
        
            
                
            
        

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of either the author or the publisher. 

Galen and the Forest Lord 
 ABSINTHE 
 An imprint of Torquere Press Publishers 
 PO Box 2545 
 Round Rock, TX 78680 
 Copyright © 2011 by Eden Winters 
 Cover illustration by Alessia Brio 
 Published with permission 
 ISBN: 978-1-61040-298-9 

www.torquerepress.com 
 All rights reserved, which includes the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever except as provided by the U.S. Copyright Law. For information address Torquere Press. Inc., PO Box 2545, Round Rock, TX 78680. First Torquere Press Printing: September 2011 
 Printed in the USA 


Thanks and many hugs to Pam, Meg, Chris, Jared, John A., Doug, and John R., for unwavering support. To Kate, my long-suffering editor; the proofers; and the readers. You guys rock. 

Galen and the Forest Lord By Eden Winters
 Chapter One
Galen leaned back from the table and belched politely, showing pleasure for his hostess' good cooking. "More porridge, please." He held out a carved wooden bowl. 

"Why, Galen Olaf-kin! You'd bare me pantry were I to let you, I fear," Old Kitta replied, serving up another ladleful from a steaming pot, a pleased smile belying her words. 

Esja, a younger version of her mother's sister, entered the cottage after drawing water. "Were I Galen, Auntie," she said, placing a large clay jar by the door, "I'd be the one afeared. Why, everyone knows the village witch turns men to toads for pleasure!" 

Galen grinned around a mouthful of oats, swallowing quickly. "Ribbit." 
 The three laughed, joined by a giggle from within a roughed-out log cradle. Esja reached inside, lifting a cooing infant. 
 "Where'd you get him?" Galen asked. 
 Esja's smile dropped, eyes taking on a defensive glint and chin lifting in challenge. "He's mine, of course." 
 Galen glanced back and forth between the two nowserious women. "Esja, even an unmated man like meself knows where babes come from." He raked his eyes up and down his friend's trim figure. "I've breakfasted here ev'ry morn since I were a lad. I think I'd notice a bulging belly." 
 The young woman sighed, exchanging a look with her aunt. Kitta nodded. "He belongs to a lass from the next village whose father would kill her if he knew. Auntie apprenticed the girl to the weaver in the glen, who asks few questions. Once she'd birthed the babe, she returned to her people, now skilled in a craft with her da none the wiser about this wee one." 
 "But what will you do with a child?" Galen reached out a hand, smiling when the infant wrapped his finger in a tight grip. "Tiny li'l thing." 
 Esja sighed again. "There is a place for him, if only I knew how to get him there." 
 Galen snapped to attention. "Where?" 
 "Lined with silver lies the road to the lord's dwelling," the old witch recited, repeating the tale she'd told around the fire on many winter nights, when Galen should have been tucked in bed and not sneaking out to spend time "filling his head with nonsense," in his uncle's way of thinking. 
 "Follow the path of silver," Galen finished for her. Since childhood, he'd dreamed of the derring-do of the forest lord, and Kitta shared many tales. Galen clung to every word, enjoying the telling even if he privately thought the stories just that -- stories. 
 "Aye, the forest lord will take the boy and be glad for him." Esja twisted her features into a comical face, teasing a chortle from the child in her arms. 
 The baby pulled Galen's fingertip to his mouth, gnawing with toothless gums, eyes never leaving Esja's. Galen said, "I ne'er believed the tales. Wolves be bad, evil creatures, eating unwary sheep and banished villagers. No kindly old grandfa could be their master." 
 Kitta shook her head. "They be not merely tales, lad, and the current lord's not so very old. He's scarcely two and twenty summers, so I'm told. And haven't I shared the bravery of the mountain warriors, who take the shape of great, flaming birds whilst in battle? Many a villager they've saved from raiders." 
 Actually, Galen loved every story he'd heard of them in this very cottage, and as a child had often pretended to be a legendary warrior, silver-haired and golden-eyed, cutting a swath through the enemy with a double-edged blade, cornstalks filling in for evil lowland raiders. Still, "They be nursery tales," he argued, "along with the seal people, and horse people, and..." 
 The elderly woman brandished a spoon at him. "Hear me well, Galen Olaf-kin. Many things I know nothing of, but these I do. The northern tribes be real, as be the forest dwellers and the rest of the lot. And any honest soul seeking out the forest lord in his fortress on the hill, in the midst of the great oaks, will find sanctuary. The people of the forest are far more accepting than backwoods farming folks." 
 Her eyes twinkled. "Braw and bonnie be the forest lord, a comely man indeed." 
 Even though he thought them merely tales, along with his daydreams of Svienn, the smith's son, Galen often conjured images of the mysterious lord (youthful and handsome, of course) coming to his rescue, singlehandedly fighting back the encircling wolves that had gathered to seal his fate. But what could the witch mean by stating the man's comeliness, and to Galen, not Esja? Surely she didn't know of Galen's great secret, a secret too burdensome to share with even his closest friends. She was skilled in herb-lore, but did scrying have a place among her arcane talents? If so, he'd no prior knowledge of it. He swallowed hard, recalling past misdeeds for which he'd gone unpunished -- thus far -and the one thing he hoped to keep hidden forever. 
 "Above all things," Kitta said, distracting him from his building panic, "the forest people treasure the young of any race. All who carry a babe into his domain will be safe from the lord's creature-servants. The dwellers there do not harm the young." She asked with her eyes what she didn't with her lips. 
 "I canna take this child!" Galen cried, grasping her meaning, if half a click slow. "What do I know of children?" 
 "You know all you need to: children are to be loved and protected. If these people," she swept a hand out toward the village, "learn of his sire, they'll do far worse than sell him to the traders as they do the other byblows." Her age-wrinkled face took on a pleading air. "'Twill be but a day's journey, lad. I'll petition your uncle for a day's service at harvest end, to run messages to the neighboring villages." 
 "I am a man full grown," Galen countered, "and haven't run messages in four harvests." He trusted Kitta, but take the child into the forest? Nothing frightened him more than wolves. Well, perhaps his uncle's wife. And while Kitta said that the forest dwellers honored honest folk, if they discovered what he longed to keep hidden, surely they'd react with the same hostility as the villagers. "Perhaps I could claim the lad? I'll gladly join with Esja this very day, were my uncle to accept the match." 
 Galen loved his childhood friend dearly, and if she had somehow acquired a child, he wouldn't hesitate to accept the blame, though his inclinations wouldn't allow him to claim Esja for a mate in truth, and he suspected that neither would his uncle. Esja brought no dowry save for healing skills, which the farm folk feared far more than they appreciated. 
 "I love you, dear friend, but the child isna truly mine," Esja replied. "I claim him to spare the mother ruin. Aunt Kitta will protect me as best she can until we can find the child a new home. The poor woman who birthed him, however..." She left it up to Galen to figure out what the punishment for that poor soul might be. Esja spoke true and the young woman might be killed for her sin, for no banished villagers ever returned once sent away. And, depending upon the girl's father, the punishment could be far more immediately dire. 
 "B'sides," Kitta put in, "though I adore you like me own, there can be no match with me niece. Your destiny lies along another path, a greater one." The witch reached out her hand, squeezing Galen's fingers along with the baby's. "And look at you, lad. Who'd believe you were the father?" 
 Being village born, Galen shared the common traits of fair skin, slightly burnished by the sun, golden hair, and eyes the color of cornflowers. He glanced at the baby nuzzling his hand. Such a wee thing. Tiny fingers, the color of dark oak, fisted the strand of Esja's hair that had wriggled freed from her maiden scarf, and a shock of coal-black fuzz rose above the baby's head. 
 "What if I say he be mine?" 
 "None would believe," replied Esja. 
 "Stranger things happen. I mean, a sheepherder's mate birthed a dark-haired child." 
 "Galen, that child's hair was the color of rye. That be not overly dark for a villager. And it lightened with time." 
 He expelled a harsh breath, fearing the outcome if they didn't devise a plan quickly. "We could yet try. I doona wanna lose you, and no babe deserves to be outcast. What if the magistrate discovers before we can get him to safety? What if no one listens to Kitta and they run you away?" 
 Esja's fleeting smile did little to dispel his fears. "All will be fine, Galen. Trust in me." 
 "But... but... if I don't claim him, they'll think his father isn't one of the people! Odd beings lurk in the great unknown, Kitta, you said so yourself. And not all of them be fully human." He lowered his voice to a whisper. "What about the tales of those who take the shape of animals or flaming birds? What if people think this child is one of them?" 
 "It doesna matter who the father be." Esja shook her head, sadness etched on her pretty face. "And even if he be the grandnephew of fearsome Kitta, it makes little difference; the boy will find no welcome here. He doesn't look the same as everyone else." Under her breath, she added, "Narrow-minded simpletons." 
 "The child canna remain, Galen," Kitta said. The old witch stiffened, head cocked to the side, listening. "Shh..." One work-gnarled finger touched her lips. Galen hushed, straining to hear. 
 In that moment, the baby loosed a lusty wail. Pounding footsteps sounded outside. Galen shot out the door and gave chase, but the prowler outran him. He returned to the cottage panting for breath, casting worried eyes on his two friends. "What will we do now?" 
 "Now we do what we do every day, lad," Kitta answered, picking up her cane and two baskets from by the door. "You work the fields; me and Esja gather herbs from the glen." After banking the cooking fire, Kitta shoed Galen and Esja out the door. 
 Esja fashioned a sling with her shawl, tying the baby to her chest. From out of nowhere, she cautioned, "Stay away from Svienn." 
 "Svienn!" Galen's face flamed and his heart skipped a beat. "Now why would I..." 
 No words were needed. Startlingly similar faces, one old, one young, gave him identical raised-brow looks of disbelief. "Galen, many's the time we seen you watch him, and seen how he watches the lasses. Be careful. If your uncle found out..." 
 As if privy to the conversation, a lone wolf howled. Galen's heart dropped to his stomach. He should have known better than to think he might fool two wise women. "Then I be feeding the wolves," he said, his punishment for desiring other men. A mock trial on the tavern steps would be followed by a chase into the forest to be eaten by the wild creatures that prowled the night. He held his head high, ready for their renouncement. It didn't come. 
 "We care naught that you'd rather join with a man. You're a good lad, Galen Olaf-kin, and we love you. But Svienn likes lasses, not lads. Please tell me you'll have a care?" 
 A horn sounded in the fields, calling the laborers to toil. "I will." Galen spared a chaste kiss for the women's cheeks, placing one upon the child's forehead. "Has he had his naming day?" 
 "Nay." 
 "Call him Einar, after me brother," Galen suggested, stepping onto the footpath that led to the fields. 
 *** Galen worried all day over the baby and the fact that at least two others in the village knew something that could get him banished -- not that he didn't trust them. However, others often hissed and whispered, even without knowing for sure. 

Wiping his sweaty brow, he straightened a kink in his back, staring at the sun hovering over the distant mountains. Frost-topped peaks twinkled in the sunlight. Not much longer until harvest end, when the gods of old would blanket the world in white to rest through the dark months. 

