his legs around Nate, feeling his eyes go wide as his body took in the length and thickness of the alpha. Seeing might have been believing but feeling it was something else.

“Alpha doesn’t just refer to the size of your wolf, does it?” he said hoarsely.

Nate gave a low laugh, kissing the pulse point on Jonah’s neck, sucking hard on that spot until Jonah moaned, pleasure shooting across his body.

“I know I’m a lot to take in,” Nate said.

It was Jonah’s turn to laugh, the sound cut off by a gasp when Nate thrust in the last inch, sheathing himself fully inside.

The sensation was glorious, everything Jonah had imagined, everything he’d wanted.

“Please, please, Nate,” he begged, wanting to feel it again. His pleas were answered by another thrust, one that slammed him against the wall, forced the breath from his lungs and made his body sing.

“Yes,” he gasped. “Nate, yes.”

The look in Nate’s eyes was almost feral; dark, intense and full of passion. Then the alpha pressed his forehead against Jonah’s shoulder as his thrusts took on a rhythm of their own, Nate’s body pressing him further into the wall with each snap of his hips. Impossibly, Jonah could feel himself growing hard again, both from the friction of their bodies and the way Nate’s cock rubbed against that spot inside him, making Jonah see stars.

Nate’s grip on him tightened when Jonah started to squirm, seeking more of that delicious friction, having already had a taste of pleasure and wanting so much more.

The alpha growled and lifted his head, bringing his face close to Jonah’s, rubbing their noses together. The gesture was oddly tender, contrasting Nate’s low, rough voice and the fierce rhythm of his thrusts.

“You are mine,” Nate insisted. “Body and soul. The human part of you. The siren in you. I take all of you as my own and give all of myself in turn.”

Jonah gasped when he understood the meaning of the words and groaned when another thrust sent sparks of pleasure across his body. He was balancing on the precipice, close, so close…

“And you’re mine,” he breathed. “Your wolf, your human side.” He mirrored Nate’s words, and his acts, nuzzling his nose against the alpha’s. “I take all of you as my own and give all of myself in turn.”

He was rewarded with another powerful thrust, crying out as his orgasm crashed over him, wave after wave of pleasure as Nate thrust into him before the alpha stilled and came with a hoarse cry of his own.

Slowly, Nate pulled Jonah forward so his weight was balanced against the alpha’s chest, then he turned, carrying him the few feet to the fireplace and the rug that lay in front of it.

He went to his knees and tried to lower Jonah to the floor. But Jonah wasn’t ready to let go yet, clinging tighter to the alpha with a murmur of displeasure.

“My alpha,” he whispered, kissing the soft skin of Nate’s neck, feeling the alpha swallow beneath his touch.

“My omega,” Nate said in reply, huffing a warm breath against Jonah’s cheek.

In Nate’s arms, Jonah felt a kind of peace he’d never known. The call of the sea had receded to barely a whisper and, in his mate’s arms, Jonah drowsed.

He hummed unhappily when Nate finally set him on the ground, only to sigh with contentment a moment later as the alpha’s strong arms wrapped around him, tugging him close.

“Mine,” Nate whispered into his hair. “Always.”

Jonah couldn’t but smile at the words. He’d been claimed, and he couldn’t be happier.

 

Jonah was content to sleep by the fire until morning but they’d only been resting an hour or two when Nate was shaking him awake.

“Huh?” he asked, lifting his head and blinking sleepily at the alpha.

“Let’s go join the pack,” Nate said softly.

Rubbing a hand across his eyes, he stared at Nate in confusion.

“Now?”

“Now,” Nate agreed. “Before it gets too late.”

“Okay.” He struggled to his feet, Nate wrapping an arm around his waist to steady him. “We should clean up a bit first.” The last thing he wanted to do was get wet again but needs must.

“No,” Nate said.

“But we smell like…”

“You smell like me. That’s what matters.”

Jonah wasn’t sure his sleep-addled mind understood, but he let Nate wipe him down briskly with a washcloth and help him dress before leading him outside and across to the cabins.

As the cool night air hit him, he felt more alert, and awake enough to ask, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“It’s necessary,” was all the alpha said.

“But I don’t…”

“You smell like me. You smell claimed. When the alpha of a pack chooses a mate, they normally choose from outside the pack. And how they gain acceptance from the pack is by…”

“Being very clearly claimed by the alpha.” Which explained why they were making straight for the cabins, the scent of sex still clinging to their bodies. “Nate…”

“Do this for me. Please. For us.”

He grumbled a little under his breath but resumed walking.

“You wolves are weird, did you know that?”

Nate chuckled. “Says the man who changes into a fish.”

“Sirens are not fish,” he contested hotly to warm laughter from Nate.

“You’re right. Sirens are far too beautiful to be fish. Sharks have nothing on you.”

“But won’t everyone already be asleep?”

“Not on the night of a full moon. Besides, they’re waiting for us.”

Nate led him into the first cabin, a hand on the small of his back. Almost all of the pack were there, a fire burning in the hearth and everyone spread out around the room, curled up on blankets and cushions. All eyes turned to them, noses twitched, and Jonah felt his face heat.

“Hi, Jonah,” Lily said from near the fire. “Come join us.”

Logan bounded to his feet, pushing close. “You smell like pack.”

Nate stepped in front of Jonah, partially shielding him as he growled.

Logan went immediately to his knees, but there was no fear on his face, only a pleased grin.

Jonah found himself being led across the room to a spot directly in front of the fire but a little way back. Guided by Nate, he lay on the blankets piled there, the alpha lying down next to him. The rest of the pack inched closer, uncertain at first but growing in confidence as Jonah curled into Nate’s body, the alpha’s arms wrapping around him.

Mac, Maddie balanced on his hip, moved closer to the fire, laying her down nearer to the heat while Nate nodded in approval. Jonah was torn between averting his eyes, his own embarrassment still hot, and watching what was clearly a tradition. The youngest, injured, and oldest laid down closest to the fire. The strongest, like Jay and Logan, bedded down at the edge of the pile, closest to the door. But, before they lay down, many of them reached out a hand to pet Jonah, looking to Nate for approval before they touched him. It should have felt weird and strange but instead, Jonah felt a warm sense of acceptance.

“Like a puppy pile,” Nate murmured in his ear. “Warm and safe.”

Jonah smiled at the picture he painted as Lily settled down at his back. He didn’t think he’d sleep, surrounded by so many people, but it was warm and comfortable, Nate’s scent reminding his body how tired it was after the excitement of their day.

He woke just after dawn to Maddie, in wolf form, scrambling across him to nudge at Nate’s hand. Jonah laughed sleepily as Nate cracked an eye open, staring down at the cub who was determinedly worming her way under the alpha’s arm. Their eyes met, and Jonah felt a pang of something he knew was more than affection, more than lust. He knew what it felt to love, and it felt good.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

The weeks that followed passed quickly for Nate. They started refitting the old forge as Jonah had suggested, every member of the pack pitching in to help. It was a great activity to bring them together, sorely needed after the confrontation with the Alpha Prime’s Enforcer and the discovery, a week later, of Scott’s dead body, in wolf form, dumped at the boundary of the territory.

“Nate, come see this,” Lily called out from where she’d been going through a pile of papers they’d found stuffed into a drawer in the old shop.

“What is it?” he asked, moving closer.