"Back ta work," his uncle barked. 
 "Yes, Uncle." Galen refocused on his task, gathering tubers. He sifted through the rich-scented earth with his dirty, scarred hands, wresting prizes from their bed of sod. Mixed with mutton and boiled over a fire, the slender, golden roots made a tasty stew. 
 Pull, toss, thump. Pull, toss, thump. Grasp the tubers, toss them toward a waiting donkey cart, and listen to them fall, proof that he'd aimed true. All around, quieter thumps sounded, other workers filling their own carts with roots. 
 Now and again, avoiding the watchful eyes of his da's only brother, he peered up at the mountains, stomach rumbles confirming the lengthening shadows' pronouncement that nightfall and suppertime were fast approaching. In the mornings, he broke fast with the witch and her niece, a truer family than Galen's blood kin. Evenings were spent huddled in a corner of his uncle's noisy and crowded abode, eating quietly to avoid notice and the harsh words that usually followed. He far preferred Old Kitta's hut to the fine cottage his uncle's brood currently occupied, where Galen's mother had birthed him eighteen summers past when his father had owned it. 
 And suddenly he'd made up his mind. At harvest end, he'd take the child to sanctuary, despite his reservations. He owed his friends that and much more. 
 A booted foot appeared in his field of vision, and he looked up into the face of his uncle Olaf, the head of his family and the one to whom he owed both loyalty and labor, if not affection. The homely little man's normal pinched frown was missing. Galen almost didn't recognize the man smiling (smiling?) down at him. Lips that normally formed a hard line of disapproval lifted at the corners, making Olaf look more like Garf, Galen's father. Galen's heart ached anew for the loss of his family during the fever that had swept the village many summers past, changing his status from doted-upon heir to a place slightly above the dogs that begged scraps from the table. 
 "Lad," his uncle said, voice holding something likely intended to be kindness and falling slightly short. Galen, unused to anything less than ridicule from his uncle, took what he could get. "Take the load to the barn and put the donkey away for the night. Your auntie's preparing your favorite meal. Be sure you be clean." 
 Galen eyed the pail at the edge of the field, where other workers were even now wiping away a day's worth of sweat and grit. The dirt beneath his feet stood a better chance of cleaning him that did the sludge in that pail. 
 "Have a bathe in the stream," his uncle clarified. 
 What? Never did Olaf release Galen from work before sunset. Did his aunt even know his favorite supper? She'd certainly never asked. And a full bath? His uncle only permitted Galen time off for a bath on restday, two days hence. That could only mean... 
 "Uncle, have you found me a match?" he asked, failing to hide the tremors in his voice. At harvest start, he'd reached manhood. His uncle's last duty as Galen's guardian would be to see him suitably joined. Once paired, Galen could assume his position as head of the family, and instead of Galen Olaf-kin, the tables would turn. Olaf Galen-kin. Nice sound to that, Galen believed. 
 "We shall see," his uncle replied, his 
 uncharacteristically cheerful expression wavering. Perhaps his mouth, unused to smiling, naturally reverted to a frown. 
 Grateful for the respite and not overly questioning it, Galen did as he was told, noting that the vegetable barn would soon be full, the result of a plentiful harvest. He unloaded the cart and took the donkey to an empty stall to ensure no greedy horse stole its meal. A rack of fresh hay and a few imperfect tubers secreted in Galen's pockets rewarded the animal for a hard day's work. He kept a few tubers for himself, in case supper proved less than promised. Uncooked, they tasted much like the dirt from which they came, but satisfied the rumbles of an empty belly. 
 The stream wound around one edge of the village and formed a wide pool behind the smithy that, at this time of day, should be relatively free of prying eyes. Galen kept his eyes downcast, passing through the little village he'd grown up in, avoiding the speculative appraisals of ambitious mothers longing for a prosperous match for an unjoined daughter. 
 One lass, however, caught his eye. Fluttering her lashes and smiling, she set her bucket on the edge of the communal well. Her hand tugged at the edges of her headscarf, calling Galen's attention to the red woven cotton that marked her as unspoken for. He ducked his head and continued on, counting it a blessing that the woman and conniving mamas, by law, weren't permitted to address him personally. Few relished petitioning Olaf or the surly farmsteader's equally mean-spirited mate. This might possibly be the reason Galen remained eligible at his age. Some other village lads had found themselves promised before the first whiskers formed on their chins. 
 Once safely behind the smithy, Galen slipped out of his homespun braes, peeling an equally rough-woven tunic from his sweaty body. He dutifully washed them in the stream, concealed tubers and all, and hung them on a nearby bush to dry. 
 He plunged into the mountain-fed stream, so cold it stole his breath. First he scrubbed his skin and hair with the sweet-scented sand found at the bottom of that particular pool. Once clean, he dove and surfaced, playing in the water, laughing and recalling youthful adventures here with his brother. The memory of his brother and parents, caught in the throes of fever, cut his mirth short. When evening shadows reached the smithy, he climbed out of the stream, heart heavy. 
 "Greetings, Galen Olaf-kin." 
 Galen froze in his tracks at the deep, male voice and playful tone of the formal greeting. Slowly, slowly he raised his eyes. Svienn the smith's son leaned against the smithy's back wall, bulging arms folded across a broad chest. A smile twitched the man's lips upward and mischief dwelled in his eyes. 
 Tongue suddenly thick and awkward, Galen stammered a reply, "G...gr...greetings, Svienn Halconkin." 
 Politeness dictated that Svienn turn away from Galen's dripping nakedness. He didn't. 
 So nervous that his hands trembled, Galen pulled on damp clothes under watchful eyes as blue as the sky above. How many times had the roles been reversed? He himself had watched Svienn, imagining those eyes looking at him the way they did now, wondering how those hard-corded muscles might feel beneath his fingertips, or better yet, how those callused hands that wielded a hammer and bellows all day long would feel on his own skin. Now, however, Galen found the normally talkative man's quiet scrutiny most unnerving. 
 Recalling Esja's words of warning, Galen stammered, "I... I guess I'll be leaving, then," fumbling to tie the cord that held up his braes. 
 Svienn's voice dropped a full measure, holding the same note of suggestion young women used when engaging Galen in conversation on festival nights. "You don't have to be going so soon, do you now?" 
 The apprentice smith stepped from the shadows, standing directly in Galen's path. Too close. Galen's heart pounded, the closeness, the heat of Svienn's big body, robbing him of all reason. The rough hand he'd so often fantasized about cupped his cheek. "Me father's brown mare foaled today. Would you see the colt?" 
 Galen swallowed hard, nodding. How he loved animals, especially the young, and he'd eagerly anticipated the new addition to the horse stock. What harm could there be in it? 
 Svienn led him away from the smithy toward the livestock barn at the edge of the village. Several riding horses and sturdy work ponies drowsed in the paddock, enjoying the last of the sun's rays. Galen was 
 considering releasing the donkey to join the other animals when Svienn distracted him. Instead of entering the birthing stalls, the handsome smith climbed the ladder leading to the hayloft. 
 Not knowing what else to do, Galen followed. Once he reached the loft, Svienn grabbed him from behind, wrestling him to a bed of soft, sweet hay. 
 With barely time enough to register the intent in Svienn's eyes, Galen gasped, his open mouth becoming a target for an aggressive tongue. "Mmmphhh!" he exclaimed, caught unawares. The noise quickly changed to "Mmmmm..." Being a quick study, he met and matched Svienn stroke for stroke. 
 "Easy," Svienn pulled back enough to say, "'tis nay a battle, but a dance." 
 They kissed again, Galen relaxing into the moment of all his dreams coming true. A sure hand slipped into his braes, finding the hardness within that had nothing to do with the remaining tubers in his pocket. "Nnnngggghh!" he moaned into Svienn's mouth. 
 He fought the hold, cheeks flaming. This man's hand squeezed his... what if someone found them out? Esja's warning rang in his ears. 
 "None will know," Svienn murmured against his lips, as though sensing his thoughts. It had taken Galen longer to put on his tunic and braes at the stream than it took Svienn to remove them. Surely Svienn's clothes would soon be joining Galen's in hanging from the rafter? Instead, Svienn grasped Galen's bare cock, holding him in a rough embrace. 
 Galen struggled a moment, shy about being suddenly naked when Svienn remained fully clothed, but pleasure overcame his bashfulness. Eagerly he pushed into Svienn's grip, sparks flashing behind his closed eyelids. 
 The smith guided Galen's hand to his own crotch. The moment Galen gripped the man's member, Svienn suddenly shoved him away, shouting, "Unhand me, you disgusting wolf bait!" 
 "Wha...?" Galen stared at Svienn with wide, startled eyes, pulling hay into his lap to hide his nakedness. His heart slammed against his ribs. "What did I do?" 
 Svienn jumped to his feet. "I bear witness to this wicked deed!" Svienn's father bellowed, topping the loft ladder, seconded by Svienn's elder brother, emerging from behind a stack of hay. 
 Leering down at a bewildered and terrified Galen, Svienn growled, "Haul this... haul... this... " He stopped mid-sentence, staring down with a puzzled frown. 
 Svienn's brother elbowed him in the ribs, sidewhispering, "Vile creature." 
 Svienn brightened. "Ah yes." 
 "Haul this vile creature," the three accusers chorused, "to the magistrate." 
 *** "Galen Olaf-kin. You stand accused of unnatural acts toward men. What say you for yourself?" 
 "Say nothing," Esja instructed, quivering beside Galen on the tavern steps at sundown, the place and time of joinings and judgings. The fact that he'd never been there for the former contributed much to Galen's attendance for the latter, he supposed. 
 Galen didn't know Esja's plans. She was wallowing deep in the stew, too, for an entirely different reason. That reason let his ire be known with an angry squall, and the slim young woman jostled the babe against her breast, crooning. The infant settled; the riled villagers didn't. 
 The listener at Kitta's door had wasted little time reporting to the magistrate. 
 No goodwill lurked among the gawkers. Galen's sole friend in attendance stood by his side and might quite possibly share his fate. The rest of those who were jeering and shouting curses had been friendly enough yesterday when parading their daughters beneath his nose. Old Kitta, the only other person Galen counted as ally, was nowhere to be seen. 
 Against a tree a ways off lounged the cause of Galen's downfall. Svienn grinned, bulky arms folded across his massive chest. Galen had often watched that chest with rapt fascination when the strapping man stripped to the waist in the heat of the smithy. That impressive display of bunching muscles had lost its appeal after Svienn's betrayal in the hayloft. Galen had never even completed the "unnatural" acts for which he would now pay dearly. Entirely unfair, in his way of thinking. 
 The baby squirmed and Esja shifted him to her shoulder. "Told you Svienn likes lasses," she hissed, seeing where Galen's eyes rested. "He's only unjoined because all these mamas," she nodded her head to the crowd, "were hoping to saddle their daughters to an unclaimed heir of greater means." 
 Esja, witch's apprentice and the only young female in the village who didn't terrify Galen, held a rank that destined her to remain unjoined. The risk of waking up as a toad seemed to discourage potential suitors. However, her status might possibly save her from banishment. Once Kitta passed through the door between their world and the next, Esja would be the only healer in the valley. The ailing from neighboring villages brought coin not only to the healer's pocket, but the innkeeper's as well. 
 "Esja Kitta-kin." The elder narrowed his attention to the woman in question when Galen didn't answer the charges. Galen and Esja's wary-eyed gazes fell on the magistrate, a man normally seen wielding a cleaver, hacking sides of beef. His words were sent out garbled due to his missing half his teeth, and those brave enough to stand near often were sprayed. "You be accused of lying with men who be not your lawful mate. What say you for yourself?" 
 "I know not of what you speak," Esja cried, voice loud and confident despite her trembling. In the crowd, a dozen pairs of masculine eyes suddenly found the ground of great interest, while outraged grumbles rippled through most of the female population, probably speculating about the child's father. From the side of her mouth, Esja informed Galen, "Not three weeks ago, Harald there praised my withy-thin waist and tried to span it with his hands. He earned a black eye for his efforts." 
 Okay, maybe the prospect of spending the rest of their lives catching flies with their tongues by the stream only discouraged young, unjoined men. Then again, looking out over rugged, sun-leathered faces, he thought toad form might well be an improvement. 
 In the audience, Harald's neighbor elbowed him. "Don't look like she had no child ta me. And didn't you boast spanning her waist with two hands at the preharvest festival, and that she butted you." 
 "She did, the bitch!" Harald shouted, rubbing at his eye with one hand while twirling a scythe with the other. 
 "Um... You can't span a pregnant female's waist with two hands, friend. Before me Effie birthed me last son, I couldna do that with two arms. Owww!" An outraged woman struck the speaker again with the flat of her hand. 
 Galen and Esja's squat little tormentor, who would make a rather impressive bullfrog, in Galen's opinion, pointed an accusing finger at the bundle of blankets in Esja's arms. "Do you deny the evidence? Whence came this wee one?" 
 Esja ignored him, crooning to the fussy baby. 
 "Esja Kitta-kin!" the magistrate snarled. "Answer!" Apparently, he wasn't prepared to accept her silence as he had Galen's. Galen took a deep breath and closed his eyes, recognizing that his testimony wasn't needed. He could still pray to the gods for his friend's deliverance. 
 "The traders brought him!" Esja replied, hugging the babe closer. The wandering traders, with their coppercolored tresses, weren't very likely prospects for the child's parentage, either. 
 "Then to the traders he shall return!" shouted the butcher/magistrate, disregarding any threat an apprentice witch might present in favor of coin. "'Twill fetch a pretty price." 
 The villagers cheered; Galen cringed. They spoke of a child, not a yearling calf! 
 "Silence!" 
 The crowd hushed and parted, scrambling out of the way of Old Kitta, lest she taint them with the evil eye or, more likely, whack them with the carved branch that never strayed far from her hand. Her cane thumped against the hard-packed earth that marked the village center, and her heavy body, bent and twisted by age, shuffled behind it with a slow, halting gait. A ruse. Galen had seen her chase down rabbits and pluck them from their burrows with her bare hands. She approached the accused, both of whom she'd nurtured from birth. Galen may have abided in his uncle's house, but any mothering had come from the witch. 
 She stumped up to the tavern steps, turning to face the crowd. "I see you've come prepared," she said, gazing out over the harvest-tool-armed crowd. "But you know the law, weapons have no place at a judging." At the collective, disappointed, "Aww..." she added, "Of course you've come for a banishin' and you shall have it. But first, we must pretend we come for justice!" 
 Galen gulped hard, the last remnants of his feeble hope vanishing along with the sun's fading rays. He'd counted on Kitta for help. 
 The villagers remained stock still. "Go on, now." Kitta flapped her hands at them. "To the smithy they go." 
 Much grumbling followed, the villagers grudgingly following the old woman's orders, lining rakes, hoes, scythes, and shovels against the smithy wall. 
 Kitta shouted at their retreating backs, "Be sure it be your own scythe and not a neighbor's that you take away ag'in!" 
 With the area somewhat cleared, she whirled and spoke in hushed tones. "Do as I bid." Both Galen and Esja inclined their heads. "Child," she said, addressing Esja first. 
 "Yes, Auntie," the young woman replied, looking far less frightened now with the witch near. Esja's eyes darted back and forth between her aunt, the baby, and Galen. "So soon? I'd hoped to keep him longer." 
 "Aye. You knew the offspring of..." She broke off her words, casting an anxious gaze at Galen. "...that this child couldna be allowed to remain here." 
 Esja kissed the top of the babe's head and handed him to Kitta, fingers combing through his fine hair. "Doona worry, little babe," she said, "all will be well." She cast a meaningful glance at Galen. 
 "No!" Galen shouted, ready to risk life and limb for his childhood friend. "I won't let them take the child!" 
 "Shhh..." Kitta whispered, as much to Galen as she did the young one bouncing in her arms. She smiled at them both, a bittersweet smile. "You know the law concerning men who have no affection for females?" She gave Galen a pointed look. 
 "Aye, Old Mammy," he intoned, lowering his eyes respectfully. "They must leave the village at sundown. Ne'er to return." He closed his eyes, exhaling a heavy breath. "They go to feed the wolves." An icy fist squeezed his heart. 
 A youth howled, joined by several others, marking the villagers' return. Cruel laughter followed. The sun's slow slide beneath the world's edge heralded the coming darkness, when true wolf cries would echo through the night. 
 Old Kitta leaned closer. "Remember me tales of the forest lord?" 
 A faint hope sparked in Galen's heart, then died a cold, hard death. Tales, they were but tales. And what of the wolves? 
 In answer to his unspoken question, a lone hunter howled in the distance, silencing his tormentors. Chills raced up Galen's spine. Since boyhood, he'd witnessed other men being chased from the village, to starve or fall prey to the forest beasts. He'd always hated it, each and every time, and felt powerless to intervene in any other way but to pray to the gods of old to spare those men's lives. Shivering on his pallet, he had covered his head when the wolves bayed on those nights, haunted by images of those men running for their lives and coming up short. 
 The gossips' tongues had started wagging the day he celebrated his elevation from childhood, when he left behind more simple chores to labor in the fields beside the men, wondering why he'd remained unpromised at his age. It didn't escape his attention that they'd worked him like a slave all summer and were only now addressing the joining issue with the harvest secured in the barns. He'd heard several youths, and a few of the adults, howling behind his back for four full seasons. Then again, up until now, he'd managed to resist the temptation that would remove all doubts. Being caught in the act by two witnesses left little room for "I didn't do it!" 
 He stared longingly at the sturdy cottage on the edge of the clearing, the finest in the village, that he'd once shared with his family. A home that would have been his at his joining. Instead, it now belonged to... 
 Galen sought out his uncle and his eyes narrowed. His father's brother, and soon to be only heir of an enviable inheritance, quietly chatted with Svienn beneath the tree. Galen's blood boiled. So that's how the wind blew! His uncle and Svienn's plotting had brought about his ruin! With the rightful heir out of the way, all the family's possessions belonged to Olaf. 
 Galen recalled the softness he'd felt in Svienn's braes, at odds with the heated kiss. He'd played right into their hands. 
 Be that as it may, no use denying his nature. When the sun set, it wasn't a maid Galen wanted on his pallet in the barn, where he'd lived since his uncle and aunt's brood overflowed the house. Now the chickens had come home to roost, and not the ones that normally shared his loft. 
 Esja whipped off her long, red maiden-scarf, heedless of showing her hair, a village taboo. "If e'er you were my friend, take him to the forest lord." Hidden from view of the villagers by her aunt's billowing shawl, she tied a rough sling around Galen's body. 
 "Tell him that his mother loves him." 
 Galen nodded, a lump forming in his throat and eyes growing blurry. 
 "Well, get on with it!" someone shouted. The crowd grew uglier the farther the sun sank below the horizon, anxious for their bit of excitement. Galen glanced back and forth, measuring the distance. To reach the tree line, he must cross the meadow. With a baby to protect, how could he outrun the thrown sticks and rocks? 
 His eyes fell on the red-scarfed girl who'd admired him earlier. Hatred blazed in her eyes, and she jiggled a rock in her hand. 
 "I can't escape from all these people," Galen whimpered. 
 Kitta handed the child to Esja and turned, raising her hands and staff to the darkening skies. Lightning flashed in the distance. 
 The crowd, "Ooooohhh'd," but the magistrate pressed on. "Be there witnesses against Galen Olaf-kin?" 
 "Seen him with me own eyes," Svienn's father roared over the rising wind. 
 "With me own eyes," echoed Svienn's brother. 
 The magistrate's fury bore down on Galen. "By law, you be condemned to leave this village, ne'er to return," he declared in a shower of spittle. 
 Esja tucked the child into the sling she'd fashioned around Galen. "'Twill be well, I promise," she murmured into a moment's silence. 
 Gusts swirled around the tavern, kicking up clouds of dust, and the sky blackened to pitch. Ominous rumblings sounded in the distance. "By law, he gets a count of thrice times twelve!" Kitta reminded the villagers, who even now crept toward the smithy to retrieve their weapons. 
 Kitta draped a cloak around Galen's shoulders, shoving him down the steps. "Run, Galen, run!" 
 He bolted around the back of the building to a count of, "One, two, three, four--", hurdling a low fence and racing across the meadow to reach the edge of the forest. 
 The ever increasing wind swept down from the mountains, carrying a strange, eerie wailing. For a moment he nearly turned back, even knowing that wasn't an option. 'Tis only the wind, he told himself, 'tis only the wind. His heart's furious beat slammed against his innards. Squinting into the darkness didn't help at all; no light survived the night's grasp. The cloud cover of the gathering storm completely hid the moon. Off in the distance, lightning streaked the sky, momentarily illuminating the forest. Bare branches twisted into grotesque shapes that Galen's horrified mind imagined to be monsters. Was that a troll? The village mammies warned of trolls and other wicked nasties in the forest. 
 From behind, the shouts of angry men chilled his blood more than any imaginary forest creatures could. Banished. He'd been banished. All because of Svienn's lies. Well, to be fair, they weren't exactly lies. Even so... 
 The angry mob grew closer, leaving Galen no choice. Biting back fear of the unknown in favor of the very real fear of those who had recently been neighbors, he took a deep, fortifying breath and entered the tangled undergrowth, carefully placing each footstep to mimic wind rustling damp leaves. He and Esja had played that game as children, daring each other to see who'd make it the farthest into the wood before turning back. Brave Esja always won. 
 His tentative, groping hands grabbed a slender tree trunk for balance, and slowly Galen fought his way into the brambles. His pursuers, armed with scythes, pitchforks, axes, sticks, stones, and ignorance, their most dangerous weapon, were too afraid of the legendary inhabitants to venture past the forest's edge. Pulse pounding a steady beat in his ears, Galen distanced himself from the only home he'd ever known, entering the place where he'd surely perish, despite assurances from Kitta and Esja. While his heart believed his friends, his terror-filled mind argued, Wolves are evil. They eat people! Look at the men who've gone before. Have you e'er seen them again? Would his precious burden be safe with the forest lord, or end the evening snug in a wolf's belly? Please keep us safe, please keep us safe, he implored the gods. 
 Secure against his chest, warm and cozy in the sling, the little one slept, oblivious to Galen's dread. Galen, past eighteen summers and a man full grown, despaired that the forest magic would only protect the child, not him, if it existed at all. In his eyes, though, it was a worthy risk. In spite of his increasing fright, he smiled tenderly when the baby sighed. Yes, anything to keep a child safe, even venturing into the unknown. What he wouldn't have given to bring Esja with him, providing the lord granted them all sanctuary. One day, when Kitta made her village witch, she'd surely exact revenge. She'd once shown Galen certain herbs that could keep the whole village in the privy for days. 
 He spared a thought for the poor, unfortunate mother. Who might Esja have risked her own reputation for? Esja had spoken truth, though. Because of Kitta and her own knowledge of herbs, it seemed Esja would be safe from those who thought she'd birthed a child without benefit of a joined mate. Galen wholeheartedly wished he could say the same for himself. 
 If only the moon was out to show the way! As if in answer to his prayers, the clouds suddenly parted, a sliver of moonlight falling on what appeared to be a well-worn path -- carrying the tracks of some large, clawed animal. Galen sank to his knees, splaying his outstretched palm over an impression. By the gods! What monstrous beast made that track? 
 Galen stood, dusting his hands on his braes. He stared at the ribbon of reflected moonlight, noticing tiny, shimmering stones the likes of which he'd never seen before. "Lined with silver lies the road to the lord's dwelling. Follow the path of silver." 
 He stepped onto the trail, shining like day in the full moon's glow. That first footstep sealed his fate; no turning back now. The night, so filled with sound before, hushed. No more shrieking winds, no more angry shouts -- just quiet. Not even cricket song broke the peaceful stillness. Galen flashed a brief smile and said a quiet thanks to his unseen benefactor, then placed one foot before the other on the way to whatever destiny awaited. 

Chapter Two 
"My lord! A human approaches." 
 The forest lord tore his attention from his evening meal to gaze down the long trestle table at Old Jarl. The 

seer's cloudy eyes focused on nothing. 
 "Thieves again?" Lord Erik asked in a bored tone. 
 Over the years, his people had endured grain shortages, 
 wine shortages, and, to the dismay of most of the ladies 
 and a few of the men of his acquaintance, a muchlamented shortage of silk when raiders cut off the trade 
 caravans. However, never in his lifetime had there ever 
 been a shortage of thieves, cutthroats, or highwaymen. The two guards seated to his right and left tensed, 
 anticipating a hunt. Although Erik personally would 
 have favored more reputable guests to his domain, 
 possibly bringing news of the outside world, certain 
 members of the clan lived for the thieves who took 
 refuge in the forest. Ill-advised rogues believed the 
 cover of trees and underbrush protected them from 
 enemies. They couldn't have been more wrong. Erik sighed. No matter how palatable or plentiful the 
 food at his table, there were always those who preferred 
 to hunt their own, and thieves, cutthroats, and 
 highwaymen were favorite menu items among the forest 
 dwellers. 
 His diminutive guards, a matched set, smiled, 
 revealing far pointier teeth than they'd possessed mere 
 moments ago. Their long, angular faces grew longer and 
 more angular. A thin string of drool slowly descended 
 from One's sharp incisors. Erik rolled his eyes, twisting 
 his face into a disgusted grimace. He pulled an elegant 
 velvet sleeve from harm's way. 
 "No, my lord," the nearly blind seer replied. "'Tis one 
 of the village lads. Another outcast, no doubt." The twins blinked hard, their elongated features 
 shrinking into something more resembling human. 
 "Sorry, Lord Erik," they chorused. Though small, 
 together the guards created a fierce fighting team, even 
 if their brawn far overshadowed their brains. They could 
 be forgiven a lack of manners on occasion. This 
 particular occasion marked the seventeenth time that 
 day. 
 "Well, at least you remembered that villagers are off 
 limits this time, until we find out if they're criminals," 
 Erik reminded those prone to "act first, question later." 
 "If he's outcast for reasons over which he had no control, 
 he'll be offered the choice of joining us or being granted 
 safe passage to another clan." 
 Many outsiders had swelled the ranks of his people in 
 this manner. Purebred forest dwellers were nearly a 
 thing of the past, as were purebloods from the other nonhuman tribes. Scanning some of those who boasted a 
 pedigree unbroken by human ancestors -- the ones who'd 
 tossed down their cutlery in favor of using fingers or 
 lapping from a bowl -- he silently acknowledged that 
 some changes were for the better. 
 Two pairs of hopeful brown eyes met his baleful 
 stare. "Oh, all right," Erik conceded. "Go look." The 
 twins had nearly made it out of their chairs when he 
 added, "But no nibbling until we know for sure if he be 
 friend or foe!" 
 The pair abandoned human form before leaving the 
 table, torn bits of fabric scattering in their wake. Paws 
 and nails scrabbling on flagstone heralded the start of 
 the hunt. One of the brothers yelped and crashed into a 
 suit of armor -- the remnant of a long ago "tinned 
 dinner." Then they barreled out the door, identical blurs 
 of brown-gray fur. 
 When the excited howls had faded into the distance, 
 Lord Erik spared a glance for the remaining people, all 
 watching expectantly. "Now, where were we?" he asked, 
 tucking a napkin more securely against his throat to 
 protect an intricate lace ruffle. He lifted his knife and 
 lowered it to the boiled rabbit lying on his trencher. 
 Then, annoyed, he fished a scrap of torn waistcoat from 
 his meal. Was it too much to hope that the intruder 
 sought employment as a tailor? His people went through 
 clothing at an alarming rate, and much of the gold and 
 jewels they traded to the traveling merchants purchased 
 velvet and silks from other clans. 
 "Sire?" came a tremulous query from midway down 
 the table. 
 Erik trained his gaze on a young male who'd been 
 rescued from the forest just a few short summers ago, 
 another throwaway from a local village. A crop of blond 
 curls and two bright blue eyes distinguished him from 
 the darker forms of the purebloods. Hints of amber had 
 begun joining the blue, and flecks of ebony twined 
 through the golden locks. "Yes?" 
 The man chewed his lower lip, twisting his hands 
 together on the table. "A human hasn't entered the forest 
 since I've been able to turn. Perhaps I know him." More 
 quietly, he mumbled, "I've ne'er been hunting yet, 
 either." 
 A slightly older man with some tracking expertise 
 added, "I did promise my mate I'd teach him to hunt." 
 He gazed affectionately at the newest member of their 
 group, quite obviously smitten, the rotter. 
 All down the table, Erik's people sat paired off neatly, 
 two by two, and he, their leader, sat alone, waiting for 
 the fulfillment of some prophecy that seemed less likely 
 to come to pass with each new dawn. Erik longed for his 
 own mate to hunt with -- among other things. 
 The tracker implored, "Please, sire?" 
 A dull throbbing began in Erik's temples that no 
 amount of rubbing seemed to abate. Apparently, you 
 could take the beast out of the forest, but you couldn't 
 take the forest out of the beast. He knew, for both he and 
 his father before him had tried repeatedly, even winning 
 the battle to remove them from the caves, regaining the 
 clan's ancestral place in the castle. And those who 
 started life fully human weren't any better. At times, 
 Erik wasn't sure if his youthful forays into civilization 
 amounted to a blessing or curse. Try as he might to 
 instill "human lessons" into his subjects, some things 
 couldn't be accomplished alone. He really, really needed 
 someone to share the burden with. A mate. Preferably 
 one with an iron paw. 
 He cast an assessing gaze down the table again, 
 seeing more hopeful faces. "Oh, all right!" he growled 
 through gritted teeth, throwing down his knife. "If that's 
 what you want!" 
 One flurry of reshaped bodies and sprouting fur later, 
 excited pants and yips filled the hall. All but Erik, the 
 seer, and the pregnant females who couldn't transform 
 erupted from the front door to join the hunt. Although 
 he'd never admit it, the haunting wolf song sent chills 
 down Erik's spine. 
 Ripped and torn clothing littered the floor and table. 
 And the coat of arms hanging from the wall. And the 
 chandelier. Erik watched a velvet bodice ignite on a 
 candle, momentarily brightening the room. It rained 
 smoldering embers on the table before falling in a 
 blazing mass onto an empty platter. One of the 
 remaining females doused the flames with a goblet of 
 water. Next to the smoking remnant of finery, a soggy 
 sleeve floated in an elegant silver tureen. A bit of abused cotton fluff drifted down to settle on Erik's lip. He 
 huffed it away. 
 The lord of the forest dwellers remained in his chair 
 by sheer force of will alone. I won't do it, he promised 
 himself, gripping the padded arms of his chair. I'm better 
 than this." Beads of sweat popped out on his forehead. 

How can I teach my people to be civilized if I'm 
 unwilling to be civilized myself? One arm of his chair 
 broke free. Damnation, that's the third one this week. 
 Still, he squeezed tightly, mentally chanting, I won't, I 
 won't, I won't... 
 A massive grandfather clock, draped with a pair of 
 shredded braes, ticked off the moments, while Erik 
 stared at the seer and pregnant women. The women's 
 wistful expressions, and the disappointed eyes that 
 darted toward the door through which their pack 
 members had fled, spoke loudly of where they'd be if 
 given half a chance -- and it wasn't eating rabbit they 
 hadn't killed themselves. The seer, for his part, quietly 
 relieved an absent neighbor's trencher of choice portions 
 of meat. It didn't escape Erik's notice that Jarl replaced 
 the stolen entrée with peas. 
 From deep within Erik, his wolf whined, longing to 
 feel the wind ruffling sleek, black fur and the soft loam 
 of the forest floor beneath heavily padded paws -- to rid 
 the world of a dastardly scum in a very fulfilling -- and 
 filling -- way. 
 Erik heaved a weary sigh, slowly rising from the 
 chair, fighting for control. No use. The wolf, bigger, 
 stronger, and possessing no annoying human 
 conscience, won the day. All right, but I'm doing it my 
 way, Erik insisted. If I'm to be a beast, at least I intend 
 to be genteel about it. 
 Very methodically, he removed his waistcoat, vest, 
 and tunic, folding them neatly and placing them on the table. Next went his boots and stockings. Poised to remove his trousers, he recalled his audience. Four 
 young mothers-to-be eyed him with great interest. "Turn around!" he commanded. 
 "Seen it!" shouted three of the women at once. "Rode it!" boasted the fourth. 
 The three glared at the fourth until one offered, "I 
 wouldn't brag were I you, because we all know what 
 side of the river Lord Erik swam to immediately after." The three who had never ridden the forest lord 
 sniggered, while Lady Isibel, the one who had, angrily 
 retorted, "Don't blame me! It wasn't my fault!" Much 
 quarreling and bickering ensued. 
 "A-hem," Erik interjected softly, trying again more 
 loudly when that failed. The women ceased hurling 
 insults and glared up at him. He wondered if they looked 
 more threatening in wolf form or as pregnant humans. 
 He regarded the woman who was his one attempt to 
 bond with a female with what he hoped passed for a 
 look of kindly affection. "It wasn't your fault," he 
 assured her. 
 A formidable opponent in her own right, Lady Isibel's 
 mates guarded Erik's life. Nothing could be gained by 
 angering a pureblood of noble birth. His people's violent 
 history had taught him the necessity of picking his 
 battles: never pick one with pregnant females. You will 
 not win. 
 "Told you," Isibel gloated to her tablemates. Returning to the matter at hand, Erik reminded them, 
 "That still doesn't mean you get to look now. You 
 should be ashamed! All of you are joined women. What 
 would your mates think?" 
 The women, all dark-eyed and darker-haired, 
 exchanged glances and disappointed pouts. Thankfully, 
 Erik stood too far away to understand all their comments, but some of the louder included, "Who cares?", "I've never given him permission to think!", and "Until he's capable of thinking with his stones, I've 
 nothing to worry about." 
 "You, too!" Erik ordered the seer. 
 "But I'm blind!" 
 "You saw that someone entered the forest, did you 
 not?" 
 Jarl stroked his beard, wearing his "I'm a wise old 
 man pondering your words" face. Either that or his 
 "You're a total and complete idiot, and I'm debating 
 whether or not to tell you that" face. "Good point," he 
 concluded. He turned his chair toward the wall, a smirk 
 not quite hidden in his beard. 
 Was Erik being humored? He didn't much like being 
 humored; humoring was usually accompanied by 
 snickering from behind his back, a most distracting 
 sound. 
 Sparing a glance toward the staircase to ensure no 
 impressionable cubs were sneaking into the main hall as 
 he'd done in his own reckless youth, Erik stripped of his 
 trousers, holding them in front of his groin to hide the 
 effects of the prospect of hunting. His cock was now 
 harder than he'd managed in the presence of a naked 
 Lady Isibel -- she might be jealous. While he could deny 
 beastly tendencies with his lips, his body, sadly, 
 possessed animal traits. Traits that became more vivid 
 with each tick of the clock. 
 Coarse hair penetrated his skin, starting at his nowpointed ears and working slowly downward. Bones and 
 musculature stretched and shifted. In short order, Erik 
 transformed from being a prince among men to a king 
 among wolves. With a bayed equivalent of, "Wait for 
 me! I'm coming!" he followed the clan out into the night 
 in search of quarry. And if the opportunity arose for a little snacking? Well, he could always say that he wouldn't ask of his people what he wouldn't do himself. Yeah, they'd bought it last time. 
 *** Though descended from a long line of nobility and dressed in an elegant ball gown, Lady Isibel sat with both elbows on the table, viciously stabbing her rabbit as if it owed her money. "It's not fair!" she groused. "Why does someone always enter the forest when I'm pregnant?" 

Another woman chirped, "Maybe if you weren't always pregnant..." 
 "Easy for you to say," countered Isibel. "You don't have twins -- extremely young, extremely virile twins -for mates." 
 Another of the women, belly equally swollen, joined the fray. "Hey! 'Twasn't me who bellowed 'Two for the price of one!' and 'I'll take two, they're small!' when it came time to select mates!" 
 The snarling and snapping resumed, prompting wise, old Jarl (who was old primarily because he was wise enough to know that angry, pregnant women were by far the most dangerous creatures in the world) intervened. "Ladies! Calm yourselves!" 
 Four pairs of hostile eyes turned to the seer, which he saw in a rather hazy, vague way. If he could have seen more clearly, he probably wouldn't have remained at the table. 
 Using the same calm voice that had surely aided him to survive his own mate's pregnancies, he reasoned with them, "Think of your cubs." 
 "Think they heard us?" a woman whispered, glancing toward the stairs. 
 Jarl rolled his nearly sightless eyes. "I meant the ones you carry." He easily imagined eight palms descending to four rounded bellies, gently caressing. 
 "That's better," he soothed. "Now please, ladies. Eat your meals for your cubs' sake." 
 Lady Isibel rapped her utensil noisily against her trencher. "I know Lord Erik wishes us refined, and I don't mind the silk and satin gowns--" Jarl's keen ears picked up the rustle of the lady smoothing what was likely an elaborately brocaded sleeve with her hand, "-but couldn't we at least catch our own rabbits?" 
 Three sulky females voiced agreement. 
 "Well, you know his obsession with fitting in among humankind, and humans hunt with arrows and snares, not teeth. Therefore, so shall we. So eat up," Jarl snapped, losing patience with the whining, and anxious to finish his meal. "You'll need your strength." 
 "Oh, really? Why?" another woman chimed in, excitement creeping past the petulance. 
 Jarl paused, letting the ladies' curiosity build. All grew quiet. He enjoyed their undivided attention briefly before announcing, "Because we have a joining to plan." He cackled gleefully, visualizing the delight on their faces. Even hunting paled in comparison to their interest in event planning. 
 It didn't go exactly as he'd hoped. 
 "Not that bitch Marta again! I swear she goes through more mates..." 
 "No, not Marta." Jarl sighed, tolerance at an end. "I refer to Lord Erik." 
 That roused everyone's interest. 
 "You mean he's finally joining?" 
 "'Bout time!" 
 "Does this mean he'll stop eyeballing my mate over dinner?" 
 "Will the twins get to come home at a decent hour? No more all-night games of throwing stones?" 
 Jarl smiled, relieved to have averted a potential feminine mass tantrum. "Yes; I totally agree; I'm in no position to guarantee that; and depends upon whether or not his new mate enjoys games of chance." 
 Isibel spoke again. "But isn't there some kind of prophecy that says he's supposed to join with a human?" 
 "A human!" shrieked another. "The forest lord and a human? Hah! He won't survive the joining night!" 
 The seer replied, "Then we'll just have to ask the human to be gentle now, won't we?" 

Chapter Three 
A tree trunk's rough bark bit into Galen's back, the massive oak cutting off any hoped-for escape. He swallowed hard, wide eyes transfixed by the glowing orbs of a least a dozen wolves that had fanned out around him. Having been taught to count to twelve by his uncle, who'd often sent Galen to market to sell eggs, he knew there were at least a dozen. Any number beyond twelve was deemed irrelevant by the farm folk. 

Wasn't this the point in his dreams where the forest lord swept in, saving Galen before taking him away from farm life forever? 

Two shaggy predators crept closer while the others held back. One of the two, a particularly large example of wolfhood, growled, and Galen imagined it egging the other on, saying, "It's just one puny human! Kill it!" 
 *** In fact, the pack's primary female had said, "He doesn't look like a criminal to me. Go check!" 
 "Me go check?" the second wolf, a much smaller male, whined. "You're the Alpha Bi--" 
 The larger wolf cut him off with a particularly vicious snarl. "Don't you dare call me that!" 
 "B...b...but it's the customary title! Passed down through generations." 
 The she-wolf's long, pointed nose nearly touched the other wolf's, and she grrr'd deep and low. "It may be the customary title, but I swear, if you call me Bitch one more time..." 
 *** Galen watched the exchange between the two wolves, imagining they were fighting over which got the first bite. 

So terrified he could scarcely get the words out, Galen stammered, "I... I... ha...have a b...ba...babe with me. The forest lord grants safe passage to any with a b... ba... babe." When his captors didn't immediately scamper off into the woods, uttering the wolf equivalent of "Why didn't you say so?" he added weakly, "Or so I'm told." 

The larger female wolf gave a nasty sounding rumble from deep in her throat. Galen heard, "Dibbs on the kid!" 

The smaller male wolf rolled his eyes and lolled his tongue. It looked to Galen like a flea was troubling a place he wasn't permitted to scratch in public. 

An enormous black wolf pushed past the encircling furry bodies to join the front two, with a growl even more threatening than the others'. In all honesty, compared to the new arrival and the female, the smaller male didn't look dangerous at all. For a moment, temptation goaded Galen to jump and shout to see if it would run. 

The new wolf approached cautiously, a monstrous creature that reminded Galen of the paw prints he'd found earlier on the path. The beast eyed Galen with keen interest. The female growled again, defending her claim, in Galen's eyes. 
 *** Actually, the she-wolf had told the newcomer, "Erik, I don't care if you are kin, touch the child and die!" 
 In rather meek and mild-mannered tones, for a wolf, Erik replied, "Yes, Aunt Eydis." 
 "That's a human, you know," the female pointed out. 
 "Of course it's a human! I can smell it from here. It's not like I haven't seen them before." He lifted his nose into the air, sniffing. "It smells rather ripe, in my opinion." 
 His father's litter-mate glared with narrowed, yellow eyes. "That's the babe he carries. Needs a good changing if you ask me." 
 When Erik didn't reply, she repeated, "A hu-man," as though speaking to a cub. A rather young, rather dimwitted cub. "A human carrying a baby, invoking the name of the forest lord." 
 "Oh!" Erik replied, the candle wick igniting. "But shouldn't the human babe we expected be this lad's age by now?" He pointed with his snout to Galen. "Took his time in getting here, didn't he?" 
 Galen's eyes were fixed on Erik's mouth. 
 The she-wolf gnawed a cockleburr from her paw. "You know how prophecies are." 
 "He could still be a criminal," the smaller male suggested helpfully. A hint of pink tongue swiped at his muzzle. 

"Don't you think about anything but eating?" 
 "Well, my mate is pregnant," the small wolf replied, with self-satisfied smugness. 
 Erik's eyes shifted back and forth between Twin One and his aunt. Neither budged. "Fine! I'll go!" 
 *** Desperately praying for a means of escape, Galen watched the wolf crouch, crawling ever closer. He pulled the baby tighter to his chest, watching the monster with horrified eyes. It stopped directly in front of him and... sniffed his crotch? 

Galen could possibly have counted every one of the wolf's teeth, if not for that unfortunate "twelve" limitation, when it grinned. 
 *** " Not a criminal, has seen eighteen summers, and is a virgin!" Erik announced triumphantly. He lowered his nose and sniffed again. "Seven inches," sniff, "make that seven and a half inches," sniff. "Folks, I think we have us another village throwaway!" 

"Bet?" Twin One growled. 

"Bet!" Erik agreed. "Three gold coins!" 
 Twin One smiled until Erik added, "The little coins." "A-hem," Aunt Eydis cut in. "Don't talk 'size' and 

'virgins' when there's a wee one present! Speaking of which," her eyes glazed with maternal affection, "it's past the little one's bedtime. He should be snuggled in the den with his new little pack mates. Can we get a move on?" 
 *** To Galen's amazement, the wolves parted, leaving a path through their midst. The female wolf butted her head against Galen's leg, and the big black wolf stepped in front, leading the way. Seeing no choice but to go where the pack wanted him to, Galen followed, dodging a fluffy, wagging tail. 

The wolves deserted him in a clearing. The moonlit path led to the door of an imposing stone structure, the likes of which Galen had never seen before. Could this be the fortress he sought? 

"Well, little one, it seems we've arrived," Galen told his precious bundle. The child answered with a sleepy yawn. 

A pair of carved oak panels formed the massive double doors, with hinges and fittings of iron, molded into the likeness of wolves. Ha! Galen would like to see Svienn manage that impressive workmanship! The full harvest moon reflected off the stone walls, creating the same silvery glow as the path. He raised his hand to knock, but before his knuckles connected, the door flew open and four pairs of hands grabbed him, pulling him inside. The door slammed shut. 

"Are you hungry?" 
 "Would you like some wine?" 
 "I'm Lady Isibel. Are you a village lad?" 
 "Hey! I saw him first!" 
 Galen's eyes darted from one well-dressed woman to 

the next, making him dizzy. All bore noticeably swollen bellies, and none of the dusky-skinned ladies wore the distinctive blue head scarf that marked a joined female. In fact, all flaunted their long, dark, loose hair. Scandalous! 

Thinking back to village custom, he held his breath, hoping one wouldn't name him the father and demand he make an honest woman of her before the village elders hauled her to the tavern steps for judgment. 

"Ladies!" a voice too deep to come from the females shouted. Galen breathed a sigh of relief when the women ceased their questions and stepped aside to allow an elderly man to pass. Pale eyes matched the man's pale hair. "On behalf of Lord Erik and the forest people, we bid you welcome." 

Oh, good. For someone his uncle said couldn't find his way out of a milking pail, it looked like Galen had managed to arrive at the right place. 

The man grasped his arm in a firm grip that belied the appearance of advanced age, leading him to a chair where a feast seemed to have been interrupted. One of the women pressed a cup of wine into his hand, and he was poised to take a sip, when, from everywhere, people came, more than he could count (again with that unfortunate limitation). All were far too eager and enthusiastic for his tastes, and all were talking at once. Their manner reminded him a bit of the wolves he'd encountered. 

"What's your name?" 
 "Where are you from, lad?" 
 "Do they still dance at the village tavern each night?" "Do you know a wench named Tilda? Oooof!!" An 

elbow firmly connected with the speaker's midsection. "Silence!" 
 The largest woman he'd ever seen stepped forward. 

The others quieted immediately. Like most of the new arrivals, it appeared she'd dressed in a hurry. Her gown, far more fetching than anything the village girls wore, hung from one shoulder, and her elaborately piled hair listed to one side. "Greetings, sir. I am Lady Eydis," Galen heard her say, in a voice far huskier than even Svienn's father's, roughened by years in the smokedfilled smithy. "On behalf of my nephew, Lord Erik, we bid you welcome." 