“It’s an old map of the area, I think,” she said, unrolling it and laying it flat on a cleared table. “See, there’s Penryn Harbor. And just south of it is the…” She trailed off, regarding the map curiously. Nate leaned over her shoulder to see what she was looking at, and when he saw, he started to laugh.

“What?” Logan asked, glancing over from the door he was fixing. “What’s so funny?”

“It’s the name of the Cove,” he replied. “It was right in front of us, all this time.”

“What?” Logan repeated, looking irritated.

“Siren Cove. They called it Siren Cove.”

Lily had gone back to perusing the map more closely. “The locals must have dropped the word Siren at some point. But it’s probably still on all the maps.”

“Talk about staring us in the face,” Logan said with a groan. “And here I thought Jonah said they lived in hiding.”

“Maybe they weren’t always afraid to show themselves,” Lily suggested. “Maybe that was before the first werewolves.”

It was a sobering thought. That his own people had spurred the sirens’ flight into hiding. But not a surprising one, considering they were now all but hiding from their own people. Despite their fears, no more wolves had come for them though they took Scott’s body as the warning it was meant to be. Nate wasn’t willing to get lulled into a false sense of security, and he kept his guard up, always keeping pack safety his first priority.

His phone rang, distracting him from his work.

“Hey, Jonah.”

“There’s a stranger, hanging around the lake. Can you come over?”

“I’ll be right there.”

 He dropped the phone, shifted into his wolf form, and raced from the forge back to the clinic, shifting back to human form as he arrived.

Jonah was near the door, Bear at his feet.

“He’s down there,” Jonah said with a nod. “He might be human but… I don’t think so.”

Nate followed where Jonah was pointing, ready for a fight, only to relax when he saw who it was.

“Nate?” Jonah asked.

“That’s my cousin,” Nate told him. “That’s Jeremy. Tell the others it’s a false alarm.”

He took off down toward the lake.

“Jem!”

His alpha cousin heard him coming, turning toward him.

“Nate!” They embraced, hugging tightly.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Nate wanted to know.

Jeremy looked him up and down, his hands on Nate’s shoulders.

“I heard a rumor that some of the pack survived. That they were here. My uncle didn’t want me to come, but I had to see for myself.”

“We survived,” Nate said. “But not many of us. Your dad, your mom, and Greg…” He shook his head.

Jeremy’s gaze met his, his expression stormy yet sad. “I knew, when they didn’t contact me…”

“I would have,” Nate said. “But it wasn’t safe. For us or for you. If you had no contact with us, we hoped the Alpha Prime might not realize the connection, might leave you alone.”

“Well, it worked,” Jeremy confirmed. “Your parents?” he asked.

“Gone,” Nate admitted. “Jack, too. There’s just me and Lily. And she’s a shell of herself. But she’s getting better.”

“Who else is here?” Jeremy wanted to know as Nate started to walk him around toward the cabins. He could see Jonah watching from the clinic, a hand on Bear’s collar, but he didn’t wave him over. He needed to talk to Jem, to sound him out about what was happening amongst the packs, what the Alpha Prime was planning. It wasn’t outside the realms of possibility that Magnar had sent him. What better way to scout their numbers, their defenses, by sending someone they’d welcome with open arms?

“Logan’s here,” Nate said watching Jeremy’s expression carefully. 

There was no hint of surprise, no increase in pulse or widening of his eyes. If he’d known the details of the Enforcer’s attack, Logan’s survival would have come as a shock. Relief flooded him. Jeremy was nothing like Scott, and Nate didn’t really believe he’d ever betray them.

“I’ve missed him,” Jeremy said. “I’ve missed all of you. I took precautions, coming here. Drove part of the way, took a couple of buses, and walked here from the next town over. No one could have followed me. But, I need to be back home in two days or someone might start asking questions. My aunt’s pack has been good to me but they’re nervous. They don’t want us to come under the Alpha Prime’s scrutiny.”

“Sensible,” Nate said. “I wish we’d never come under his scrutiny. I wish we’d never met him at all.”

“But you’re surviving, right? I mean, you’re still here.”

“We’re scraping by.”

“Whose bright idea was it to hide in a forbidden zone?”

Nate glanced away, toward the lake.

“You always were a wolf of crazy ideas,” Jeremy said with a laugh. “But this might be the craziest one of all. And yet, you pulled it off. There’s another rumor…” He trailed off.

“What rumor?”

“Magnar’s Enforcer, Lucien, hasn’t been seen for weeks. Magnar just named his successor. Rumor has it he was sent after you and your pack killed him. Magnar’s people have been ruthlessly stamping out the rumors but shifters are listening.”

That might have explained the vicious, violent death Scott suffered. Magnar warning them what would happen if they tried to leave the forbidden zone, if they tried to spread word of what had happened.

“Wasn’t us,” Nate said simply. “We were no match for the Enforcer and his wolves.”

“But he was here?”

“He died here. But it wasn’t us who killed him.”

He turned and held Jeremy’s gaze. “The forbidden zones are forbidden for a reason, Jem. Magnar should have thought twice before sending his people into this territory.”

“But you’re here,” Jeremy pointed out.

“We’ve come to a… mutually beneficial arrangement with those who this territory belongs to.”

Jeremy grinned. “Now that’s a story I need to hear. You know, when you’re through satisfying yourself that I’m not here to double-cross you.”

“Am I that obvious?”

“About as subtle as a stripper,” Jeremy said. “I’m cool with whatever precautions you need to take. My aunt and uncle are great, their pack are kind, and they’re happy to have another alpha around since the pack’s alpha has no alpha sons, but you’re still my pack, you’re all I have left…” His voice broke, his shoulders heaving as he struggled to get himself under control.

Nate grabbed for him, pulling him close.

“And you’re here, among pack, and we’ll never turn our back on you,” he vowed. “Come on, the others will be so happy to see you.”

And they were. Nate hadn’t seen them that excited in weeks. They crowded around Jeremy, talking enthusiastically at him, touching and petting him, scenting him. It wasn’t just that he was pack but that he was another alpha. He meant strength and stability for their pack.

Someone mentioned Jonah’s name and was quickly shushed, pulling Nate’s attention back to the chattering crowd.

Jeremy lifted his head, meeting Nate’s gaze, his eyebrows raised.

“Who’s Jonah?”

The others quietened, all eyes flicking between Nate and Jeremy.

“He’s… he’s my mate, Jem.”

Jeremy started to grin. “What, you found an omega all the way out here?”

His smile faded as he caught the tension in the room.

“Not an omega?”

The tension deepened.

“Shit, not a wolf? He’s human?” Not completely unknown in the shifter world but discouraged, frowned upon, or downright forbidden depending on the pack or the territory. Nate had known he’d have to come clean about Jonah at some point. Now was as good a time as any.

“Jonah’s not a wolf. He’s also not human.”

Jeremy’s eyes grew slowly wider.

“Then what is he?”

“He’s what all the stories about forbidden zones are talking about. This territory belongs to him and his family, and he’s generously offered us the chance to stay.”

Before Jeremy could reply, Logan and Lily arrived back.

“Jem!”

Logan raced forward, tackling Jeremy almost to the ground. Lily hung back, her head down, her hair covering her face.

Nate watched Jeremy best Logan before climbing to his feet and tugging the beta up after him, slinging an arm around his shoulders. It was then he caught sight of Lily, his expression softening. Patting Logan on the shoulder, he let him go and made his way toward her.

“Hey, Lil,” he said softly. “It’s good to see you.”