Galen tried to remember what few manners he'd been taught, only recalling two, and neither "don't spit in the house" nor "close the privy door" seemed to fit this particular situation. Then what thoughts he remained capable of disappeared when a stunningly handsome man pushed through the crowd, bringing to mind the big black wolf from before, with his savage beauty and dangerous allure. Like the lady Eydis, the newcomer had soot-black hair that fell in heavy waves past broad shoulders, framing a chiseled chin and jaw and welldefined cheekbones, face far more deeply tanned than any farmsteader's even at harvest end. His facial hair had been trimmed into a neat moustache and goatee. 

The stranger's eyes, the exact color of the black stones used in the village for cooking, captured Galen's attention more so than any other feature, for they glowed like burning embers. In that moment poor Galen realized the villagers were right -- enchanted creatures did live in the forest, for nothing had ever caused something to stir to life in his braes as readily as this man. Not even Svienn. Now, faced with this tall, imposing temptation, Galen realized his mortal peril -- and that he needed roomier braes. 

Visions raced through his mind of slinging the handsome stranger over one shoulder, carting Sir Tall, Dark, and Tempting away someplace secluded, and doing all the wicked things that Svienn had accused him of. Only two things stood in the way, three if you counted the sizeable bulk of the Lady Eydis: the wolves, and the man topping Galen's size. The fact also remained that Galen's sheltered upbringing had left him clueless about how to actually carry out the deeds of which he'd been accused. 

No introductions were needed to know that Galen now stood face to face with the forest lord, confirmed a moment later when the raven-haired star of many a fantasy stepped forward and said, "I'm the forest lord; welcome to my home." 

Too overwhelmed to do anything but gape like a landed fish, Galen simply stared, speechless. At that precise moment, the baby chose to make his presence known, yawning and stretching within the makeshift sling. 

Sheer horror filled the lord's face; he wrinkled his nose and backed slowly away when Galen's cloak moved of its own accord (an act normally reserved for his braes). A look of pure delight filled Lady Eydis' rugged face. "What have you there, lad?" she asked sweetly, fluttering her lashes. 

Galen glanced warily to the right and left, but none of the eager faces surrounding him held the open hostility of the villagers. "'Tis me brother." With great care, he reached beneath the cloak to the scarf sling, extracting the squirming bundle he'd risked his neighbors' wrath for. 

"Awww, wook at the widdle sweetie," the lady crooned. She reached for the child, stopping abruptly. Her brows furrowed and her eyes narrowed. "Ummm... Not to cast doubts on your tale, lad, but this child doesn't carry the tell-tale coloring of a villager." 

Galen gave her the blond, blue-eyed, innocent gaze village children learned from youth. "Now, why wouldst you be saying that?" 

"May I?" At Galen's nod, Lady Eydis picked up the baby, whose hair and eyes matched the pitch blackness of the lady's and her nephew's. "Exactly how did you come by this child?" she asked, attention riveted on the young one in her muscular arms. 

The child in question gleefully swatted at Lady Eydis's precariously balanced hair, causing it to wilt even further. The lady dodged chubby fingers, focusing on Galen. 

Unwilling to tell too much of Kitta and Esja's involvement, Galen decided upon a little creative use of the truth. "Well, there was this village lass, see..." 

Several more sets of eyes focused on Galen. "An unjoined village lass..." 
 Still more eyes focused on Galen. 
 "She birthed a child and the villagers intended to sell 

it to the traders. He's not even had his naming day! But I've always wanted another brother, with me parents and own brother long dead, so I said to meself, 'Self, they're just gonna throw it out anyways...'" 

"So you decided the child would be your brother?" "Aye." Galen added as an afterthought, "M'lady," bringing his memory of proper manners up to three. "I thought I'd call him Einar. Only, the villagers weren't very happy about it, me keeping him, what with them wanting gold and all. An old mammy told me that I could bring him to the forest lord and he'd be safe." There, he'd managed what he considered a plausible tale without naming his dearest friends. 
 "Well, the old mammy spoke true. However, I fear there's also one teensy little problem." The lady covered both of the child's ears with her massive hands and shrieked, "Ragnar! Get your furry arse over here! Now!" 
 A young man who bore a striking resemblance to the forest lord, in a vague, somewhat oafish manner, approached, head bowed. "Yes, Mother?" 
 Galen recognized both the stance and the tone. He'd used them often enough while being berated by his uncle. Separately, they could have meant many things. Together, they meant, "Yes, oh she who owns me like cattle." 
 "Ragnar?" The woman kept her voice low, words clipped and precise. "Have you perchance ventured into a village, say, three seasons past?" 
 "Ummm..." As big as the woman was, Ragnar exceeded her height by two hands' breadth, yet he reminded Galen of a scolded child, shuffling his feet and finally murmuring a barely discernable, "Yes, Mother." 
 All eyes left Galen for Ragnar, and Galen breathed a sigh of relief. Then he noticed that one person watched him still -- the forest lord. Galen's braes once more took on a life of their own, and he placed both hands in front of him to hide the handsome man's effect. An errant tuber certainly wasn't helping, and as discreetly as possible, he reached into his pocket and dropped it to the floor. 
 The lord grinned and winked. "Is that a tuber in your pocket, or are you glad to see me?" He jerked his head abruptly in a gesture that could either mean, "Meet me outside," or "I have a horrendous crick in my neck!" 
 Galen's cheeks flamed and he forced his eyes toward the woman holding the baby, trying to ignore the appealing Erik. 
 "Ragnar, did you happen to meet any young maids while there?" The lady could teach the village magistrate a thing or three about indirect intimidation. Instead of a scowl and shouting, she induced Galen's cringing with nothing more than her low, throaty purr and severely arched eyebrow. Beneath the hem of her skirt, one immense bare foot tapped an impatient beat against the floor. Long nails, more like claws, clicked against the stones, and the momentary glimpses of her leg showed a surprisingly hairy ankle. 
 Galen averted his eyes, and for more than just modesty's sake. Brrrr... He shivered. Not that he found women's ankles that enticing to begin with, but the lady's were just, well, altogether unappealing. 
 The big brute with the seemingly tiny brain fidgeted some more. "Well, she weren't actually a maid," he countered. 
 Lady Eydis puffed her cheeks and exhaled harshly, fluttering the flames of all nearby candles. She closed her eyes and seemed to be desperately summoning patience, a look that also reminded Galen of his uncle. "Ragnar, what have I told you about village lasses?" Tap, tap, tap went the toenails. 
 "That they're disgusting, filthy, have fleas, and I should stick to my own kind?" Ragnar offered brightly. 
 "You didn't listen, did you?" 
 Only then did Ragnar's notice the infant, wide eyes saying clearly that he saw the same thing that Galen did: an unmistakable resemblance. 
 Ragnar's already dark cheeks darkened further. The lady looked down at the bundle in her arms, angry expression relaxing into an affectionate smile. Then she chuffed, and not in the tones of a furious woman, but more like barn cats calling their young. 
 "Hey!" Galen shouted, ready to snatch the baby back. Much to his surprise, the baby answered with a cough of his own, disappearing a moment later. A wolf cub emerged from the mass of blankets, cradled in the lady's arms, nipping at her chin. 
 Galen heard the lady say, "Congratulations, son. You've fathered a half-breed!" just before he fainted. 
 *** "A word, if you will, my lady." Old Jarl stood waiting at the foot of the main stairs when Eydis descended after taking her newest grandson to the den. The child was now nestled contently in a pile of furred bodies, as all young cubs should be at that late hour. 

"Please don't tell me you didn't see that one coming," she muttered. "My sons seem determined to create their own pack of half-breeds. I'd such high hopes for Ragnar. I swear if he keeps it up, I'll join him to the bitch Marta... or sequester him in a monastery. Though joining him to Marta surely amounts to much the same thing. I'll not have him populating the countryside with offspring that I may never see, as his brothers did." 

"I wouldn't be so hard on the lad, were I you. I've seen an official joining in his near future. We've been hunted nearly to ruin by the humans, and would have been if not for Lord Erik's father restoring to us our rightful place here. And Erik tries so hard to teach us the ways of men," Jarl said, using the conversation to bestow a pack history lesson, as he normally did until whomever he spoke to's eyes glazed over and they stifled snores. "Accepting half-breeds and outsiders is the only way to rebuild our ranks, relearn human customs, and ensure the pack's survival. Otherwise, what few of us were left after the war would have inbred to the point of truly becoming the animals we transform into." 

Thinking of her lack-witted whelp, Ragnar, Lady Eydis nearly cried, "Too late!" Instead, she took a deep breath and replied, "Regardless, the sooner my last son is joined, the better I will feel. Not that I don't appreciate all of my grandcubs, but at some point in time I'd like at least one legitimate one. Too bad none of the existing pack females are good enough for my little boy." 

"It is not Ragnar's joining but another's that I'd like to speak about." 
 "Oh?" 
 "The prophecy, my lady." 
 Eydis cocked her head to the side, her mass of highpiled hair finally abandoning its battle to remain upright and collapsing onto her shoulders. "It says that a human will bring a babe to the forest, the lord's mate. That mate is supposed to be human. The baby is only half-human, and my grandson, making him Erik's kin." 
 "Prophecies can be interpreted many different ways, my lady. Perhaps 'babe in the woods' does not mean an actual infant but an innocent." 
 "Ahhh..." Lady Eydis' lips slid back from her teeth in a broad smile. "High time, too, if you ask me. The pack's getting restless. But if we are to be ruled by a male pair, what of offspring? If there's no heir, the nobles will fight for the honor, and we cannot afford any more 
 infighting." Her thoughts wandered to the Lady Isibel. Too shrewd to fight directly, that cunning female would sit idly by while the males battled it out, and then quietly dispatch the winner. "While Erik may not be the sharpest sword in the scabbard, I shudder to think of Isibel or Ragnar assuming power." 
 The seer nodded. "To our advantage, our people believe the words of our ancestors unquestionably, and few will openly challenge a prophecy that states that Erik will be lord until his death of natural causes -- at a very ripe old age." Eydis knew Jarl shouted the last part on purpose, ensuring any curious ears fully understood. "All will go according to plan. I have seen that Erik will join with this villager, and our clan will be stronger for it. And you needn't worry about offspring, for the child they'll raise together will be our saving grace, being both human and of the forest folk, and bring peace between our two peoples." 
 Lady Eydis had participated in too many pack intrigues not to be wary. "I know you, you sly old man. You only volunteer information if you seek gain. What exactly do you want of me?" 
 "It's not much, really," Jarl began. "Just a simple matter..." 
 "Out with it!" 
 "Well, my lady, your powers of persuasion are needed to convince your nephew to give the human a chance, for only if there's more between them than merely a physical attraction can the outsider truly become one of us." 
 The lady understood completely. 

Chapter Four 
Lady Eydis found Erik on the tallest parapet, the place he'd always gone to hide and lick his wounds, among other things, whilst a cub. She'd nursed him through broken bones on several occasions, for falling off while "scratching an itch," an itch Erik normally attributed to fleas. The proud dam of six male cubs, resulting in eight (errrr... make that nine as of this evening), half-bred grandcubs, she knew what young males got up to in secluded, out-of-the-way places alone. Thankfully, that wasn't happening now. "Sulking?" she asked. 

"No," Erik grumbled. He sat on the cool stone wall with hunched shoulders, knees pressed tightly to his chest, pitching off acorns. 

She gathered her skirts and lowered herself to Erik's side. The night held a bit of the chill of oncoming winter, and she wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders, a human affectation. Were she truly cold, she'd conjure a nice coat of warm fur without turning fully into wolf form, an ability that required lots of practice. An ability she, as the pack's alpha female, wasn't above showing off on occasion, if only to remind underlings of her strength and position within the pack. 

"Are you worried for the child? You needn't be," she murmured, breath clouding before her face. "The traders bring us half-breeds regularly, Erik. The den is quite full of them. We simply didn't have to reimburse them for this one." 

"It's not that and you know it!" Erik snapped, literally, teeth clashing together in his elongated mouth. 
 An equally powerful alpha, Erik shouldn't have been fighting to maintain human form, no matter how emotional he was. Whatever had gotten her nephew so agitated as to lose control? Eydis tried to keep satisfaction from her voice. "Oh? And what else could bring you out here tonight, then?" 
 The man who'd been named pack leader upon his father's death, and whom Eydis had faithfully served as regent until he grew of age, reminded her of the whiny cub he'd once been. "I've waited forever! All my den mates have long since been joined! The babe of prophecy should have arrived years ago! And been human! The prophecy must be wrong." His bottom lip poked out. "I don't care to wait another eighteen summers." 
 "Well, maybe next time," she said, patting his arm. She knew her brother's son very well; Erik being so very much like his father. All she needed to do was say the words, "The human is your mate," and her nephew would suddenly change his tune and most likely flee into the forest with his tail tucked firmly between his legs. While he may have wanted someone with whom to share his life and the responsibility of ruling, having that someone picked out for him by another, or in this case a manuscript more ancient than Old Jarl, wouldn't sit well. Eventually he'd rebel. 
 Since her nephew was undeniably an alpha male, clan lord, and head of the family, Eydis could not pick his mate like she could for a beta like Ragnar, regardless of human customs that stated only after being mated could a youth fully join society. However, if she bodily shielded the human, screaming, "Don't you dare come any closer!" Erik would waste no time in devising a plan (several, since the first three were destined for failure, if past evidence held true) to get him. "Did you happen to see the human who brought the child?" she asked conversationally. "Rather fetching, wouldn't you say, in a mortal, only-has-one-form kind of way." 
 "Yes," Erik replied, just a bit of surliness bleeding away. 
 "And, if I'm not mistaken, he appeared quite impressed by you, too." 
 Erik's eyes left whatever they'd been studying to focus on Eydis. "Really?" His muzzle retreated, leaving his face fully human-looking again. 
 Sometimes Eydis wondered what had gone wrong in Erik's mother's pregnancy to produce so dim a candle as Erik could be at times. For a leader, he often allowed himself to be led. A fact she intended to help the human exploit to the fullest. Someone had to be the brains of the outfit. Everyone knew rulers were only as great as their advisors and inner circle, and that the Alpha Bitch supplied the true power behind the throne. 
 "Yes, really. In fact," she leaned in to whisper into his ear, "being that you're the forest lord, I think it appropriate that you get to know this visitor. To make him feel welcome, of course." 
 She added the words she trusted to get Erik's attention like no other. "I mean, he has no close kin after being outcast. I think you should offer to arrange a match. He is of age. When the first snows fall, Tomas will be of age also and will be looking for a male to share his bed." 
 Erik's jaw clenched and a vein protruded from his forehead, confirming Jarl's claim that indeed a joining of destined mates would soon take place. Interesting. 
 Eydis decided to test the theory. "Tomas is very handsome, don't you think? I wonder what our village lad will think of him. They're nearly the same age, and I believe they'd be such a handsome couple." She faked a dreamy smile, observing Erik from the corner of her eye. 
 The vein throbbed, and Erik's breathing deepened. He said not a word, probably due to the wolf's snout he now wore -- a full snout this time. 
 Precisely the response she'd hoped for. "I believe I'll check on our guest before retiring," she said, patting Erik's knee. "He's in the guest quarters, I'm told. That's the second floor guest quarters, third room on the left. You know, the one with the big brass knocker." She examined her nephew's stern visage, worried she'd pushed him beyond comprehension. She pressed her lips against Erik's furry cheek and rose, turning quickly before he saw her triumphant smile. If Erik was half the wolf she thought him to be, it wouldn't be long until the castle filled with passionate howls late in the night. And this time they wouldn't be coming from Lady Isibel's quarters. 
 *** Erik located the human's room with little trouble. A huge placard on the door read, "Human inside. Alone. Naked," in his aunt's distinctively flowery script. Led by his mating instincts, Erik stepped inside. 

The human in question sprawled across the bed, wrapped in a warm robe. Yes, Aunt Eydis had exquisite taste in handsome men. The human pleased the eye quite nicely, and the nose, too, now that he no longer clutched a soiled baby. Most interesting of all were his fair hair and complexion, so different from most of the forest folk's. 

For years, Erik had eagerly awaited each and every golden-haired arrival, looking for the babe of prophecy. He'd stood idly by, watching full-grown human males being claimed by another or sent to the highland folk to seek a mate there. Erik and disappointment were old acquaintances. He'd reached manhood five summers ago. Past time to take a mate. 

Thick lashes, burnished bronze by the candle flames' glow, parted, and eyes the color of summer bluebells gazed up at Erik. "You really be the forest lord." When the stranger sat up, the robe slipped from one pale shoulder. Certain parts of Erik noticed more than others. For instance, his left elbow didn't respond at all. His cock, however, did. Immediately and decisively. 

Erik fought down a moment of panic. Forest lords were cool and sophisticated at all times, like his father and grandfather before him. They didn't stammer like a cub that'd just left the security of the den for the grownups' table. "In the flesh, but call me Erik, please," he managed to say through a mouthful of drool. His tongue felt heavy and didn't move at his command, like the time Eydis spilled laudanum on his fur and he'd foolishly licked it off. 

"Erik," the naked stranger said, the "r" rolling around his tongue before falling off. Erik shivered at how delicious that one simple name sounded coming from the villager's lips. "I'm Galen Olaf..." The blond vision shook his head, curls cascading around his face. "I guess I be Olaf-kin no more." Sorrow clouded those beautiful blue eyes. 

Erik waited, but no more information followed. Eager to learn all that he could about this intriguing newcomer, he leaned against the mantel, managing a quick save when he nearly missed with his elbow. "I meant to do that," he said, clinging to the mantel. 

Galen gave him a disbelieving "if you say so" face. The forest lord scrutinized his guest by the fire's glow, very pleased with what he saw. "Tell me, Galen, 
 what's the real reason you brought me that baby?" The handsome villager bolted upright, robe pooling around his waist. Smooth skin, tanned by the sun on arms and face, lured Erik's tongue for a taste. That is until..."Th…the...baby!" the man yelled, "he... he... he turned into a wolf!" Those intriguing eyes grew wider than trenchers. 

Uh-oh, here we go again; sheltered lowlander wakes up and smells the spiced ale. Outside the village boundaries existed a great big world, and not all her inhabitants fully human. Quite frankly, the vast majority were not. If humans truly understood their minority, they'd probably all die of fright. Easing new clan members into this reality required delicacy and finesse, a lesson learned the hard way long ago. Humans who ran screaming from the castle attracted things that liked to give chase. The more they were chased, the more the humans screamed and ran -- a vicious, time-consuming cycle. After about the tenth such incident, the elders assembled and devised an initiation protocol -- lying through their teeth, or plying newcomers with heavy drink before breaking the news. 

"I have no idea what you're talking about," Erik said, attempting to appear casual, toying with a figurine upon the mantel -- a figurine of a wolf cub, romping with its human-form sibling. Erik shot a look to see if Galen noticed, then pushed the trinket behind an earthenware vase. To the uninitiated, a wolf mouth fastened to a human-looking throat might not appear a playful gesture. 

"Bu... but... I saw it! I handed Einar to the lady, and she growled, and he... he... he turned into a bloody wolf!" 

Erik forced a laugh. "A wolf, you say? How absurd. Tell me, friend, exactly how much wine did you consume tonight?" 