She peeked up at him as he opened his arms and folded her into a hug. He was murmuring words in her ear, whisper-soft, but Nate caught snatches like ‘not your fault’, ‘hang in there’, ‘family, always.’

Whatever it was he said, Lily burst into soft sobs, her face buried against his chest. He comforted her and the rest of the pack piled around them, Nate along with them. It was good to have Jeremy back. Even if it wasn’t for long.

“So,” Jeremy said over Lily’s shoulder once she’d calmed again. “When do I get to meet this mate of yours?”

“I’ll go get him,” Nate said, pulling away from the group.

He jogged around the lake, finding Jonah in the clinic keeping the animals company.

“Everything okay?” Jonah asked.

“Everything’s okay,” he confirmed. “Jeremy wants to meet you.”

Side by side, they walked back to the cabins. Jeremy came outside to greet them, the rest of the pack hanging back.

“Jonah, this is my cousin, Jeremy. Jem, this is Jonah.”

The two eyed each other uneasily. Nate saw Jeremy scent the siren surreptitiously.

“You smell human,” he announced.

“That’s kind of the point,” Jonah said. “There’s no mistaking your scent.” There was a thread of tension between them before Jonah broke into a smile. “Nate’s told me a lot about you.”

“Has he?” Jeremy glanced at Nate. “Should I be worried?”

“Definitely,” Jonah said with a laugh. “You’re very welcome, Jeremy. The pack has been worried about you.”

“And I’ve been worried about them.” Jeremy’s eyes turned serious. “But I’m not so concerned now. They’re in much better shape than I’d expected. I’m guessing I have you to thank for that?”

Nate felt Jonah’s hand slide into his.

“We’ve come to a mutually beneficial arrangement,” Jonah said, keeping a straight face.

Jeremy nodded, a grin spreading slowly across his face. “I bet. So, what’s a non-human, non-shifter exactly?”

“Are you sure you want to know?” Jonah questioned. “Are you sure it’s safe for you to know?”

“What I really want to know,” Jeremy countered, “is if you’re the one who killed the Enforcer?”

“Not me,” Jonah said, “but I’m just one of many.”

Nate didn’t correct him, letting Jonah say what he needed to say to feel safe.

“One of many what?” Jeremy pressed.

“We’ve had many names over the millennia. The ancient Greeks called us sirens, others called us mermen, or water spirits.”

Jeremy blinked, looking to Nate. “He’s joking, right?”

Nate shook his head. “You remember the story about the sirens, right?”

“Luring sailors to their deaths? Yeah, that I remember. But they’re a myth.”

“So are werewolves,” Jonah pointed out.

Jeremy was still staring at him in disbelief, prompting Jonah to sigh.

“Maybe a demonstration would help?”

He started toward the lake, shedding his T-shirt as he walked. Nate followed, Jeremy trailing after him.

“Nate, if this is a joke…” Jeremy started to say, trailing off when Jonah disappeared beneath the water and, a second later, a tail rose up before slapping back against the surface, sending a spray of water into the air. Next to Nate, Jeremy froze.

“Jem?”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“No, really, Nate. Holy fucking hell.”

Nate laughed, clapping a hand to his shoulder. “Right there with you, Jem.”

Later, once Jonah was out and dry, the pack sat down to a meal together.

“I wish I could stay,” Jeremy said quietly, when the rest of the pack were distracted eating. “But I think I might be more useful to you on the outside right now. I can warn you if it looks like the Alpha Prime might move against you. Given your situation and what happened to the Enforcer, he’s going to need to muster some force if and when he decides to attack you again.”

“I want you to stay too, we could really do with your presence here. But having someone on the outside would be invaluable right now.”

He was sorry to say it but that didn’t make it any less true.

“It won’t always be like this,” Jeremy said. “Magnar won’t be Alpha Prime forever. Sooner or later someone will rise up and take him out.”

“How many packs will he decimate in the meantime?” Nate said, feeling a heavy cloud of gloom settling over him.

“He won’t have to. Every pack he’s demanded a tribute from since he attacked the Grove, he’s gotten it. He made an example of us, and it worked. Everyone’s too scared to take a stand, because they don’t want to suffer the way we suffered.”

“How many mates is he up to now?” Nate wondered.

“I don’t know. More than half a dozen, at least. And I can only imagine how many cubs he’s produced. Speaking of cubs… how is that going to work?” Jeremy asked quietly, nudging Nate.

Nate just rolled his eyes. “We’ve got more important things to worry about, and we certainly don’t need another mouth to feed.”

Jeremy ruffled Nate’s hair, and he batted the other alpha’s hand away before the two of them tussled, rolling onto the floor as the others around them egged them on. Nate lifted his head, catching Jonah’s eye, and the siren grinned back at him in amusement.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Jeremy left that evening, needing to get back before anyone missed him. Nate stayed over in Jonah’s house, the siren curled up against him on the bed as they fell asleep.

He woke alone, the bed next to him empty. He stretched a hand out, gliding his palm across the sheets, surprised to find them cold. Instantly, he was on alert, aware that the house was too quiet and something fundamental had changed. Pushing out of bed, he walked out into the hallway, spying the kitchen door ajar. Striding toward it, he found Bear’s bed empty. Maybe Jonah had got up early to walk her?

Unable to shake the feeling of apprehension, he headed outside, shifting into his wolf once he was through the door. He caught Jonah’s scent trail easily and Bear’s too, heading in their direction at a loping run, his wolf form taking in the still morning air. The further he got, the more concerned he became. Jonah’s trail led away from the woods, away from the lake, and along the path toward the Cove, toward the sea. A path Jonah always avoided, calling the sea a temptation best kept at a distance.

The trail ran parallel to the river, before diverging toward a passageway that led between the cliffs. A way Nate knew led right to the Cove’s beach. As he rounded the outcropping of rock, the sea came into view, and his worst fears became reality. There was a clear set of human footprints through the sand, leading directly to the water. Beside them were Bear’s pawprints, also moving toward the sea, but where Jonah’s disappeared into the water, Bear herself was lying on the sand, her gaze fixed on the horizon.

She didn’t move when Nate came up beside her but whined quietly, her eyes watching the sea. Nate did the same, scanning the ocean, hoping to see some sign of life. But the tide was out, the sea calm and undisturbed, the waves rolling leisurely up the shore. He searched for any hint of Jonah, a flash of movement, the early morning light reflecting off Jonah’s scales. But there was nothing. He padded into the water, letting it swallow him up, submerging his head to use his ears and eyes to hunt for any sign of his wayward mate. Time ticked by as he struggled in vain to pick up any hint of siren life from within the ocean: a whisper of siren song, a shadow moving in the deep. It was only when he felt something tugging sharply on his back leg that he realized his body was struggling for oxygen. He pushed out of the water, Bear half-dragging him, barking in between grasping his leg in her jaws, her tail wagging unhappily in the air.

Nate lay on the sand, gasping for breath, before summoning the energy to shift back. He knelt on the sand next to Bear, the dog resuming her vigil.

“He’s gone, girl,” he said softly.

Bear woofed in acknowledgment, whining as she laid her head down on her paws.

 

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before he was able to get to his feet and stumble back toward the cabins. Bear wouldn’t come with him, insistent on keeping vigil by the shore.

“I’ll be back soon,” he promised.

Logan met him before he’d reached the lake.

“I was looking for you at the house. We’re meant to be making a start on the…” He did a double take. “What’s wrong?”

“Jonah’s gone.”