Disbelieving eyes skewered Erik. Ah, so this human wasn't the gullible type that some of his predecessors had been. Good. Erik's wolf nature did love a challenge. 
 "I'm telling you, your aunt turned Einar into a wolf!" Galen wailed. 
 "Tsk, tsk, tsk. I'm going to have a word with Lady 
 Isibel about giving our guests strong spirits. A wolf 
 indeed! Ha!" 
 "Bu... but..." Erik's guest appeared to be wavering. 
 "He were a babe one click, and the next..." 
 "... and the next he lay in my dear auntie's arms, 
 swaddled in her fur shawl." 
 "A shawl? I didn't see any fur shawl." Galen's glared 
 disbelievingly through slitted eyes, taking on a certain 
 wolfish quality, unknowingly in keeping with his 
 surroundings. 
 Erik hadn't earned the title "stubborn oaf" from his 
 aunt for nothing. "You just said that you saw the child 
 wrapped in wolf's fur, did you not?" 
 "Wolf's fur?" The blond sounded doubtful, not as 
 sure as before. 
 "Yes, wolf's fur. It's not like we're lacking for the 
 creatures." 
 "Wolf fur." Ah, now the man was trying to convince 
 himself. Good. 
 "Yes, wolf fur." Erik regarded Galen with a critical 
 gaze. "You don't actually believe that a child can turn 
 into a wolf, do you?" Erik backed up a step, leaving an 
 unspoken, "Are you a lunatic?" hanging in the air. "Well, I... " 
 "You're probably unused to strong spirits. The wine 
 made you see such things." 
 "Wine? But I didna drink any." 
 "See, there you go!" Erik waved a hand dramatically 
 in the air. "I clearly saw Lady Isibel refill your cup thrice. So yes, just the wine. Perhaps we'll water it for you next time. I'm told you village folk normally drink 
 ale. Perchance we should find a barrel or two." "It were just the wine?" Galen's eyes practically 
 begged for reassurance. 
 "Just the wine. The child sleeps now in the de... 
 nursery, along with the other cu... young ones." Erik 
 slowly relaxed. It looked like the elders knew what they 
 were talking about. Outright lying beat the running and 
 screaming thing paws down. "The babe is fine, and you 
 can see him on the morrow." 
 "I can?" 
 "Yes, you can. Tomorrow. Now for tonight..." The visitor from beyond the wood flushed, grabbing 
 the edges of the robe and pulling them up to his chin. 
 "I'm naked!" he pointed out, chancing a quick look-see 
 beneath the satin brocade before hastily retying the sash. Erik's success in calming his guest's apprehension left 
 him free to contemplate the not-naked-enough man lying 
 in the bed. A big bed. None in the castle were bigger, 
 save for Lady Isibel's, and hers was specially made to 
 accommodate her ever-widening girth and two mates. Personally, Erik thought the stranger looked small 
 and lonely in so large a bed. Such a bed should be 
 shared. "You're not naked," he scoffed. "I'd notice." "You would?" Galen's racing heartbeat could have 
 been heard clear across the room, even if Erik hadn't 
 possessed such keen hearing. 
 Feeling a bit wolfish, Erik smiled, fighting not to 
 leer. "An attractive man such as yourself, naked and 
 lying a few mere paces away? Yes, I'd notice." Galen flinched. "Men shouldna talk to other men that 
 way. 'Tis forbidden." 
 Erik stepped forward. Galen shrank back. 
 A knock sounded on the door. 
 Erik growled, "Who is it?" 
 Silence, followed by shuffling footsteps heading 
 away from the door. The scent of disappointed beta male 
 hit Erik's nose. His inner creature crowed in triumph, I 
 am the wolf! 
 Listening until the footsteps faded from hearing, Erik 
 asked, "Now where was I? Oh yes. Men doing more 
 than thumping their chests, downing ale, and chasing 
 females together may be forbidden elsewhere, but you 
 forget that I'm the forest lord. Here I rule. If I say we all 
 stand on our heads and juggle apples with our toes, my 
 word is law." 
 Actually, that presented quite an amusing image until 
 Erik visualized his aunt in such a pose. He did not care 
 to see the garments women wore under their voluminous 
 skirts. He nearly choked on his horror. What if she, like 
 Isibel, wore nothing beneath? He trained his eyes on the 
 handsome stranger, willing that image to go away, lest 
 he never be capable of coupling again. A few moments 
 passed before Erik regained normal breathing. One tiny step at a time, he eased closer, determined 
 not to frighten his guest. At the very edge of the bed, he 
 stopped. Fire danced through his veins, filling him with 
 the need to be closer still, to run his hands over the fine 
 skin of Galen's chest. What was wrong with him? No 
 stranger to the ways of a man with a man, he'd never 
 before been so aroused. 
 Stepping behind an ornately backed chair to hide the 
 evidence of his sudden attraction, he asked, "So tell me, 
 Galen. Why did you enter my forest tonight, when all 
 good farmsteaders are asleep in their beds, shivering at 
 the thought of the creatures that dwell in my realm? 
 Surely delivering a baby could be handled by the 
 nomadic tribes who roam the land. And while I 
 understand his arrival, I'm not sure I fully grasp yours." Galen's swallowed hard, throat bobbing. "I told 
 you..." 
 "I don't believe that you stole yourself a brother, and 
 a need never existed to save him from the traders. All 
 our half-breeds are brought to us. It's part of our treaty 
 with other clans." 
 "It is?" Galen replied meekly. Under his breath, he 
 added, "Then why did Kitta say..." puzzlement in his 
 eyes. 
 Arms folded across his chest, Erik waited, raising a 
 questioning eyebrow. "So why are you really here?" After a staring contest of several heartbeats, Galen 
 sighed and looked away. "Well, all right, then. My 
 friend Esja begged me to bring the child here, for she 
 couldna make the journey herself, and the villagers said 
 they were going to sell him. I'm not sure who the mother 
 is, but I thought she'd want better for her son than to 
 have him reared in slavery in some faraway land. Esja 
 ne'er told me that I were bringing the lad to his da." Still Erik waited. "Slavery? Is that what you think 
 would have happened?" 
 Galen nodded, staring at the walls, then at the ceiling. 
 Next came the huge canopy of the bed, then the thick 
 woven rug... 
 "That explains the child's presence, but you still 
 haven't entirely answered my question," Erik reminded 
 him. "Why are you here?" 
 Finally came the confession he'd been waiting for. 
 "She also wanted me to find sanctuary away from the 
 village." 
 "And why is that?" 
 Galen glowered, an effort wasted on Erik, who 
 thought his guest appeared quite stunning when angry. 
 "You're not gonna stop until I tell everything, are you?" 
 the blond barked. The harsh tones stroked the wolf lord's libido like a warm, caressing hand. Barks, yips, and 
 growls were a language that he understood. 
 "I'm still waiting," Erik replied, bunching his hands 
 into the fabric of his waistcoat, fighting temptation to 
 bury them in Galen's curls and... 
 Flopping back on the bed, face obscured by a pillow, 
 Galen mumbled, "Because me uncle betrayed me. At 
 first he said he wanted me to join with a village lass and 
 take me rightful place as head of the family, but he lied." "Isn't that what villagers do? Join and make more 
 villagers? You didn't want to?" 
 "No. And not with any available to me." 
 "Who then?" 
 Something incomprehensible emerged from the 
 pillow. 
 "What's that? I didn't hear you." 
 "I said, 'I doona want a woman.' That's not accepted 
 in the village. Old Kitta, the village witch, said that's not 
 true in the forest. My uncle plotted for me to be caught 
 in the hayloft with the smith's son, so the villagers 
 would drive me into the woods to be eaten by wolves. I 
 took the babe because Kitta told me that the wolves 
 served the forest lord and he'd come to no harm, and I 
 were hoping they'd let me live long enough to see the 
 child safe." 
 "And you'd sacrifice your life for the child's? A child 
 you don't truly know." 
 "I figured me and the child helped each other. The 
 babe needed me to bring him here, and he'd buy me time 
 to make me plea to the forest... errrr... to you. Not to 
 mention protecting the mother and me friends." Outwardly Erik scowled; inwardly he smiled. 
 Wouldn't it be wonderful to find a mate so cunning, yet 
 so honest? Who could reason a way to benefit not only 
 himself, but others? Erik silently began a list of things he wanted in a mate. So far he had: male, golden hair, blue eyes, creamy white skin, and capable of 
 rationalization. If the tenting beneath the robe indicated a certain part of Galen's anatomy other than a kneecap, he could check off "well endowed" too, which he'd exaggerated knowledge of in the forest for his audience's benefit. Honestly, who'd believe he could determine a man's length with simply a sniff? Half your clan, that's 
 who. 
 Then the human's last statement sank in. "You have 
 no desire for a woman? Then it's true that you've been 
 thrown out for desiring men?" 
 That lovely white skin colored so beautifully. 
 "A...aye," the human mumbled. "The blacksmith's son 
 lured me into the barn. Before anything happened, he 
 screamed. His father and brother came running, hauling 
 me to the tavern steps for judgment." He uttered, "Darn 
 the luck," so quietly that a normal human wouldn't have 
 heard. 
 Erik heard and wasn't pleased. Another touching this 
 blond? He didn't like that idea at all. "Do you know why 
 he lured you?" 
 Galen sighed, running long fingers through his curly 
 blond locks. Erik followed the motion with his eyes, 
 fascinated. "Me uncle wanted me inheritance. With the 
 heir out of the way, he now owns a fine home and 
 flocks. Things he'd only tend for me once I were head of 
 the family." 
 Hmm... "Flocks, did you say? Do you mean sheep?" "Aye. Sheep, cattle, goats." 
 Very interesting. Whoever took Galen to mate would 
 be entitled to a dowry. He wondered how the uncle 
 would feel about a few missing lambs. The more 
 valuable the mate, the larger the dowry. At the moment, 
 to be fair, by current standards Galen could command at least six sheep. Not only would six sheep provide an adequate joining feast, fresh mutton did much to win the 
 clan's favor. 
 Tomas simply wouldn't do, regardless of what Aunt 
 Eydis thought. He might be a cousin, but he was also a 
 sniveling brat, only to be considered a man if he 
 miraculously survived the prerequisite time. To Erik's 
 way of thinking, Tomas was a sheep in wolf's clothing. 
 This fine example of a human swathed in satin deserved 
 a real wolf. Someone like... like... 
 Maybe sleeping on it would help. And sleeping 
 alone... well, Erik had done too much of that lately. His 
 guest freely (okay, under duress) admitted to being 
 attracted to men. What kind of host would Erik be if he 
 didn't take the time to get to know Galen's likes and 
 dislikes, to take into consideration while finding a 
 suitable mate? 
 Another knock sounded on the door. 
 "What do you want?!" Erik bellowed. 
 "M...my apologies, my lord. I didn't know you'd 
 beaten me, I mean, that you'd, I mean..." Again, 
 shuffling footsteps led from the door, a lesser male 
 discouraged. 
 Erik threw open the door, ripping the placard from 
 the wall. There, that should stop them! Hiding his 
 frustration, he stepped back into the room, gracing the 
 villager with his most winning smile. "Sorry about that." 
 He began the painstaking process of unbuttoning and 
 removing his clothes. Buttons! What a necessary evil. "Hey! What do you think you're doing!" Galen 
 sputtered. 
 "Going to bed?" 
 Galen drew away as far as the headboard allowed, 
 pulling the bed covers beneath his chin. "Get to your 
 own bed!" 
 Erik displayed his best wolfish grin. "You forget, I'm 
 the forest lord. I rule this fortress and all therein. So, in a 
 manner of speaking, this is my bed. And if I yell, unlike 
 that oaf in the village, I can promise that it won't be for 
 my kin." 
 *** Galen never saw Erik move. One moment fully clad, naked and bouncing on the bed the next, the forest lord never allowed Galen time to look his fill of lean, sinewy muscles beneath a generous covering of coarse hair. The man's grin once more brought to mind the big, black wolf from the forest. 

"Wha..." A man! In bed! With Galen! And not just any man, but a forest lord. A handsome, grinning forest lord who seemed perfectly content to be there. By the gods! A completely naked forest lord! 

"So, you've never tumbled in the hay with a village lad, when it wasn't interrupted by offended kin?" the lord asked in an off-handed manner. 

"NO!" Damn it! 
 Erik waved a hand down his rather well-formed body, like the tavern keeper's wife indicating the day's 

special. Only, Erik's body appeared far more appetizing, and probably far younger, than the aforementioned special. "What are you waiting for?" he asked. 

"But... I never... I can't... everyone says it's wrong!" Galen's voice held a pleading edge, one that he knew clearly voiced, "I don't really care how wrong it is, with enough practice I'm sure I'll improve!" 

Erik leaned in, his moustache tickling Galen's ear when he whispered, "What happens in the forest stays in the forest." 

Once the shock wore off, Galen considered, seriously considered, the implications. Could he really experience for himself what some village women often described, in way too much detail for a celibate man? Or the anticipated delights Svienn used to trick him into the barn? "So, anything I want to do I can do, and none will be the wiser?" he asked -- for clarification's sake, mind. This man was a stranger. He couldn't, he really couldn't consider... 

Erik's grin, if possible, grew wider. "Anything." "Ummm..." That required some thought. "Anything" wasn't very much when you didn't know what all it entailed. "Y... you do know I've ne'er done this afore, right?" he ventured. 
 "It has come to my attention," came the smug reply. "Don't worry, I have. Many times." 
 Galen chewed his bottom lip, thinking things over, something he'd been accused of not doing often enough. Svienn so easily outsmarting him forced him to agree. "I'm told it can be quite painful for those as don't know what they're doing." 
 "It can. Lucky for you I know exactly what to do." 
 What little Galen did know amounted to what parts went where and that one "gave" and the other "received." Surely, in this case, the giving would be easier, right? He'd never heard of any pain associated with that. Even his uncle's bull (actually Galen's by rights), the dumbest creature in the field (in Galen's opinion), could manage that much. So it must be the easier part. "Good. Since you're experienced, then you can be on the bottom!" he announced cheerfully. 
 "But... but... I'm the forest lord!" Erik protested. "A leader, a man among men, the undisputed..." 
 Galen and Erik locked eyes, each fighting for dominance. Dominance -- another thing Galen lacked experience with, unfortunately, and he failed miserably. When he dropped his gaze away first, Erik grinned in victory. "Don't worry, I'll be gentle." 
 The fire and candlelight bathed Erik's body in shadow and light. He lay there, a self-assured smile on his face. Galen slid his gaze down the forest lord's body. It came to an abrupt halt at... "By the gods! No! No! No!" he exclaimed, jerking away from the engorged member jutting from Erik's body. He flung back the covers, no longer worried for his nakedness. Slower than Erik, he never made it out of the bed before the stronger, larger man pinned him to the soft feather mattress. His robe, now strangely missing the tie, flapped open. 
 Memories of Svienn flittered through his mind. What was he doing? He shot a worried glance around the room, searching for angry kinfolk, then gazed up at Erik with wild, fearful eyes. "Promise you won't howl for the wolves to come eat me?" 
 Erik's strong, heavily muscled arms firmly wrapped around Galen's body. "Trust me," he said, all humor gone from his face. Something burned within his eyes that made Galen want to take that advice. He slowly relaxed, heaving out a sigh. 
 "That's better." Erik's hold eased, but his arms remained around Galen's waist. "I'll make it good for you; you have my word." 
 *** Eyes riveted to Galen's, Erik leaned in, brushing their lips together. When Galen didn't pull away, Erik pushed the advantage, and his tongue, into Galen's mouth. Expecting some resistance, he rode out the moment of hesitation and uncertainty that new experiences inspired, ready to escape if the man in his grasp reacted violently. 

He held still, waiting, waiting. At last, Galen responded, tentatively twining tongues with Erik. Brush, retreat, brush a little longer, retreat a little less, until Galen fully engaged in the enthusiastic explorations of an innocent, caught in the novelty of something very new, and very pleasant. 

Keeping the young man distracted with an everdeepening kiss, Erik let his hands roam, starting with Galen's golden curls and working down a pair of tootight shoulders. A little kneading unknotted the worst of the tension. He ran a hand underneath the robe, down skin much smoother than his people's -- the wolf folks' being slightly rough from the lush fur hiding beneath the surface -- wondering how Galen's skin would feel harboring the same secret. His fingers danced down sides that flinched when he found a ticklish spot, or had Galen pressing into Erik's touch, indicating pleasure and "more, please." 

How responsive this villager was. Without the first word, he clearly revealed what he liked and didn't. He tensed briefly when Erik's finger slid the robe open a little more and delved between his firm buttocks, relaxing again when Erik pushed no further. 

Erik broke the kiss, mouth seeking out the juncture of neck and shoulder, his own favorite licking and sucking zone. Would this man like it as much as Erik did? "Ahhhh..." Galen cried on an exhale, pushing against Erik's tongue. Maybe so. 

Gentle licking progressed to light sucking, the saltiness of Galen's skin a treat for an excited forest dweller. Ever so softly, Erik scraped his teeth down Galen's throat, earning a wanton moan for his efforts. Working his way down a hard, labor-muscled chest, lightly sprinkled with hair that glittered gold in the firelight, he wrapped his fingers around Galen's cock, giving a few experimental strokes. Galen thrust into his hand. Encouraged, he wandered lower with his mouth, flattening his tongue to moisten the skin of his guest's belly. Down, down, agonizingly slowly, his mouth finally reached the prize it sought. He took a deep breath, blowing it out over Galen's cock. 