Logan started to smile. “Snuck into town again, has he? What is it this time?”

“No,” Nate managed to say. “He’s… he’s gone. To the sea.”

“Shit.” Logan looked past Nate toward the Cove. “Are you sure?”

“His trail led right there, right to the sea. Bear is sitting on the sand, waiting for him to come back. She won’t budge.”

“What do we do?”

Nate just shook his head. Both Harlan and Jonah had warned him this was a possibility, but neither man had said what to do if it actually happened. He did his best to turn his mind to the practical.

“Can you get someone to check on the animals, feed them, and call that veterinary nurse, Wendy? Tell her Jonah had a family emergency, and we need to arrange emergency cover for the clinic. Oh, and send someone to the beach with food and water for Bear, and tell them to wait with her, in case Jonah comes back.”

 “On it,” Logan promised, turning back toward the cabins. “What are you going to do?”

“Call Harlan.”

Logan grimaced. Nate knew exactly how he felt. He wasn’t looking forward to this conversation. But it needed to be had, and the sooner the better.

The call was marked by long silences and dogged with heavy emotions. Harlan ended it on a note that, if not positive exactly, was at least somewhat hopeful.

“If he comes back,” the siren stressed, “if luck is on your side, he may well come back with your first child. That would be something, wouldn’t it?”

Nate couldn’t muster up a reply.

“It’s hope,” Harlan continued, “and it’s all we have right now. Hold onto it.”

 

Jonah woke before dawn, and he just knew. Slipping silently from the bed, he stopped for a moment and watched Nate. The alpha was asleep on his back, one hand behind his head, the other thrown across the sheets as if reaching for Jonah in his sleep. His face was peaceful, content, and he was in a deep slumber. Jonah ached to reach for him, to press a kiss to his lips, but if he woke the alpha, Nate would never let him leave and he had to leave. The sea was calling him, in a way it never had before. The pull was strong, tugging at something inside of him, and he couldn’t ignore it.

As he padded through the kitchen, Bear got up.

“Shh, go back to bed, girl,” he whispered, heading for the door as she settled back into her basket.

He was almost parallel to the lake when he realized she’d snuck out behind him and was following his trail. There was no point in shooing her away, she was as stubborn as he could be at times. Each step he took toward the Cove eased some of the tension within him until the sea came into view and a sharp longing flooded him. Every decision he’d taken in his life was leading to that moment, the sea’s call louder and clearer than it had ever been. He walked right to the shore, walked right in, the water bathing his ankles, his legs, his waist, up and up, until he was submerged in the cold up to his neck. And then he changed, feeling relief as his tail stretched out behind him, as the sea welcomed him with open arms. Freed from the bonds of land, from the chains tying him down, he dived deep and swam.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

The days melded into weeks and the weeks into months. Spring became summer, the days warm and sunny. Every morning, Nate walked the short distance to the Cove and stood there, watching and waiting for Jonah’s return. More often than not, Bear was by his side. She’d given up her constant vigil, but now and then she’d go missing and someone would find her standing watch on the beach.

Things had changed among the pack. They’d gotten the forge up and running, offering repairs on electrical goods, carpentry, and mechanic services. They managed to make their rent each month, to everyone’s relief. With Harlan’s help, they’d employed two vets who each worked part-time to keep the clinic going. Nate didn’t want Jonah to return to find his practice closed, his clients gone elsewhere. When the vets left for the day, the pack took over looking after the shelter’s inhabitants. It was good for Lily, who had a flair for it, getting on better with the animals than almost anyone else.

Most nights he spent in the cabins, with the pack. But some nights, when he couldn’t sleep, he found himself in Jonah’s house, in Jonah’s room, lying on his bed, drinking in his scent and remembering. His heart ached for Jonah, missing him terribly and worrying that the siren might not return, that the sea had dragged him down and wouldn’t let him go.

 

He’d fallen asleep on Jonah’s bed again, his face pressed into his pillow, breathing in the siren’s scent. It was still early, and he wondered what had woken him. A sharp bark from Bear followed, and he sat up. There was something odd about the sound. It wasn’t the bark she used when she needed to go out or when there was an intruder. It was the bark she gave when Jonah arrived home from town.

He was on his feet and rushing through the house moments later, finding Bear pawing at the door leading outside. Unlocking it, he shoved it open and looked out, Bear racing on ahead of him. He could see right down the path that ran to the lake, the early morning mist shrouding everything in white. Through the mist, he could make out a figure moving slowly up the path.

He started running, and the mist cleared, revealing Jonah. The sight filled him with relief, excitement, and concern.

“Jonah!”

Bear raced ahead as Nate jogged after her. Jonah stopped walking, lifting his head to watch them approach. Nate took in everything as he approached. The way Jonah’s clothes were tattered and torn, the look of sheer exhaustion on his face, the thinness of his cheeks. And that his arms were full, something clutched tightly to his chest.

He stopped a few steps away from Jonah, looking him up and down, trying to assure himself that his mate was real.

“Jonah?” he murmured again, inching closer.

“Nate,” Jonah croaked out, his voice cracking, sounding gravelly and disused. He looked down at the bundle in his arms and back up at Nate. “This is your son.”

The siren’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, his legs gave out, and he went down. Nate dived forward, managing to catch him and the baby and lower them gently to the ground. Bear whined and came closer.

“Go get help, girl,” he said, pressing two fingers to Jonah’s neck, relieved to feel a strong pulse beneath them. He pressed his palm to Jonah’s cheek, feeling how cold he was beneath his damp skin.

Bear barked and ran off, while Nate, crouched beside his mate, gently pulled back the tattered wet cloth covering the baby. His worry faded to astonishment as the little one let out a sharp cry and kicked his legs. Even unconscious, Jonah still had a hold of him, clutching him to his chest. The easiest thing for Nate to do was to pick Jonah up, the baby cradled between them. He carried his mate back to the house, spying Jay and Lily running around the lake on Bear’s heels as he reached the door.

“Is he okay?” Jay yelled.

“Exhausted,” Nate called back. “He’s passed out.”

He went straight inside, settling Jonah down onto his bed before stepping back. The baby, all bright eyes and squirming limbs, groused sleepily and shivered.

“Of course, you’re cold,” Nate said aloud, grabbing a blanket and wrapping it around him. He got a second blanket and covered the baby and Jonah as Lily and Jay hovered in the doorway.

“What can we do?” Jay asked.

“Hot water bottles,” he said. “There should be two in the kitchen and some in the clinic.”

“Are you sure warming them is the right thing to do?” Lily wondered. “Maybe you should ask Harlan?”

“Yes,” he agreed, picking up his phone from the nightstand. “He’ll know what to do.”

Harlan answered on the first ring.

“He’s back,” Nate explained, not bothering with pleasantries. “With a baby. But he’s unconscious, and they’re both cold. If they were human, or werewolf, we’d warm them up. But they’re not, so…”

“Warm them anyway,” Harlan said. “We had a visitor arrive when we were kids. He’d traveled a long way, the journey had been difficult. He’d passed out before he got to the house. I remember my parents bundling him in blankets and hot water bottles and keeping him warm until he woke up again. It should be safe. More than safe, for the baby. He’s half-wolf, after all.”

And Harlan didn’t sound as bitter about that as Nate had expected.

“We’ll do that, thanks. I’ll keep you updated, and I’ll get Jonah to call you as soon as he can.”

Harlan huffed with frustration. “I’d come down right now if I could but I’m up to my eyes here. I should be able to get away in a day or two.”