"Oh me gods!" Galen exclaimed, hands fisting in the covers. 
 Erik opened his mouth, taking Galen in. "Aahhh!" Galen arched his back, forcing himself deeper into Erik's throat. If he'd not been expecting the exuberant ways of a virgin, Erik might have choked. 
 Wait. A virgin. The man was no experienced tryst, but a virgin. This night would set the course for all later sexual romps. If Erik took his time, made the evening perfect, then no matter who Galen coupled with in the future, he'd always remember this glorious first time -and who'd given him so great a gift. 
 Erik reluctantly pulled off with a wet pop. "I suppose that, being a virgin, you'll want wine, candlelight, music..." 
 Voice husky with need, Galen whimpered, "Lord Erik?" 
 "Yes?" 
 "Shut up and do to me what you will." 
 Erik, for once in his life, took the offered advice, crawling up Galen's body for a kiss. The moment his lips touched Galen's, the world tilted. Or rather, Erik found himself flat on his back, a dangerous predator crouched above him. Damnation! This human could teach the wolf folk a thing or two about pouncing! 
 "Ummmmmm!" he tried to exclaim, fighting to come up for air. Galen's searing kiss curled his toes, his hair, and several other body parts, and he was glad for his nakedness, for surely this aggressive creature would spare no thought for ripping off his finery. Unlike the majority of the pack, Erik had never so much as lost a stocking due to a hasty, unplanned transformation -- or a sexual encounter. For this, he'd willingly sacrifice a tunic or two. 
 "If I find meself again on the tavern steps for judgment, this time I intend to earn me place there," the villager said, struggling out of the robe and dropping it to the floor. 
 Unable to argue with such logical thinking, Erik reached over to the bedside table and found the vial of scented oil he'd noticed earlier. Leave it to his auntie to thus prepare a guest's room, although visualizing Aunt Eydis at a time like this very nearly halted the seduction. 
 While Galen's tongue searched for whatever it had lost inside Erik's mouth, Erik slipped a well-oiled finger into Galen's arse. Galen's uttered an unintelligible, "Mmmppphhhh!" 
 Rather than pull away, as Erik expected a shy virgin to do, Galen impaled himself on the questing digit. One finger became two. This would have been so much easier if Galen were of the wolf folk and could stretch muscles at will. Humans couldn't, a fact Erik had discovered during his own forays out of the forest. While Cousin Ragnar dallied with village lasses, Erik sought out the occasional willing lad, and a visit to the highland tribes always proved entertaining. There were plenty of warriors in search of male mates, and most visits to the lofty tribes resembled one long auditioning process. Erik made the trip often. How this one comely villager had managed to escape notice during his travels, Erik would never know. Did they keep all the best ones hidden? 
 He lined himself up and broke away from the kiss long enough to instruct, "Go slowly, I don't want you hurt," silently adding to himself, ‘cause then you won't want to do it again. 
 Slowly, Galen sank down onto Erik's length, a feeling so incredible, so right, that Erik once more recollected the boastful tales of what having a mate of one's own was like. If perfection could only be found with one's mate, this would do until then. 
 Galen, for a novice, performed energetically, hissing between his teeth and generally getting into the spirit of things after overcoming the initial discomfort. Well, actually a bit more than that, bouncing happily and screaming, "Oh, dear heavens, that's good!" 
 Erik agreed and held his overly enthusiastic lover's hips steady with one hand, lest the man bounce off and wind up on the floor. His other hand pumped Galen's flesh in time with their mating. 
 All was fine until Erik approached climax. When he released his fluids into Galen's body, Galen's body tightened, too, pulsing moist spatters across Erik's chest. Shuddering through completion, for the first time ever, Erik changed involuntarily. 
 He wasn't the only one. 
 *** Three floors above the guest chamber, Lady Eydis burrowed into her bedcovers, plumping a pillow over her head to drown out the howls of Erik and his new mate. Her smile didn't fade until she fell back to sleep. 
 ***  

"I'm a wolf!" Galen howled the next morning upon awakening. Erik rose and stretched, willing himself out of animal form and resuming his more human shape. He turned admiring eyes to Galen, now sporting a thick growth of honey-colored fur. Hmmm... The villager made a rather lovely wolf. Perhaps the lad was a half-breed himself, for only those of the blood could take wolf form. Unless, of course, they mated with their destined partner, ridiculous in this case. The prophecy said so. 

"Did you not know that the forest people possess two forms?" Erik asked, disregarding the previous evening's, "What wolf cub? I didn't see any wolf cub," argument. "Surely everyone knows that. If they don't, then they should." His mind briefly revisited one of the tastier thieves he'd met in his youth. Then again, too much knowledge could be a bad thing, he supposed. 

"Kitta never said that the forest people possess two forms! She just said that the forest lord be handsome... "  Galen bit off his words with a sharp click of pointed teeth. Erik hid a smirk. Faking a recovery, Galen continued his rant. "And... and... wolves be evil!" 

Erik gave Galen his best put-upon look, the one that worked on everyone but Aunt Eydis and Old Jarl. "Yeah, yeah. And all villagers carry pitchforks and torches. Everywhere. All the time. They even sleep with the twice-damned things!" 

"But... but... the villagers said... " 
 Erik bent down, nose to muzzle with Galen. His anger lessened. In a very short time, the mortal's entire belief system had vanished, replaced by facts known to very few of his race, regardless of what Erik said. "The 
 villagers also think that you don't deserve to live because you crave a man's touch." Galen blinked wide, golden eyes. What a glorious creature he made. The fur standing on end on his back slowly lowered, his head following suit. 

Pressing the advantage of his guest's confusion, Erik rationalized, "If they lied about that, couldn't it stand to reason that they lied about the forest dwellers' two forms? You've heard of such creatures, have you not?" 

"Those be stories, told to amuse wee ones." 
Ah, this poor misguided soul. "No, they're not merely stories, for in this fortress dwell many such beings. And guests frequent my home who can transform into fantastic creatures that've likely been maligned by humans. What other lies did your elders feed you?" 

Galen's growl softened to a lovely, low pitch that called to Erik's inner wolf, inviting play and so much more. Down boy! Erik scolded. 

His inner wolf pouted. You never let me have any fun. "They told me that bad wolves eat people, and that good wolves serve the forest lord. They never said that you be wolves yourselves! But what of me? I'm not a wolf!" The low growl escalated to a whine. Oh-oh, better act fast. Whines weren't good things. They could either settle into a snit or elevate into full-blown panic. 
 "I beg to differ, but, furry body? Check. Four legs? Check. Sharp teeth? Check. You, my dear man, are quite obviously a wolf. Unfortunate side effect, apparently. One I didn't anticipate, either." Galen pulled back his lips, showing gleaming white teeth. Both Erik and his inner wolf poised to flee. 

Angry mates are dangerous, Wolf Erik said. 

Not my mate, Erik shot back. He took a long, hard look at Galen, hunkered down and inching forward, teeth barred. We run on my signal, Erik told his wolf. 
 Inspiration struck before Galen did. "I know!" Erik cried, "Let's go show the seer! He's the wisest man we have." 
 Galen brightened. "And he can help me?" 

"Help you? You don't need help. You're perfect. I just want to show you off! I'll be the envy of the pack!" Praise always worked on Isibel. Maybe it would work on this villager-turned-pack-member. 

Erik dressed quickly and marched downstairs, head held high, trying to ignore the danger at his back. Wolves can smell fear, Erik's own wolf reminded him, to which he replied with all the sarcasm he could muster, Really? I didn't know that. I mean, I've only been one since birth! 

Continuing his inward battle, Erik measured his steps carefully while trying to appear nonchalant. No need adding embarrassment to injury. Galen followed unsteadily behind him. Having two extra legs and a tail to deal with required practice. Judging from their time in bed, the man learned quickly. No doubt he'd master the art of four legs in no time. 

Galen made such a spectacular example of wolfhood, and what an adventurous lover! He'd be an excellent mate for someone. Too bad the prophecy dictated that Erik wait for some future baby to arrive, then grow up, before taking a mate. An unbidden growl emerged, and not solely from his wolf, when he thought of another having Galen. Coughing into his fist disguised the sound. 

He ignored annoying nails screeching across stone and the inevitable thump, thump, thump, of a new wolf learning to navigate stairs by doing it wrong the first time. 

Entering the great hall as if he owned it, which he did, Erik thought smugly, Oh, yes, they're seeing this.  He reveled in the excited, "Ohhhs," and "Ahhhhs," of his people. 

Circling the room, Galen dogging, or rather, wolfing, his heels, gave all the people time to admire the sleek body of the former villager. 

"What a lovely wolf!" Aunt Eydis exclaimed, the first of many to remark on the newest member of the pack. 

"I'm a wolf!" Galen wailed. 
 Really, the man acted as though that was a bad thing! 
 "Yes, and a fine example to be sure." Eydis scratched his ears affectionately. 
 Erik growled. 
 "Touchy, touchy," his aunt replied, looking very pleased with herself. 

"Waahhh! I'm a wolf!" Galen cried again. "Now I gotta eat people!" 
 "Only the bad ones," Eydis assured him. 
 "Oh, what a fine howl he has!" Lady Isibel stepped up between her two miniature mates, handing Eydis a blanket. She towered above her matched set of men. 
 "Yes, he does." 
 The thick blanket dropped over Galen and the Alpha Bitch chuffed. The blanket twisted and turned until Galen's now human head poked out from under its confines. "Much obliged," he mumbled from his woolen sanctuary. 
 "Don't mention it," Eydis replied. "You'll learn in time how to turn at will. Until then, any alpha can help you." 
 Galen peered out from under the blanket, casting a cutting, squint-eyed glare at Erik. "Any alpha?" he squawked. "As in: the forest lord could have turned me back at any time?" 
 Several pairs of accusing eyes turned to Erik. "Hey!" he shouted. "He's a gorgeous wolf! I wanted you to see him!" 
 Eydis smirked. "Yes, what an absolutely perfect Alpha Bitch he'll make, too!" 
 "Wait! A what? Alpha Bitch?" Horror etched itself on Galen's face, showing no sign of leaving soon. 
 "Alpha Bitch?" Erik echoed. 
 Aunt Eydis directed her explanation to Galen. "Alpha Bitch is the customary title of the lead female of the pack. Or, in the case of an alpha male leader who prefers another male, then the title falls to the leader's mate. You, in this case." 
 "Me? I'm not his mate!" Galen shouted at the same time that Erik joined in, "He's not my mate!" 
 "Oh yes, you are, and he is," came the voice of authority in the form of Old Jarl. 
 "What?" Galen and Erik gasped in unison. 
 "There are certain advantages to being a wolf's mate," Eydis put in, patting Galen's arm. 
 Galen looked skeptical. "And those be?" 
 "Well, for one thing, though our unmatched individuals are free to dally wherever they please, once officially mated, it's for life, holding true to our wolf nature." 
 "For life!" Galen eyes rolled back and he appeared faint. 
 "Well, mostly, if you overlook a certain bitch named Marta," Isibel interjected. 
 "But he can't be my mate!" Erik groaned, vigorously rubbing both hands against his temples. 
 "Nay! I am not his mate!" Galen added his voice, which held the same menace in human form that it did in wolf's. It seemed he'd recovered from his near swoon. 
 Despite Erik's protests, the creature dwelling inside him snapped, offended. He's mine! The alpha whined with the need to claim his mate again, showing one and all to whom the blond belonged. Edging away from the now panicking Galen, in case his alter ego planned something ill advised, Erik trusted his aunt to sort out the mess he'd made. She'd done such a good job of it the past. He needed time to think, and argue with his alternate form. 
 Leaving the boisterous great hall, Erik damped down the need to see to his distraught mate. "He's not my mate," Erik proclaimed under his breath. 

Oh, yes he is, his wolf maintained, and with a great deal of superiority. 
 "Is not!" 

Is too! 
 "Is not!" 

Could be worse. Marta. 
 Erik's wolf did make a good point. Exasperated, Erik asked the heavens, "Why does it have to be this man? What about the prophecy that says peace and prosperity will only come to our people if I join with the one foretold?" 
 "Why not him? He's handsome, not a lackwit, and not related. That's a big plus in our world." Jarl stepped through the door, breaching Erik's privacy, if having an argument with oneself counted as seclusion. 
 The old man's hand against his back effectively herded Erik away from the raised voice and piteous pleading that tugged on his heartstrings. His wolf rebelled, digging in its --and incidentally, Erik's -- heels, nearly toppling all three of them. Mate doesn't understand. Mate needs me, it argued. Must go! 
 Old Jarl reached out a weathered hand, scratching Erik behind the ears, possibly forgetting that Erik currently wore human form. The gesture calmed both Erik and his beast. 
 Leading the agitated dual entity away from the door, Jarl asked, "Now, tell me. Why do you object to our visitor becoming your mate?" 

Visitor, my eye! He's staying forever. Surprisingly, Erik found his opinion seconded his wolf's. Huh? We both want him to stay? Yes we do, they chorused in their silent communication. "How can he be my mate?" Erik asked aloud. "The prophecy states: 

Human hands will deliver him, 
 The mate foreseen of old, 
 A comely lad, fair of face, 
 That bard's tales have foretold, 
 He'll enter the forest a babe in the woods, A stranger to our ways, 
 With him he'll bring human ideals, 
 And remain throughout his days. 
 He'll learn to hunt and sing in the night, And run through thicket and glen, 
 In return he'll teach all we need to know To exist in the world of men. 
 When newly a man, he'll mate with the lord, His world and ours to combine, 
 And the child they'll raise will bring lasting 
 peace,  
 Ensuring survival of our kind.'"  
 He didn't dare repeat the alternate version he'd created in his youth: "He'll enter the forest naked and hung, Ready and willing for bed,
 With him he'll bring a rounded firm arse, And soft lips for giving..." 

Eydis and Jarl always smacked him before he completed the verse. 
 "So you see, Galen (oh, how heavenly the name felt rolling from his tongue!) can't possibly be my mate. Sadly, he's too old." 
 Old Jarl shook his head. "Has it ever occurred to you that 'human hands' might refer to his banishment at the hands of villagers and that 'babe in the woods' might be a poetic turn of phrase, not intended to mean a literal baby?" 
 Well, no. As a matter of fact, it hadn't. 
 Slinging a comradely arm about Erik's shoulders, the pack's eldest member continued, guiding with both words and footsteps. "I ask you: if your mate came here an infant, how then would he know the ways of men?" 
 Erik scratched his head while his inner wolf reared back on his haunches, scratching a flea-bitten ear with one hind foot. "And the child we'll raise?" 
 "It's long been a tradition that if the dominant pack leaders are unable to bear young of their own, they foster the cubs of close kin. From a reckless cousin, perhaps, who's sired a half-blood?" 
 Hmmm... With such a large extended family living under one roof, cousins were in plentiful supply. 
 "A child your mate is already familiar with, possibly," Jarl goaded. Did Erik detect a note of impatience in his tone? 
 Oh yeah! That child! Ragnar knew absolutely nothing about babies. If he had, he probably wouldn't have made one. High time Ragnar chose a mate. Marta, maybe? Nah, Erik merely wanted his cousin behaving, not afraid to touch a female again. The lout's current offspring, what did Galen call him? Einar? Yes, with the touch of family resemblance, the little halfling would make a perfect ward, snatched up early before his sire corrupted him. 
 Having the added benefit of a former human and a pack to guide him, the child very well could be the one to ensure the forest people's survival. 
 "Think the villager would go for it?" Erik asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 
 "You'll have to see to it that he does," replied the seer. 

You do that, Erik's wolf agreed. 

Chapter Five 
If he'd known Erik would question him so, Jarl might have devised a different poem, perhaps reducing it to say, "Join with whomever the seer says." How could he have known the clan would pick apart the words, analyzing every single one? Too late for second thoughts now. 

He tracked the click, click, click of Erik's boot heels, holding his breath and fighting the need for derogatory comments. Wrong direction. The retreating footsteps stopped, followed by the indecisive tapping of a single boot, softer now, just the toe, then the tapping grew louder, Erik returning to the great hall. He huffed, "I meant to do that," under his breath in passing. 

Counting to ten, the seer waited. Heavier footsteps than Erik's echoed off the stone walls of the passageway. 
 "Well?" a familiar baritone asked. 
 "So far, so good," Jarl replied. "Even Erik couldn't bungle this." 
 Lady Eydis chuckled, a rich, throaty sound. "Never underestimate the bungling powers of my nephew. He's quite accomplished, you know." 
 Old Jarl nodded his head in agreement. "Aye, that I do know full well." 
 A rustle of stiff taffeta and the scent of lavender grew closer. "Tell me. Do you really think this villager is the one, or do we make proper use of what's at hand?" 
 "That is to be seen, my lady. However, I sense that, once they put aside their stubbornness, the two do share an attraction. The fact that young Galen obtained wolf form from a single night in Erik's company... " He scrunched his lips tightly together, quelling a laugh. Had the two even had enough time for a proper conversation before getting down to business? Still, the young did tend to mate first, ask questions later, leading to many surprise joinings. 
 Yes, the pack could use more outsiders in their midst, particularly healthy and handsome ones like the people proclaimed the latest addition to be. And the human selected to fulfill "the prophecy" had been hand-picked by the village witch. From what Jarl had seen so far, she'd chosen well, even if unforeseen circumstances prompted the lad's arriving a bit earlier than expected. Erik needed to pull his head from his arse and get a move on in claiming his mate; rumors swirled of a growing list of challengers. Jarl never doubted who the winner would be; thick-headedness aside, Erik's leadership position came from more than an accident of birth. No more masterful or exemplary leader existed. 
 By his machinations, Jarl sought to avert an internal pack struggle. The people faced enemies aplenty without fighting amongst themselves. Which is why he'd set the wheels into motion to resolve the issue of succession once and for all. 
 "If I were you," he advised his ally, "I'd prepare to step down as Alpha Bitch." He pronounced the title deliberately, knowing she hated it but dared not correct an elder. Losing the title alone provided reason enough for the lady's cooperation in his schemes. 
 "Gladly," she replied, somewhat breathily. Did visions of a joining feast now waltz in her head? "I suppose, in that case, a suitable wardrobe is required. Did you see... Sorry, of course you didn't. Did you smell  those awful, threadbare clothes Erik's mate wore upon his arrival? The poor lad reeks of humans!" She retreated down the corridor, muttering about silk, satin, and what colors would bring out Galen's eyes. 
 Leaving Eydis to deal with details, Jarl reentered the hall to enjoy the day's entertainment -- the courtship of the inept, and a possible opportunity to save Erik from his own blunders. 
 *** Galen trembled, more from rage than from fear or cold, though he currently battled those as well. The forest folk didn't seem to notice his nakedness beneath the fine woolen blanket, never batting an eye at his bare legs protruding beneath the edges. Standing before the tavern seemed inconsequential compared to this. In short order he'd faced banishment from the village, while finding both Einar's father and sanctuary with the forest lord. But becoming a wolf? It's some trick. I'm asleep in the loft. 'Tis all a bad dream brought on by Auntie's cooking. 

Think again, a smug little inner voice responded. "What?!" Galen flinched, whipping his head from one side to the other. No one appeared to have spoken to 

him, being too busy chattering with each other. "Who said that?" he asked, not sure he really wanted the answer. 

It's me, your wolf, the voice persisted. And might I add a "way to go" on snagging the finest alpha this side of the great mountains? Can you pick 'em or what? We'll be alpha, too, soon, never you fear! 

Heart pounding, Galen noticed the direction of a passing female's eyes, along with her bashful grin, and pulled the blanket tighter around himself. 

"Lord Galen?" A hugely pregnant woman -- Isibel, was it? -- approached, grasping his elbow in a firm grip. "Join us at table?" 
 "Bu... but... I'm naked," he stammered. Reassurance in the form of an understanding smile lit up her face. "It happens. I wouldn't worry overly about such, were I you. There are plenty of suitable garments here, and the traders bring the finest materials with each visit." 

Too much in shock and disoriented to argue, not that he'd ever argued with a female successfully, he allowed the lady to lead him to the longest table he'd ever seen. She escorted him to the very end. "Shoo," she said to the man sitting in the chair to the right of the end seats. The man inclined his head, shuffling away. 

"This is your chair, the seat of honor to the right of Lord Erik. Enjoy your meal." She patted Galen's shoulder before waddling away down the length of the table to join a group of other pregnant women. They formed packs? Remembering his aunt's numerous confinements, visualizing four women yelling and throwing breakable objects, he eased his chair farther away until barely able to reach his trencher. 

One of the two short twins he'd noticed earlier pulled out one of three chairs at the head of the table, fixing an affectionate eye on Isibel. "She's really something, isn't she?" 

Recalling yet another manner he'd been taught from youth -- did this make four or five?-- Galen ventured, "I'm Galen Olaf... " He stopped, cheeks flaming. No, not Olaf-kin. Not anymore. "I'm Galen," he tried again. 