“We’ll see you when you get here,” Nate said, keen to get back to his mate and his son. Lily and Jay had disappeared off into the house to get the hot water bottles ready, leaving Nate to look after his family.

Both Jonah and the baby’s skin was scratched, and there was a layer of dirt and sand covering them from what he could see beneath their clothes. First order of business was to get them clean and warm. He went into the bathroom, pouring a basin of warm water, grabbing soap, a washcloth, and some towels. He set them down on the nightstand. Then, after another look at Jonah, he went to the dresser to get a pair of scissors, setting them with the rest. He started with the baby, the tiny boy drowsy, letting out a little cry when Nate moved the blanket away and unwound the tattered material he was wrapped in. At first, he was hesitant. He’d held babies before, but they’d never been his, never just appeared from the sea in their father’s arms. He was half-afraid to touch him but forced himself to get past that. The little one didn’t like the washcloth, even as gentle and careful as Nate was being as he cleaned him up. But soon his son was clean, dry, and wrapped in a fluffy towel. He liked that, going quiet, his eyes watching Nate curiously.

“Lily?” he asked his sister, who’d brought the hot water bottles in and hung around to help. “Can you take him while I clean Jonah up?”

“Of course,” she said, wrapping a hot water bottle up in another towel before tucking it against her. He settled the baby in her arms, knowing that between the heat of her body and the hot water bottle, he’d be warmed up in no time.

Turning to Jonah, he sighed and steeled himself. Tugging back the blankets, he clasped the scissors in his hand and got started. It was easiest to simply cut the tattered clothes from Jonah’s body, starting with his legs and working upward. Each patch of skin he revealed made him sigh with relief. Apart from being a little thin, dirty, and scratched, Jonah didn’t appear to be seriously injured.

Jay got a basin of fresh water, and Nate started with a clean washcloth, dunking it into the water and wringing it out before running it along Jonah’s skin. The siren barely stirred, clearly exhausted beyond belief. Nate cleaned every patch of skin he could see before Jay helped him turn Jonah over so he could wash his back. His hair was last, a towel tucked around him to keep the bedsheets dry before Nate took his time washing Jonah’s hair, surprised by its length and the sheer amount of sand and seaweed collected in there. Finally, Jonah was clean. Nate dressed him in some soft sleep pants. He went to tug a worn T-shirt over his head but Lily stopped him, pulling out a soft button-up shirt instead.

“So he can have skin-to-skin contact with the baby,” she said. “They’ll both need it.”

He took it from her, Jay helping him sit Jonah forward so he could get his arms into the shirt. Then they laid him back down on the bed, packing hot water bottles around him.

Lily handed the baby back to Nate. He held him for a moment, rocking him, then opened the blankets before laying him down on Jonah’s chest so they were skin to skin. Then he wrapped another blanket on top, relaxing finally.

“He’s home,” he said, turning to Jay and Lily. Lily was smiling brightly at him, tears in her eyes. Jay grabbed him, tugging him close. “Your mate has come home at last. And you have a son, an alpha son. An heir for our pack.”

Nate hadn’t even noticed. Pulling back, he bent down, running a light finger across the baby’s forehead and scenting carefully. 

“An alpha?” he murmured.

“He certainly scents like an alpha,” Lily agreed.

Nate sat down on the side of the bed, stroking the baby’s cheek. The little one’s eyes opened, staring back at him. And he realized why they seemed so familiar. It was his own eyes looking back at him. His son smelled like pack. And he smelled like Jonah.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

When Jonah opened his eyes to the dim light, he found himself in his own bed, surrounded by familiarity. Overwhelmed, he did the only thing he could. He cried.

A shadow moved beside him.

“Shh, Jonah. Hey, it’s okay.”

Nate. It was Nate, the alpha’s voice hushed and urgent.

“Where is he?” he said, frantic, his hands searching for the baby he’d been holding so tight to.

“He’s right here,” Nate said, his voice steady and calm, pressing Jonah’s hands to the baby cradled against his chest.

“Oh.”

His panic subsided, but he couldn’t stop the tears.

“We made it,” he said between sobs. “I didn’t think we would. It was so hard, such a long way to travel and so, so cold. It felt like I’d never be warm again.”

Nate clasped his hand and cupped his cheek. “You’re here, you did it. So brave and strong.”

“I don’t feel strong. Or brave.” He took stock. “But I do feel warm.”

“We’ve been taking care of you both. Bear’s helping,” Nate said with a nod to the dog who was lying next to them on the bed, her head on Jonah’s blanket-covered knee.

“Hi, Bear. I’ve missed you.” He lifted his head and met Nate’s eyes. “I’ve missed all of you. I’m sorry that I just… left like that. The call of the sea was so strong, I couldn’t fight it. I thought it had taken me, finally. I thought I’d never make it back. I thought I’d be lost to it and my heart would grow cold.”

“But it didn’t,” Nate said, his voice a little hesitant. “You came home.”

“It was you,” Jonah told him, needing Nate to understand. “My love for you was like a warm current in the water. I followed it home to you. You called me home.”

Abruptly, Nate was pulling him close, wrapping his arms around him, pressing Jonah’s face to his chest.

“I love you,” Nate said fiercely. “I love you so much. Not a day has gone by that I didn’t watch for you on the shore, waiting for you to come home.”

“And here I am.”

“And here you are. Here you both are. I won’t pretend to understand what you’ve been through. But maybe, when you’ve rested up, you might feel up to telling me.”

Jonah smiled against Nate’s chest, rubbing his chin against Nate’s T-shirt as the baby squirmed sleepily between them.

“It’s a long story.”

“We have time,” Nate promised. “We have all the time in the world. But maybe some breakfast first,” he added when Jonah’s stomach growled. “And maybe some formula for the little one? Betty picked some up from the store.”

Jonah smiled at their thoughtfulness. “I can feed him. But I could do with something myself, otherwise, the pickings might be a little slim for him.”

Nate pulled back, using his thumb to wipe away the tear tracks streaking down Jonah’s cheeks.

“Breakfast in bed coming up,” he said, pressing a kiss to Jonah’s cheek before getting to his feet.

Jonah lay back against the headboard, staring down at the baby in his arms. He still couldn’t believe all that had happened, couldn’t quite believe that he’d managed to get back. It had seemed like the odds were stacked against him. And yet he’d done it. He’d gotten them both home.

His body bore testament to the struggle of their journey, sore and aching, exhaustion tingeing his every movement. He let his eyes close, just for a moment, waking when Nate returned with a tray piled high with food. From the looks of things, Jonah had been asleep for longer than he realized. Enough time for Nate to make bacon and eggs, French toast, and pancakes; all of Jonah’s favorite breakfast foods.

The baby woke, smelling the food and wanting his own. Jonah lifted him to his chest, helping him latch on, while Nate went back to the kitchen, returning with juice and coffee.

They sat together, their bodies touching, Jonah managing a few bites of everything with Nate’s help. The alpha cut a forkful of pancake drizzled with maple syrup and held it to his lips. Jonah took it gratefully, chewing and swallowing. A mouthful of orange juice followed, then a few bites of toast and some bacon.

He took a break, resting his head against Nate’s shoulder as the alpha ate his own food.

“I’ve always wanted to travel the sea,” he told his mate. “But I’ve always been afraid, because of my father’s warnings.”

“That you wouldn’t come back?”