The shaggy-haired, jovial man slapped him on the back -- hard. Galen grabbed the table to keep from tumbling over it. "I know who you are, Galen Erikmate." 

Galen stiffened. "I am not his mate!" 
 Face splitting into a hearty grin, the man laughed. "Try telling that to someone who doesn't know the only 

way to turn a full human into a wolf. Besides, our quarters are below yours. I slept with a pillow over my head to drown out the howling. You're definitely Lord Erik's mate. I'm One, by the way." 

One what? Galen started to ask, before getting distracted by Erik's arrival. He should have known. Bristling with fury, he glared at the man who'd gotten him into this mess. 
 *** Her replacement settled in and showing no signs of running -- yet -- Lady Eydis snuck into the scullery, changing her elegant gown for something less noticeable, though much shorter. Well, no help for that now. She peeked from beneath the veil covering her face. The borrowed clothes reeked of unwashed servant girl, but she couldn't risk Old Jarl's keen nose sniffing out her scent and knowing she'd invaded his private rooms. 

A meal on the table assured her a few moments of privacy, and she crept into the elder's chambers, locating the massive tome that held the pack's history and the prophecy concerning Erik's mate. No leaving these things to chance. The leather-bound book, cracked and pitted with age, sat in a place of honor upon a high shelf, where they'd found it upon reclaiming the castle for their own. She took great care in removing it, placing it on Old Jarl's desk. A velvet ribbon marked the spot the seer had spent so much time studying before his vision faded 
 -- the prophecy of the current lord's mating. 

Holding a candle high to illuminate the ancient parchment, she longed to see for herself the words of a dead wise man that solidified the pack's future. The faded letters on a crumbling page would bring about so much necessary change. Erik's mating must remain undisputed for the dreaded title of Alpha Bitch to pass to another. 

Why, that sly old man! She slapped her free hand over her mouth to stifle screams of laughter at the words: "Two large eggs, one measure of barley flour..." 
 *** Erik swallowed hard, determined to hide his nervousness. Galen's wolf, though new and unlearned, could smell strong emotion. As if he did so every day, Erik carved up a choice piece of venison, placing the most succulent bits on his mate's trencher, as custom dictated. 

Two suspicious blue eyes watched his every movement. Erik, armed with a long, sharp blade, still worried. If his mate attacked, he'd be unable to defend himself, being unwilling to hurt the loveliest, brightest, smartest... What? 

Sorry,  Erik's wolf intoned, pulling back to his side of their shared consciousness. But he is. 
 "Why're you serving me?" Galen asked. 

His voice is a most welcome sound, like rain after a long dry spell. 
 "Stop it!" Erik muttered under his breath to his wolf, which had the nerve to snicker. 
 Galen jerked back, blinking puzzled, frightened eyes. "Stop what?" he demanded. 
 Galen and Erik's wolves both sneered at Erik. 
 Erik took a deep breath and explained, "I haven't a clue. Serving you just seemed -- right. If you were my mate, it would be my duty and honor to give you the best morsels because..." he snapped his jaws shut before, "so you can nourish our young," escaped. Erik's wolf laughed outright. 
 "But I'm not your mate!" Galen shouted, sounding less sure than he had earlier. 
 Erik and Galen locked eyes, a battle of wills ensuing. 
 Lady Eydis lowered herself into a chair across from Galen's. Two seated himself to Erik's left. 
 "Ahem." Both Erik and Galen glanced sharply toward Lady Eydis. "Even were you destined to spend eternity together, joining feasts take time. May I suggest that you use that time getting to know one another?" 
 "Excellent idea, Auntie," Erik replied, grateful for a respite from the rapidly growing tension. 
 Growling normally occurred at the table while dining; however, the growling emanating from the man to Erik's right didn't seem to be from enjoyment of a fine meal. Erik tuned it out as best he could, quelling the urge to sneak tempting tidbits Galen's way. 
 After the painfully long repast ended, Erik wiped his mouth on a napkin and excused himself, amid a chorus of loud belches, and escaped to his study, dragging his reluctant wolf every step of the way. 
 His peace shattered with a sharp rap on the door. "Who is it?" Erik groaned, in no mood for company. 
 "My lord?" The voice sounded steady and sure, unlike the ones who'd fled Galen's door the previous night. 
 Fingers pressing into his temples, Erik sighed and responded, "Enter." Being lord required that he see to his people's petitions. 
 Broad shoulders, black hair, and a steely glint to the eyes. That's the vision that hulked in the doorway. A pureblood. And close kin. 
 Erik knew without asking what had prompted the man's appearance at his door. He asked anyway, "Why are you here?" quietly answering to himself, because your ambitious parents put you up to it, no doubt. Just last season I called you "lad." 
 The formal words sounded forced and practiced. "I come to issue a challenge." 
 Yes, just as Erik believed. The nobles, tired of his single state and lack of heirs, had obviously decided on another to be their leader, prophecy be damned. 
 Erik sighed again. "Being leader isn't all it's cracked up to be. Constant intrusions, not a moment to yourself. 'Lord Erik' this and 'Lord Erik' that." 
 The man gasped, eyes wide and horrified. "Leader? I care naught to be leader. I challenge you for the villager. He's most comely." 

Whoo-hoo! Fight! Fight! Erik's wolf pranced excitedly inside Erik's body. Erik's headache escalated from a mild throbbing to full pounding. He cocked a disbelieving brow. "Are you sure about this?" 
 "Quite sure." 
 Throwing his hands up in resignation, Erik replied, "Remember that you asked for it." 
 It didn't take long to round up his guards, Jarl, and Eydis to bear witness. They, with Erik, his challenger, and his challenger's second, traveled away from the castle, toward the caves that offered the pack shelter through times of war. 
 Erik knew some among the people thought him weak because he wasn't a harsh lord, but at his father's knee he'd learned to rule with kindness and by being one of the people, only invoking his will when necessary. That form of leadership did result in the need to occasionally remind the ambitious that he held his rank for more reasons than a pedigree. 
 He handed his cloak to Eydis, stepping into the center of the clearing. Slowly and precisely, he removed his clothing, never taking his eyes off his opponent. Once they were both naked, they bowed from the waist to each other. Erik assumed wolf form before his challenger even straightened. Massive paws hit the man's chest, knocking him to the ground. Erik's mind skittered like a pebble over grooves before finally dropping into place, his alertness melding with his wolf's. His human cunning and planning meshed with the animal's primal instincts. As one they lowered their muzzle, lips pulled back in a menacing snarl. 
 The man froze, and Erik could feel him summoning the energy that shifted man to wolf. Although strong and determined, he was young, impetuous, and no match for his more skillful rival. All the power the man called, Erik waylaid and absorbed. With no means left, the fight ended before it began. 
 "Do you yield?" Erik heard his aunt ask. 
 "Aye," came the wavering reply from beneath Erik. 

Too easy, Erik's wolf grumbled, their shared consciousness already beginning to separate. 
 Erik had no sooner released his quarry and risen smoothly into man form when another of the clan stepped from the trees. "Not so fast." 
 *** We showed them! 
 "Shut up!" The forest lord dragged his weary body back toward the castle. Though Erik would have died before letting on, the fifth man wasn't as easily defeated as he should have been. 

But we won! 
 "Yes, we won a man who doesn't wish to be our mate." 
 The wolf sniggered. Yes, he does; he just doesn't know it yet. 

Too tired to eat, Erik bypassed the great hall, from where the smell of boiled rabbit emerged, a normally enticing aroma that now turned his stomach. He'd climbed the stairs to the second landing before he realized that his steps were taking him toward Galen's room. Galen's room? Now why approach Galen's room? 

Because we belong there? his wolf supplied on a long-suffering sigh suitable for reasoning with imbeciles. 

Five paces from the door, the most wondrous scent in the world invaded Erik's senses (far better than boiled rabbit!), filling him with deep and utter longing. At four paces, the delicious essence of mate sent trails of need, hot and ferocious, zinging through his body. At three paces, his cock hardened to the point of pain. At two paces, he felt the urge to hurry. At one pace, he stammered, tongue heavy and thick, "Mmmaaate... " 

Told ya! his wolf gloated 
 Erik didn't bother responding, for the moment his hand touched the door, his dual personalities began to merge for the first time while remaining in human form. All smugness left the wolf. Very seriously, Erik's alternate form suggested, He's ours, we won him, let's claim him. 
 The human part of Erik's mind agreed, while the pebble slipped into the groove again. Thankfully, the two shared a two-legged body this time. He'd never manage the door pull with paws. 
 He opened the door without knocking, greeted by cheery flames blazing in the fireplace. How... homey. Although the nights weren't overly cold yet, he supposed that full humans were more susceptible to the slight nip in the air. 
 Standing in the firelight, skin bathed golden in the amber glow, Galen hummed, washing in a basin of water by the hearth. 
 The last vestiges of pure human mind whined, He doesn't want us! 
 Galen glanced up mid-hum, expression frozen. His eyes widened and he panted hard. Erik recognized cornered prey, or rather... 
 Arousal, hot and heady, filled his nostrils, further hardening his cock and leaving him with little thought, either human or wolf. 
 "No," barely penetrated Erik's lust-crazed brain. He stopped in his tracks. Galen's scent mingled fear with want. 
 "I won't hurt you," Erik assured him. 
 "Not scared of that." 
 "Oh? Then what do you fear?" 
 "Ne'er being free again. Ne'er being me again." 
 "What does your wolf tell you?" 
 "He wants you. He spares no care for me." 
 "That's where you're mistaken." Squashing an impulse to conquer and claim, Erik stepped forward, hand outstretched. Galen flinched away when that hand brushed his face, returning a moment later, nuzzling into the touch. 
 "I canna do what it wants or I'll lose meself!" Galen's voice quavered with the effort to fight. 
 "Shhh..." Erik soothed. "Your wolf is you. He doesn't want to hurt you; he simply understands what you want and need better than you do. Once you've spent some time in wolf form, you'll get to know him, understand that you are two halves that fit together perfectly." 
 A weak whimper escaped the blond. "I'm afeared." 
 "Don't be. If we are mates, and more and more I've come to see that we may well be, I could no more hurt you than I could myself. My wolf wouldn't let me were I to try." 
 "Promise?" 
 "Promise." Erik closed the distance between them, feathering the softest of kisses to the edge of Galen's mouth. Right. So, so right. Deep within, the wolf part of him greeted the wolf part of Galen with whining, nuzzles, and gentle nips. 
 Galen opened his mouth, inviting Erik in. Erik caressed Galen's tongue with his own, proceeding slowly, unwilling to scare a flighty man poised on the brink of surrender. 
 The kiss deepened. Erik reluctantly withdrew to drop his clothing to the floor. A half-healed bite marred his shoulder. Galen gasped. "What happened?" 
 "'Tis nothing," Erik replied. "The price of earning something invaluable." By morning, hardly a scar would remain. 
 Words were lost in a play of tongues, lips, and teeth, Erik inching them toward the inviting bed. Fighting the compulsion for a hard, fast mating, Erik took his time, preparing his mate well. 
 Mate. Yes, mate. 
 Slowly he slipped into the passage that seemed made for him. On his side, spooned against Galen's back, he pushed in and withdrew with great care, only to return again. Each stroke brought him closer and closer to the perfection only found with one's mate. He reached around, palming Galen's swollen member and stroking languidly, until insistent thrusts into his hand spurred his own need for completion. 
 As before, when their lust peaked and ebbed, they both shifted into wolf form on a wave of harsh cries that gave way to howls. Two furred bodies, one black, one blond, curled together in contentment, the blond form lightly snoring. 

How adorable, Erik's wolf thought, succumbing to sleep. 

Chapter Six 
An awkward morning followed, neither man saying anything. While they dressed for the day, Erik's intense eyes watched Galen's every move. Rather than make Galen nervous, it made him feel safe, protected. 

Mate cares for us,  his dozing wolf roused enough to volunteer, reveling in Erik's assistance to don an unaccustomed amount of clothing. He promptly fell back into a contented sleep. 

Mate. Somehow, with the forest folk, that seemed to mean more than the arranged joinings of the villagers. 
 The two men didn't speak much to each other during the first meal of the day, and once he'd finished eating, Erik excused himself. "I'll see you for our noon meal," he said, patting Galen's cheek. Their eyes locked and desire flared to life, brighter and hotter than the peak of summer. 
 While he would miss the man, Galen needed some time free of that compelling presence to sort his thoughts. Distraction gone, he turned his thoughts to his new clan. One by one they rose from the table and passed by his chair, placing a hand on his shoulder and crouching down to sniff behind his ear. He gave them skeptical glares. Most grinned and patted his shoulder, muttering variations of "You'll get used to it." 
 "Galen? Is that you, lad?" 
 Galen looked up, fully prepared to fend off another attempt to sniff him. Instead, his eyes met a familiar, blue-eyed gaze, surrounded by a fall of blond curls. 
 "Meldun?" Three harvests ago he'd watched this man run for the forest, and had despaired. 
 Head nod, bright grin. "In the flesh." Galen's former neighbor winked. "I'd oft wondered about you, young Galen, if one day you too wouldst be driven out." 
 Remembering the terror in this man's eyes the night Meldun had stood on the tavern steps, Galen frantically scanned the hall, unsure what he expected to find. "You came here?" 
 "Aye," Meldun replied. "And if I'd heeded the old witch, I'd ne'er fear at all." He bit into a crisp apple, licking the juice from his chin with a tongue much longer than Galen expected. 
 "But... but... the wolves! They didn't eat you?" 
 Meldun made a grand show of surveying himself, starting with the hand holding the apple, across his chest, and to the other hand. "No bits seem to be missing." He crunched into the apple, mumbling around his mouthful. "I wager you'll like it here." 
 A hand landed on the man's shoulder, a ruggedly handsome, mahogany-skinned clansman stepping up. His voice held a possessive growl. "New friend, my mate?" 
 Galen jumped backward in his chair, startled by the hostility flowing from the newcomer. "Down, boy," Meldun answered calmly, patting the hand with his own. "An old friend, from me village days." 
 The new arrival visibly relaxed, addressing Galen. "Nay, I didn't eat him, although I do recollect a fair bit of licking." 
 "And a few bites, but none I objected to," Meldun threw in, an affectionate smile on his lips. 
 Galen stared back and forth between the two men, so at ease together. "Who are you?" 
 "Bjorn. Meldun's mate." Bjorn bent at the waist, placing his nose into Galen's hair and whiffing loudly. 
 "Hey!" 

It's only polite! Galen's wolf advised. Feeling incredible foolish, Galen gently sniffed the offered mop of grizzled hair. His mind filled with images and impressions. Trust. Strong. Sure. Underlying those dominant odors, a subtle scent that he now realized wafted from Meldun. Intrigued, he asked, "May I?" 
 Meldun drew closer, and Galen sniffed. Again, images filled his mind. Gentle. Kind. Playful. And woven through these, the scent of Bjorn. 

Mated, his wolf informed him. 

What do they smell when they sniff me? Galen silently asked his wolf. 

Trust me, you don't want to know. 
 "Anyway," Meldun said, "I'm so glad you found your way here. You'll likely meet several more farm folk hereabouts." He quietly whispered, "The old witch helps us all." 
 "And none give grief for..." Galen's eyes darted back and forth between Meldun and Bjorn. 
 Meldun gripped Galen's shoulder with a hand a few shades darker than it'd been the last time Galen had seen the man. Fine, coal-black strands sprinkled his fair hair. "Here that doesna matter, me friend. Here, and among the other non-human folk, we're prized." His bright smile fell. "In a world filled with constant battles and skirmishes, warriors be needed, and none fight harder than one who fights for the man at his back. Then there is the matter of orphans." 
 "Orphans?" 
 "Yes. The innocent left behind by war and sickness need nurturing. Who better to provide that care than those who'll have offspring no other way?" 
 The thing that saddened Galen the most about his desire for men wasn't his outcast status; it was the thought that he'd never have young ones of his own. Another reason to pledge himself to Esja and claim the foundling child. Did he dare to hope that he might have a mate and a legacy? 
 Once more he eyed the unlikely couple -- Bjorn, rugged and battle-scarred, and Meldun, with the small stature and sturdy build of a farmsteader. "Do you have..." 
 Bjorn smiled broadly. "Cubs? Aye, two. Halflings brought to us by the traders." 
 Galen's jaw dropped as he recalled Erik's dispelling of his former beliefs. "The traders?" 
 Meldun winked. "Nay, the unwanted children they take are not sold into slavery, that's a ruse. Nor are the castoffs eaten by wolves." His sunny smile returned. "So doona worry, you be wanted here. And if it turns out Erik is not your mate, there be aplenty others who be watching." 
 Bjorn's arm encircled Meldun's shoulders. "With your forgiveness, it's time for cubs' lessons," he said. 
 "Lessons?" Galen asked 
 "Why yes!" Meldun exclaimed. "Here all wee ones learn many skills. The village offers little education in book learning; those of us deprived of studies can now take part here, along with the cubs." 
 "My mate excels at ciphers," Bjorn boasted. 
 Learning? Be able to read? Only a few in the village could do that. Could Erik really be his mate? Strangely enough, no superior answer came from his inner wolf. It appeared to be sleeping. 
 After the couple departed, Galen mulled over all they'd said. He thought back to old Kitta. Yes, the witch would be able to explain everything. Overcome with the desire for her wisdom, and the need to check on Esja, he pretended to return to his room, slipping from the fortress instead. 
 By the light of day, he easily picked out the path that led to the village. 

Chapter Seven 
The journey back to the village proved uneventful. Things went downhill from there. 
 Kitta's face appeared in the window of her hut when Galen approached, delight in recognition quickly giving way to fright. "Nay, Galen!" she cried. "Run!" 
 The hard thwack to the back on his head sent Galen to his hands and knees. Stars danced before his eyes. 
 "Well, well, what have we here?" his uncle taunted. A kick to the ribs tumbled Galen onto his back, gasping in pain and balling up to protect his belly from booted feet. 
 Another thwack, further away. "Get off 'im," Kitta shouted. Galen opened his eyes to find the witch beating Olaf with her cane. 
 "Lads!" Olaf shrieked, cowering under the old woman's assault. 
 Svienn wrapped Kitta from behind in an iron grasp, pinning her arms. "Let me go!" She flailed and kicked, struggling to break free. 
 Galen's wolf roused, furious and spoiling for a fight. Excruciating pain wracked Galen's body. Out, out, let me out! the wolf pleaded. Must fight! 
 Through clenched teeth, Galen grunted, "Can't. Doona know how." He vaguely felt a noose slipping over his head, rough strands of rope binding his hands. 
 "Whadya say there, laddie?" Svienn's brother asked, hard hands grabbing Galen's arm, jerking him painfully to his feet. 
 "Let me go!" Galen and the wolf chorused. A resounding cuff to the side of his head silenced both. Just wait until I'm able to shift unaided, the wolf whined at the attacker. I'll swear to Erik that I heard you say "Baaaa." 

Olaf spat on the ground at Galen's feet. "We gave you a chance to go quietly, but nay! Here you come back where you nay be wanted. This time, 'twill be the ravens as eats you, since the wolves wouldn't." 