“That if there was nothing to bring me back, no one to come back for, I’d be lost out there.”

“Where did you go?” Nate wondered.

“It was so strange. Once I was out on the sea, the journey was so familiar to me.”

“Even though you’d never been out there before?”

“Well, I was out there once,” he admitted., “when my mom brought me home on the tide.”

“You remember from all the way back then?”

“I think it’s ingrained in us, a… genetic memory, I guess, to guide us to the birthing place.”

“You found it.”

“Uh-huh. It was familiar, too. And empty or so I thought, at first. But there was an old siren there. She knew my mother, spoke about her fondly, remembered my brothers and me. I must have asked her dozens of questions but… she didn’t have many answers. She said there used to be people there all the time, sirens would gather together there every year to give birth.”

“What happened?”

“A sickness, she said. At first, the babies died. Then the omegas and the women too. Fewer and fewer people came back every year until one year, no one came. I was the second person she’d seen in four years, the other…”

Jonah closed his eyes, seeing a vivid picture of the mound of earth she’d shown him, the last resting place of a mermaid and her unborn child.

Nate touched his cheek, comforting him.

“But you’re here,” he said. “You survived.”

“I was so scared I wouldn’t. Scared the sickness would take me and the baby. I wished you were there, every moment.”

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t. If there’d been any way…”

He pressed a hand to Nate’s chest. “You were needed here. It was always a journey I’d have to make alone.”

“So you had the baby?”

“With Mylea’s help. Having her by my side made all the difference. I didn’t stay long after that. She said I should travel before the storms came. I asked her to come with me, to stay here in the Cove, but she wouldn’t leave. She said she had to stay there, for as long as she might be needed.”

He shifted the baby around to the other side, helping him latch on again. Nate was waiting and watching for the conclusion to his story.

“So, early one morning, I said my goodbyes and went back to the ocean. Only this time, I had this little guy in tow.”

“How on earth did you manage,” Nate said, stroking a finger across the baby’s cheek.

“He shifts in the water, so that part was easy. We spent a few weeks practicing. Sometimes, when I got him onto dry land, he’d change back to human form. Other times, he’d turn into a wolf cub. Mylea was surprised the first time it happened. She’d never seen a half-wolf before but she’d heard stories. Anyway, once he seemed to get the hang of it, I left with him. I thought the journey there was hard, but it was nothing compared to the journey back. And with him so small...” He shuddered just thinking about it. “We were trailed by a shark for days at one point. I was afraid to close my eyes, even for a moment. We traveled with a school of dolphins for a while, it kept us safe, but then there were human boats, and we had to dive deep to avoid their nets.”

He sighed with exhaustion and laid his head back against Nate’s shoulder. “But we made it. We’re here. And now we have a son.”

“I’m so proud,” Nate told him, kissing his temple. “And amazed by you and what you’ve done.”

Jonah felt the tears come to his eyes again.

“You’re home,” Nate assured him. “And you’re safe.”

He managed a watery smile. “Now you,” he insisted. “Tell me all your news.”

Nate settled down next to him, offering him another slice of toast, and started talking in a low murmur about all the changes that had happened while he’d been gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

After breakfast, Jonah napped for a bit, the baby napping with him. He felt a little better when he woke again, Nate bringing him soup and crackers for lunch.

“Do you feel up for visitors?” he asked as Jonah tucked into the soup.

He thought about it for a moment. “Definitely. I can’t wait to see everyone.”

Nate grinned. “They can’t wait to see you and the newest addition to our pack.”

While Nate stepped out, Jonah glanced down at the baby, happy to see he was still fast asleep. They’d have to talk about a name soon, couldn’t just keep calling the little guy ‘the baby.’

Lily was the first person to peek her head in the door.

“Hey, Lil,” he said, waving her in. “It’s so good to see you.”

She smiled warmly at him. “I’m glad you’re back. Nate was starting to go a little stir crazy, and we were all worried you weren’t going to… but here you are.”

“Here I am,” he agreed, feeling a pang of guilt at being the source of so much worry.

“And you brought a surprise.” She sat down on the side of the bed. “He’s beautiful, Jonah. I… I can see a lot of Nate in him and a little of our brother, Jack. There’s no mistaking that he’s ours.”

Jonah liked that. There’d been a little voice of doubt in his head, one that questioned whether the pack would accept a baby that was only part-wolf, that was also part-siren.

There was a knock, and Jay sauntered in. “You’re up, great. How is the little man?”

“Asleep,” Jonah said, glancing down at him again.

“Tuckered out after your long journey, I’m guessing. You look like you could do with forty more winks.”

He managed a tired smile. “More sleep sounds good, maybe after I’ve finished my lunch and had a few more visitors.”

Jay leaned down and gave him a quick hug. “It’s good to have you home, Jonah. Not least because Nate was making pining for you an art form.”

“Jay!” Lily said, smacking him on the arm. “Behave!”

He laughed and grabbed her, tickling her mercilessly until she dissolved into giggles. Jonah took the opportunity to finish his soup and crackers, setting the tray aside as, beside him, the baby stirred and let out a cry. Jay and Lily quietened, and Jonah lifted the little one into his arms, murmuring soothing noises.

Nate returned and with him was Logan.

“There’s a sight for sore eyes,” the beta said with a grin, hurrying forward to hug Jonah and peer down at the baby in his arms. “Look at those big eyes. I can see who he takes after.” He grinned over his shoulder at Nate.

Jonah met Nate’s eyes, trying to smile as a yawn snuck up on him.

“Someone needs more rest,” Jay announced.

“I’m okay,” Jonah said, “Stay, please. I’ve missed you all. It was very lonely out there on the ocean.”

“We’ll stay,” Logan said. “If you lie down and rest.”

Nate climbed onto the bed next to him, taking the baby from him.

“Yes, lie down and close your eyes. We’ll keep you company.”

He pushed down the bed, settling his head on the pillow. Nate was stretched out to one side of him, and Lily lay down on the other. Logan moved to the other side of Nate while Jay stretched out at the end of the bed, putting himself between them and the door, protecting them, like always.

It was impossible to feel anything but safe and protected, surrounded by pack, by people who he loved and who loved him in return. There was some quiet chatter, and he listened to it idly, one ear out for the baby, searching for threats. But he wasn’t in the sea anymore, he was home and encircled by family. Sleep came easily.

 

“Jonah,” a voice murmured in his ear. “Jonah, sweetheart, it’s time to wake up. You’ve got some visitors.”

He mumbled under his breath. “Five more minutes.”

“Okay,” Nate said. “I’ll let your brothers know you’re not quite up.”

That was enough to wake his tired mind.

“Brothers?” he asked, lifting his head and looking around.

“Yeah,” Nate said, looking as surprised as Jonah felt though far more alert. “Harlan and Theo are here.”

“Oh.”

Nate helped him up and into some clean clothes.

“How are they here?” he asked, fingers fumbling with the buttons of his shirt.

“I called Harlan when I found you and the baby, both of you were cold and wet, and we weren’t sure if it was safe to warm you. He said he’d be here as soon as he could. I guess he called Theo and they met up on the way.”

Jonah picked up the baby and glanced at himself in the mirror, smiling when he realized Nate must have tidied him up.

“Will I pass muster do you think,” he asked, spying Nate watching him over his shoulder.

“You look like all my dreams come true,” the alpha teased.

But Jonah felt unaccountably nervous to face his brothers. Not just Theo, who he hadn’t set eyes on in years and who could find fault in anything, but also Harlan, who’d made no effort to hide his dislike for the werewolves who now shared their home. Still, he couldn’t hide from them forever. Couldn’t hide his and Nate’s son from them.

Bending his head, Jonah kissed the baby’s forehead, smiling down at him. Nothing anyone could say would change how happy he felt every time he set eyes on his little one.

“Come on,” Nate said, pressing a hand to the small of his back. “Let’s go face the music.”

They walked out together to the living room. Logan was in the corridor outside, on alert. Jay was hanging around by the door, a disgruntled expression on his face. Inside, Theo was lounging in an armchair, looking like he’d never left, while Harlan stood at the fireplace, his back to them.

“Nice of you to visit,” Jonah said dryly, and both his brothers’ gazes zeroed in on him.

Harlan’s concerned expression turned to relief on seeing Jonah.

“You’re back,” he said, pushing forward and wrapping his arms around Jonah, mindful of the bundle he was carrying. “You’re home.”

He stepped back quickly, shooting a glance at Nate before peering down at the baby in Jonah’s arms. “And you didn’t come alone.”

His eyes softened on seeing the baby, even though Jonah knew he couldn’t have missed the scent of wolf.

“This is all very cozy,” Theo said offhandedly, still lounging in the chair. “But can someone tell me what, exactly, is going on here?”

As he said it, his eyes flicked to Nate then toward the door, where Jay was standing.

“Don’t play dumb,” Harlan said. “It doesn’t suit you. This is a happy occasion, our brother is home safe from the sea.”

“You expect me to be happy that our home has been overrun by mut- sorry, werewolves?” He stood up, his eyes meeting Jonah’s. “What were you thinking, Jonah?”

This was an old argument, and Jonah was too tired to pull his punches.

“You weren’t here. You and Harlan walked away and left me alone. And you’re angry I’ve built my own life?”

Jonah could feel the tension in Nate where their bodies touched. He clasped the alpha’s arm with his hand, hoping the touch would be calming.

“And we’re supposed to be happy about that,” Theo continued, nodding to the baby in Jonah’s arms.

Harlan turned around, squaring up to Theo, but Jonah could see he was reluctant to tackle him. Jonah had no such reluctance. He let go of Nate’s arm and stepped forward, facing down his brother.

“This,” he said softly, holding Theo’s gaze, “is your nephew. The next generation of our family. He survived the journey through the sea from the birthing place to the Cove. He has the strength of a siren and of a wolf. Can you truly tell me that the extinction of our species is better than our survival, even if that means finding new family where we can?”

He didn’t give Theo a chance to answer, settling the baby into his arms.

His brother stared down at the little one, who’d awoken and was looking up at him, bright-eyed.

“He smells like you,” Theo said under his breath. 

Harlan came to stand next to him, peering over his shoulder.

“He looks a little like mom,” Harlan agreed. “Though I think he has his father’s eyes.”

Theo’s scrutinizing gaze faded to something softer. “I never thought I’d get the chance to hold the next generation of our family in my arms.”

“I know,” Jonah said, his voice as calm as he could make it, “that there’s a long and difficult history between the sirens and the wolves. But not us and not these wolves. I was alone, Theo. So lost and lonely. The sea was calling to me, louder and louder as the months passed. I knew one day I’d give in and there’d be nothing and no one to bring me home. Then Nate and his pack came and changed all that. They brought me home, they’d breathed new life into this place. Nate warmed my heart and gave me a son. Something I thought I’d never have.”

“So, what you’re saying,” Theo said carefully, “is give them a chance?”

“Yes.”

Theo smiled at the baby, handing him back to Jonah. “I guess, if I can get used to living with humans, I can get used to wolves. Maybe we could try this again?”

He turned to Nate and held out a hand.

“Theo.”

“Nate.”

“It’s good to meet you, Nate.” He swallowed hard, and Jonah could see the effort the words cost him. “Thank you for taking such good care of our brother.”

The tension in the room started to ease as Theo shook hands with each of the shifters, meeting their gazes with, if not exactly friendly then not hostile eyes. It was something. It was a start. From a position of honesty, hope could grow.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Having Jonah home meant equal measures of happiness and relief for Nate. All the excitement of visitors on the first day tired his mate out, and Jonah slept much of the next few days, waking only to feed and care for their son, and eating with coaxing from Nate.

By the third day, some color had come back to Jonah’s cheeks, and he was cleaning the food from every plate Nate set in front of him. And on the fourth day, he walked with Bear from the house to the cabins and had lunch with the pack. Jonah’s brothers had only stayed a day, which was a relief for all that Nate was happy to have Harlan’s support. Theo was still prickly but Nate had the sense that he was coming around. Jonah certainly seemed to think so, their son being a good icebreaker, a bridge to peace, as uneasy a peace as it might be.

Their thoughts turned to happy things: choosing a name for their son and preparing for the traditional pack naming ceremony. They managed to get word to Jeremy, and they were delighted when he arrived to visit them.

Nate took Jeremy aside and caught up on all the news from the territory. When they returned, Logan and Jay took Jeremy off hunting in the forest before the ceremony was due to start.

“Is there news about the Alpha Prime?” Jonah asked once they were alone, making funny faces at the baby as he changed him and got him dressed for the occasion.

“Nothing significant. Jeremy’s got some work at another pack, one that’s got close ties to Magnar, and he’s keeping his ears open for any news. There’s been plenty of rumors but nothing to suggest he’s planning on coming after us anytime soon.”

He’d meant his words to be reassuring, but he could see Jonah wasn’t buying it.

“What aren’t you telling me?” the siren asked, pinning Nate with a knowing gaze.

“He killed the alpha of another pack who wouldn’t hand over his omega son to be Magnar’s newest mate. And a third pack clashed with the new Enforcer and his men. They took revenge on them, killed all…” He swallowed hard. “They killed all the young boys. Not the men, not the adults. The boys. Such a senseless, monstrous act.”

There was a long silence as Jonah absorbed all that Nate had told him.

“We won’t be safe here forever, will we?”

“We’re safe for now,” Nate assured him. “But you’re right. Eventually, Magnar’s attention will return to us, to the Cove, and he’ll act against us. But we have to live our lives, Jonah. We can’t hide in the shadows, waiting for the worst to happen. If Magnar comes, when Magnar comes, we need to be the strongest we can be. I want to meet him with fight in my spirit, not cowering in fear, my pack hiding behind me.”

Jonah nodded slowly. “You’re right. I don’t want our son growing up in the shadows. We’ll grow stronger, we’ll protect ourselves, and if Magnar ever dares come here again, he’ll rue the day he stepped foot on siren land.”

“Staying here alone, after your father died, when you’d no hope that things would get better, that was a brave choice,” Nate told him. “You’ve got quite the habit of making brave choices, haven’t you?”

“It’s easy to be brave when you’re not alone,” Jonah told him, lifting the baby up for Nate to see. “Now, doesn’t he look handsome for his naming ceremony?”

“He does,” Nate agreed. “Are you sure about the name?”

“Your family deserves to be remembered. What better way than to let our son carry on the family name? Besides, Jack suits him.”

It did. And he seemed to know it, turning his little head to gaze at Jonah when he spoke the name aloud.

“Time to go, I think,” Nate said, getting to his feet and reaching out a hand to help Jonah up. “Wouldn’t look good to be late to our own ceremony.”

“You’re the alpha, it’s not like they can start without you.”

“Don’t be so certain. If they’re hungry enough, they might.”

Jonah laughed out loud, bouncing Jack as the baby fussed.

“Then let’s not be late. I’m starving.”

Bear accompanied them around the lake to where the pack was waiting for them.

Nate looked around, making eye contact with every individual. One by one, the pack went to their knees. Not out of fear but out of respect, deference, recognition of his position as their leader. There was no expectation that Jonah would kneel, so Nate was surprised when he did, just before Jay knelt. Jeremy was last, which, as their second alpha, was only right.

“Months ago, we fled our home, broken and beaten, our hearts heavy with loss. But we survived.”

He reached down and helped Jonah to his feet, the others rising with him.

“We have worked hard, suffered and toiled, gone hungry when we had to, cared for our injured and our young. Made a new home for ourselves. But we couldn’t have done that alone.”

He put his hand on Jonah’s shoulder. “We had the good fortune to have a kind neighbor. A neighbor who helped us out in our hour of need. Who captured our interest, who captured my heart.”

He grinned, and everyone laughed.

“And now, I’m proud to be able to introduce our son.”

He turned to Jonah, who handed the baby to him, and Nate held the little one up so everyone could see.

“Our firstborn, our alpha son, our pack’s future leader. Jack.”

There were deep breaths all around and a few tears at the name.

“Jack,” everyone chorused.

Nate placed a kiss on his son’s forehead. “Welcome, Jack. The brightest star in my sky.”

He handed Jack to Jonah, who kissed his cheek, murmuring, “Welcome Jack, the carrier of our hopes and dreams.”

Jonah handed Jack to Lily.

“Welcome, Jack,” she said, tears pouring down her cheeks. “I wish you a life of peace and happiness.”

She kissed his little hand before passing him to Logan. 

Each member of the pack held him, welcomed him, and murmured words to him. Wishes for health, happiness, gratitude for what his presence meant, hopes for his future. It was heartening, and it drew them together, solidified their closeness, their strong bond.

Jeremy was last to hold Jack, smiling down at him.

“Welcome, Jack. May you live up to your namesakes, little alpha. And may you inherit the best qualities of both your parents.”

And then Jack was back in Nate’s arms, named and accepted by the pack.

There was a brief pause before Jay spoke.

“Time to eat. I’ll fire up the barbecue.”

And just like that, they broke into laughter and chatter as everyone moved to help.

Nate caught sight of two figures on the other side of the lake.

“Your brothers are here,” he said, nudging Jonah. 

The siren looked up, a beaming smile on his face when he saw them. “They came!”

They’d invited them, but neither he nor Jonah had been sure they’d turn up. There was still some tension there. Understandable, Nate thought, though he sensed some thawing, especially where Harlan was concerned.

Arm in arm, he and Jonah walked around the lake, Jack cradled against Nate’s chest, and Bear at Jonah’s heels.

When he’d first brought his pack to the Cove, he’d thought it might be a place of temporary refuge, somewhere to hide and regroup while they worked out what to do next. The death or disbandment of their pack had been a certainty. But here, he’d found Jonah, last of a family who’d accepted the end of their world. But their world wasn’t ending. His and Jonah’s love saw to that. Their love had saved a family and a pack and brought about a new generation. Where there was life, there was hope. And, some days, the sheer abundance of hope in all their eyes took Nate’s breath away.

Bear barked and ran on ahead of them, greeting Jonah’s brothers with exuberant enthusiasm.

“Change is coming,” Jonah said. “I think that this is only the beginning.”

Nate turned so they were standing face-to-face, his eyes questioning.

“Why do you say that?”

“I can feel it, in the water when I swim. I can hear it, in the call of the sea.”

“Is it calling you away again?” he asked, suddenly fearful his mate might disappear once more.

“No,” Jonah said softly. “It’s not calling me away but… calling me home, here. I think, maybe, it’s calling them too,” he added, nodding to Harlan and Theo who were strolling toward them.

“Change is coming,” Nate echoed, wondering what life had in store for them. Land or sea, they’d meet it with open hearts and as much hope as they could muster.

“When the fight comes,” Jonah said suddenly. “They’ll be here. We won’t fight alone.”

“Yes. The Cove will always be their home,” Nate said, meaning every word.

“The Cove is home to all of us, now.”

Jack cooed, drawing both their gazes to him. 

“Yes,” Jonah murmured. “Your home too, little one. One day, all of this, land and sea, family and pack, will belong to you.”

And if there was anything Nate could want for his son, that was it. Family and home.

 

After everyone had eaten and the party had broken off into small groups, Nate followed Jonah down to the lake. The sirens had their own ritual to welcome a new child which was in part why Harlan and Theo had come. Nate sat on the bank and watched, Jack in his arms as all three sirens stripped. Harlan and Theo waded out into the water while Jonah reached for Jack and carried him into the lake. He turned as he did, so he was facing Nate as he lowered himself and Jack into the water. Nate leaned forward, a little anxious, but there was no need. Jack cooed as the water touched him, waving his hands, and as soon as his body was submerged, he transformed. Jonah did likewise and, all of a sudden, they were gone, swimming off into the lake.

Nate stood and moved closer to the bank, searching for them. He could see Harlan and Theo in there, too. The three adult sirens, glowing faintly in the water, surrounded the tiny light that was Jack. And then they broke apart, circling the lake. Nate went to his knees, watching and waiting. Jack swam with Jonah, his body tucked so close it was hard to make him out. When they circled back toward Nate, coming to a stop in front of him, he stuck his hand in the water and stroked Jack gently. His beautiful son. And then Jack was changing again. But instead of shimmering human skin, it was dark fur, and Nate hurriedly lifted the soaked wolf cub from the water.

Jonah surfaced next to them, laughing.

“He caught your scent and wanted to be just like his daddy.”

Nate grinned back at him, cuddling the mewling wolf cub to his chest.

“He’s certainly got the shifting down pat. He’s smart, just like you are.”

“And strong like you.”

They could trade compliments all day, but Nate could feel the cub starting to shiver.

“Logan’s got a fire going. What do you say we go warm up?”

Jonah nodded, diving under the water briefly to talk to Harlan and Theo before clambering out of the lake. Nate shifted to his wolf form and picked Jack up by the scruff of his neck, following Jonah up to the cabins. The others cleared a space for them right in front of the fire, and they set Jack down on the rug, the little cub shaking the water from his fur and turning toward the heat as he cuddled back against Nate’s flank. Jonah crouched next to them, a soft smile on his face.

The rest of the pack crowded around, eager to catch the first glimpse of their newest cub.

“He’s jet black, just like you,” Betty said, her voice awed. “He’s meant for great things.”

“He’s meant to be stealthy,” Jay corrected. “He and Nate will be like ninja wolves.”

The others laughed, pushing closer. Maddie shifted and pressed right up to Jack, nose-to-nose. When he mewled, she licked and nudged him affectionately, and everyone awwed.

Nate looked up and caught Jonah’s eye, the siren’s fingers tangled in his drying fur. Jonah smiled back at him, and Nate let go of his worries, forgot his sadness, and let himself enjoy the moment. There would be many more moments like that one, he was sure of it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author's Note

 

Thanks for reading Forbidden, the first book of the Siren Cove series. I hope you enjoyed Nate and Jonah’s story. If you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a review.

 

If you’d like to hear about new releases in this series or are interested in receiving review copies of future books, you can sign up to my mailing list here or visit clairecullenbooks.com
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