Svienn's father and brother dragged Galen along toward the village center. Galen, knowing nothing else to do, gave himself over to his wolf as much as he could. He threw back his head and howled. 
 *** Erik attempted to focus on the massive tome before him, the account of the evil king who'd once lived here, rich from the sweat of others' brows. Erik's great-greatgrandfather had served him loyally as guard and subject, until the king grew distrustful of the forest folk's powers and banished them from the castle to live in caves. A bloody war followed. 

Two cunning and mighty men, both leaders of their respective clans, died at each other's hands. Both clans nearly joined them in death in the resulting battle. For two generations the forest folk lived in the wild, fighting skirmishes with the king's equally evil successors, until the humans fell to a summer fever that held no sway over those with dual forms, allowing the clan to return home. 

Old Jarl claimed there were lessons to be learned in those pages, lessons that had thus far eluded Erik. 
 He stood and paced, mulling over events in his mind. Though he loved to argue, a pastime he enjoyed at every opportunity, in his heart he fully believed Galen to be his mate, and other parts didn't care one way or the other. He'd gladly fight any foe to keep his chosen one by his side. 

Told ya! his wolf agreed. 
 "Weren't you napping?" Erik retorted. 
 In the quiet that followed, he heard it, or rather felt it down to his very soul: the mournful howling of a wolf in danger, coming from the direction of the nearest village. His mate, captured! 

Let me at 'im, let me at 'im!" Erik's wolf demanded, running circles round and round Erik's brain. 
 He quickly shed his clothes, preparing for 
 transformation, when it clicked. The lesson Jarl meant to impart. Violence begat violence, costing lives at no gain. All the possessions that wicked king and his ilk had lied, stolen, and cheated for remained behind after their deaths, to be used by their enemies. 
 No, storming to his mate's aid in wolf form would accomplish only another wolf-hide tacked to a barn wall. Erik needed to practice the art of negotiation. Showing his hand too soon wouldn't do. 
 Although he hated to, he left his finery on the floor, donning only simple trousers and his tunic. He climbed to his rooms and found a slightly chewed pair of boots -the result of a cub's adventure of sneaking from the den 
 - and tied a coin pouch to his belt, ensuring it contained enough gold and silver for his intent. The ill-gotten gains left behind by the evil king would be put to good use. 
 Erik won the battle not to run down to the great hall, strolling in at what he hoped appeared to be a confident, unhurried pace. There was no need to summon his guards. That howl had echoed throughout the forest, and his warriors were already waiting -- twenty strong, willing wolves and fifteen she-wolves, led by his aunt. 
 "One and Two will come with me into the village; the rest of you must wait at the edge of the forest until I call." 
 "What do you need, Erik?" Eydis asked. "Rapier, broadsword, cutlass?" 
 "No, Auntie," he replied. "This battle will be fought and won with wits and charm, nothing more." 
 He strode purposefully toward the door, ignoring his aunt's loudly proclaimed, "By the furry teat of the mother wolf! He's going unarmed!" 

Chapter Eight 
Erik inclined his head to his spies, nodding at their report before returning to his gathered pack. 
 "Aunt Eydis, scout the village and guard my mate until the time is right. Keep him safe and out of sight. Bjorn, locate the witch and tell her of my plans. Keep your own mate hidden lest someone sees and recognizes him. 
 "Remember, whatever you do, do not reveal your hidden nature." Leaving the mass of his force in hiding at the village edge, he motioned to One and Two and circled around, entering by the main road, as honest visitors would be expected to. 
 He found the tavern with little difficulty, though he'd not visited this particular one in some time. While many villages welcomed travelers, or rather the coin from their pouches, this one -- close enough to the forest to have caught the backlash of the war between Erik's ancestor's and the vile human king -- wasn't so welcoming of a dark-haired outsider, the main reason he avoided it. Though none he encountered appeared old enough to have lived through those troubled times, and by all accounts full humans didn't record history in the pages of books like the forest dwellers did, tales were passed down by word of mouth. Sadly, the accounts grew more distorted with each telling. 
 Erik's people, instead of being lauded as heroes, were vilified, as were other non-human folks, all painted black with the same blindly- wielded brushstroke of ignorance and suspicion. The former truce between races that distrust had split asunder must be renewed, starting today. But first, he would teach these humans a lesson about greed, starting with Galen's kin. 
 "Remember, act human," he hissed to his 
 bodyguards. They nodded, and together the three of them swept into the tavern, sparsely filled at this time of day. 
 Six pairs of wary blue eyes focused on the newcomers. "We only serve those that can pay," a heavyset barman spat. 
 Erik waved his moneybag before the barman's face, his charming, faked smile never dimming. "I've coin to spare for ale and games of chance." While the forest people excelled at turning fruit into wine, he did love a good mug of farmsteader ale on occasion. He licked his lips in anticipation. A rat scuttled across the floor, and Erik damped his wolf's need to give chase. 
 He collapsed into a chair next to an empty table, eyeing the fat farmsteader in the corner giving him the evil eye. Treachery and bitterness pulsed from the man in great waves. Erik needed no introduction to know he'd found the man he sought. 
 One and Two joined him at the table, placing themselves between Erik and the hostile scum who'd stolen Galen's birthright. The twins sprawled in their seats like they'd every right to be there. Good lads. 
 The barman brought three ales, and Erik handed him a guilder, strategically allowing a peek inside his pouch at the number of coins inside. One more thing the pack's history had taught: humans loved gold, and it made them careless. "Bring ale until that is gone," Erik instructed, nodding at the coin clutched in the barman's grubby fist. 
 He pulled out a set of throwing stones, idly rolling them across the scarred and pitted table. Soon, he'd lost a hefty sum to One, relinquishing enough coin to purchase the entire village without so much as batting an eyelash. 
 Every so often he ordered more ale, switching cups with Two, who blinked with heavy eyelids. Erik watched and waited, counting the drinks his quarry in the corner poured down an ample gullet. 
 When the man began leaning heavily against the bar for support, Erik feigned drunkenness, shoving One's shoulder. "Away wit' you! Lemme lose to someone else fer a change!" 
 "'Ow about 'im," One said, pointing a wavering finger to Olaf. 
 "What say you, sir, to a wee game of chance?" Erik deliberately let his head hang down, jerking back into a semblance of awareness. 
 A predatory gleam appeared in the farmsteader's eyes. "Don't mind if I do." 
 Erik grinned into his empty ale cup. 
 *** Drink continued to flow, and thanks to Erik's sleight of hand, both of his bodyguards were deeply into their cups. Erik's wolf smacked its lips, anticipating the herd of sheep it now owned an interest in. What did I tell you? Erik communicated silently. 

He threw a few tosses away, enough to keep his prey interested. Around the table, folks gathered, watching with undisguised fascination. The crowd had now tripled in size. Erik tossed the stones, watching them roll around and around the scarred tabletop. At long last they fell, all seven landing brown side up. Olaf groaned. "There goes me bull." 

"What say you tries to win 'im back?" Gesturing for the barman, Erik proclaimed, slurring his words, "Give me friend 'ere another mug." He wobbled precariously on his unstable chair. 

Erik handed the stones to Olaf, who downed half his ale. Brow furrowed, the deceitful schemer who'd wronged Galen concentrated on his throw while Erik discreetly poured more ale into his mug. The stones landed in Erik's favor. 

The forest lord had arrived before the sun's zenith. The mountains cast shadows across the valley by the time Erik properly reclaimed his mate's inheritance. 

"Flocks and fields I canna carry with me. Who'll buy?" Erik asked. Though avarice dwelled in the eyes of several who watched, none made an offer. "Be there none here to purchase my winnings? Barkeep!" Erik made a big show of removing a coin from his pouch, ensuring those nearby were awarded a look inside and fully understood his wealth. More than likely, the barman had already boasted of it to one and all. "A round o' ale fer th' house!" 

"I won't buy your lands, but I'll wager you for them." A brawny man approached, plopping down opposite Erik. He looked strangely familiar. 

"And who might you be?" Erik asked mildly, pretending the answer didn't truly matter, and as though the witch hadn't been instructed to find this man and send him posthaste to the tavern. 
 "I be Pieter," the man replied. Erik hid his glee and handed over the throwing stones. Pieter won the first toss. 
 "Oh, there goes me lovely cottage," the forest lord cried, in mock anguish. 
 Pieter smiled. He continued to smile while winning a flock of sheep, several goats, a sturdy donkey, and five head of cattle. 
 "Oh, there goes me bull," Erik said, at Pieter's final toss. The man smiled, wicked and foolish with greed. Ripe for the kill. 
 "What say we raise the stakes?" Erick upended his moneybag to the collective gasp of the throng crowding his elbow. Gold and silver glinted in the last rays of sun that shone through the open window. He batted away a hand that crept too close. 
 Pieter gulped. "Wha... What do you have in mind? Do you wish to win back what you lost?" 
 Erik smiled, though not as smugly as he'd have liked. "What I lost doesna come close to that much gold." he said, imitating the villager's guttural speech. "What have you to sweeten the pot with?" 
 "All I own is the family croft," the man replied. 
 "Come on now, surely you own flocks. Cattle? Chickens?" 
 Drunk and covetous, the man shouted, "All of it! I bet all of it on that pouch!" 
 The sun had completely set when Meldun's heritage resided in Erik's pocket in the form of a document signed with an X. 
 So intent were the villagers on the game, and with Erik now buying rounds of ale, that they scarcely noticed when One and Two tottered out the door, to be replaced by Bjorn and Ragnar. Erik elbowed his cousin to regain his attention whenever a shapely maid passed near the table. "I swear I'll give you to Marta," he warned, in an aggravated side-whisper. 
 Ragnar gulped, returning to the task at hand; watching for treachery other than that perpetrated by his leader. 
 One by one the wolf fleeced the sheep, winning here, losing there, keeping them off balance, until only the smithy remained, the final prize to be won. By the rooster's first crow, Erik owned a village, or so the villagers believed. Had they been able to read, they would have realized that he'd signed their property back over to them, providing it was rightfully theirs and not ill-gotten gains. And providing they abided by his terms. 
 Five minutes later, he found himself on the tavern steps, surrounded by angry villagers, Ragnar and Bjorn at his flanks. 
 "He tricked us!" the barman shouted 
 "Bewitched us he did. Saw with me own two eyes!" added Pieter. 
 Olaf stepped up, squinting an evil eye and spitting on the ground at Erik's feet. "Cheated us of our lands. Hang him!" Cheering ensued. Ah, but Erik would dearly enjoy giving this man his comeuppance. 
 Through it all, he kept his head. "Lads," he spoke quietly to his men. 
 "Yes, Lord Erik?" 
 Erik had given negotiation a try, he really had. Faced with immanent failure, he fell back to more familiar methods of winning a battle. "Remember how I've always told you not to assume wolf form in front of innocent humans?" 
 "Yes, Lord Erik?" 
 "Feel free to consider this particular group of humans guilty." Erik toed off his boots, the only part of his apparel he refused to sacrifice. 
 While Ragnar stood puzzling out the words, Erik shifted, Bjorn following a moment later. In the blink of a human eye, three full grown wolves snarled, chasing the villagers back. Erik lunged for Olaf. 
 "Evil I tell you! Pure evil!" Olaf shrieked, running for the barn. In short order, the villagers armed themselves with sickles and rakes and hoes. 
 Erik allowed them to back him against the tavern steps, witnessing the malice in their eyes. Just when the villagers moved in for the kill, Erik reached his muzzle to the sky and howled. 
 Answering howls came from every side of the village. 
 "Whaaa? Whaaaa?" Olaf's blood-shot eyes flew open wide as he took in the glowing orbs emerging from the night's last darkness, Erik's pack prowling into the clearing. "Kill them, lads!" he shouted, rallying the other villagers. Only, when he glanced behind him, all his allies had fled. 
 "It's seems I have the upper hand, Olaf," Erik said, knowing that to human ears his words probably sounded like, "Let the feasting begin!" 
 The front of Olaf's braes darkened, his bladder loosing in fright. 
 Perfect. 

Chapter Nine 
Galen woke from a troubled, fitful slumber, jerking upright to see Erik had followed him from dreams to the waking world. Momentarily disappointed, he realized the Lady Eydis, not Erik, was fumbling with the shackles that secured his arms to the barn wall. Wait! Eydis? 

We're free! his wolf declared. 
 Disappointment turned to alarm. "You mustn't be found here," Galen warned. "If me uncle catches you..." White teeth shown brightly against the lady's dark 

face. "That will not be a problem," she said, freeing Galen's hands and making short work of releasing his ankles. "Come, follow me." 
 "But me uncle!" Galen protested. Her smile became a grin. "I'd not worry myself over Olaf Galen-kin, were I you," she replied, already descending from the loft. 

More of the forest folk waited outside in ripped and torn clothing artfully arranged to conceal their nudity. Dawn pinked the edges of the world. "Come," Eydis repeated, clutching Galen's hand in a crushing grip. 

Fighting his uncertainty, he followed the lady into the village square. Despite the early hour, village men and women filled the small space. At their very center, illuminated by a bonfire's glow, stood Erik, looking every inch a confident lord. 

"Not yet," the lady whispered when Galen would have run to Erik's side. "Watch and learn." 
 "If you agree to my terms, you may stay on these lands. If not..." Erik waved a hand toward the open road, "you'd best hurry before snows close the mountain passes." Bare to the waist, only a torn pair of trousers concealed his privates, and yet still he appeared regal. 
 As vocal as the villagers had been the day of his trial, Galen stood slack-jawed at their lack of protest during Erik's naming of terms. 
 "First, you'll carry on life as normal, providing me a portion of your crops and livestock, ale and woven cloth." 
 "But... that won't leave us enough..." the magistrate stammered. 
 Erik held up a quelling hand. "This isn't the tribute a former king once demanded of your ancestors. It's fair trade. In return for your goods, my people will provide venison, rabbit, nuts, berries, and medicinal plants. We'll also throw in pelts -- not wolf -- and the leathers, silks, and other goods we receive in trade from the high and lowland clans. We also offer protection against outlaws and raiders." 
 Murmurs went up around the assemble villagers, and many heads nodded agreement. 
 "Silk? Did he say silk?" a woman asked. 
 "And pelts," the man standing next to her confirmed. "No more venturing to the forest edge for trapping." 
 Erik wasn't finished. "In addition, you'll resume trade with the coastal and mountain folks, with the traders providing transport." Again, no protests were raised. 
 Next, Erik admonished, "No more discarding unwanted children or men who desire other men." He sought out Galen, who swallowed hard and gave a wideeyed "Who me?" look. 
 Standing proudly, hand outstretched, Erik nodded. All eyes turned from Erik to Galen, many looking away, guilt clouding most faces. 
 Once Galen's fingers meshed with Erik's, Erik raised their joined hands in the air for all to see. "What you cast off, believing worthless, others treasure. Hear me well. Any young man who'd prefer a lad to a lass will not be banished. Instead of a time of mockery and shame, it should be a time of rejoicing, for each such soul unites the people of this village and the people of the forest. Together we will prosper beyond what either could do alone." 
 Galen shot a puzzled look at Erik, knowing full well that the forest people didn't need any help to survive. If anything, they could teach the villagers a thing or two. Erik winked, whispering, "Trust me." 
 To the people, the forest lord said, "From this day forward, when such a lad reaches eighteen summers, a feast is to be held. When the feast ends, he'll be free to move among the different clans to find his intended mate." 
 A few harsh gasps drew Galen's attention, and he glanced up to see expressions ranging from horror to relief. Following shocked eyes' lines of sight, he witnessed forest folk who'd started life as farmsteaders entering the clearing. Some glared at their estranged kin; others were swept up in welcoming embraces, and many shed tears of joyful reunion. 
 "Your young people are welcome into our fold, and any others who'd like to come." 
 In the silence that followed, one lone voice rang out: Old Kitta's. "What of us? If we send you folk, will you send any to us?" Esja smiled and fluttered her fingertips at Galen. 
 Galen held little doubt that Erik had provided the witch's words. "Funny that you should ask that. Being that we will take those who wish to come from your village, it's only right that we return the gesture with our own people who wish to join outside of our clan." 
 He paused, a devious smile flitting across his face. "Is there an unjoined smith here named Svienn?" 
 More timid than Galen had ever seen the one who'd lured him to his doom, Svienn squeezed through the crowd. Or rather, his father and brother bodily shoved him. 
 "I be Svienn," he said, trembling where he stood. 
 Erik's toothy grin reminded Galen of the man's wolf form. "As a gesture of goodwill between your kin and mine, I've arranged a match for you." If possible, his grin grew wider. "Allow me to introduce Marta." 

Chapter Ten 
Leaving the village in the capable hands of Bjorn and Meldun, the wolf folk returned to the castle to celebrate a newfound alliance with the farmsteaders, preparing for an elaborate feast. 

Galen's eyes shot daggers at Erik's renewed attempts to feed him the best morsels. 
 "You're my mate, I must... " 
 "Not your mate," Galen replied. Yes you are, his wolf replied. 

Why does he still argue? Erik asked his own inner wolf. 

You desire his cunning, do you not? Erik nodded. He's negotiating, known among the female of the species as "playing hard to get." Your aunt teaches him well. 
 Yes, she does. "Are too!" Erik fired back at Galen, deciding to enjoy the argument. 
 "Are not!" Galen growled, failing to hide the smile tugging at his lips. 
 To which Erik replied with a grin, "Are too!" determined to have the last word. 
 "A-hem." 
 Both Erik and Galen shot annoyed glares at the one who'd dare interrupt, dropping their heated gazes immediately in the face of dual growls from Lady Isibel's mates, one seated before her, one standing behind. Erik might be their co-leader, but one deserved what one got for disrespecting a noble female -- a pregnant, noble female. 
 Isibel placed a dainty hand on One's arm, digging her neatly filed talons into his flesh until he winced. "Down, boys." A mischievous grin etched deep dimples in her cheeks. In a light, casual tone, she said, "They say that when you find the one you're destined for that the mating is incredible." 
 Galen and Erik exchanged a puzzled glance. 
 "Really incredible," she restated. 
 The two men looked away several times, sly glances always returning to the other. Their tempers faded to curiosity, their curiosity to something best kept behind closed doors. 
 "It was rather good, wouldn't you say?" Erik inclined his head to ask, words intended only for Galen. Several of the clan now sported furry ears, all straining toward that end of the table. 
 Galen whispered, probably thinking no one else being within earshot was even a remote possibility. He'd yet to learn how sensitive wolf hearing, coupled with single-minded determination, could be. "Well, I've nothing really to compare it to, save me own hand, but I doona think I'd push you out of me bed were I to find you in it again." 
 They stared at each other for a long moment, then shared a grin. 
 Turning back to the anxiously waiting throng, Erik loudly directed his words toward Jarl. "But wasn't my mate supposed to arrive as a baby?" he asked, hoping to clear up any misconceptions. He knew he didn't sound in the least disappointed. Galen, his mate? He could do a whole lot worse. 
 Spotting Marta's empty seat halfway down the table inspired a cringe. He almost felt pity for the lad who'd caused Galen's ousting from the village. Almost. 
 "No, the prophecy simply states that a human will one day appear in the forest to be your mate." Jarl said, unnecessarily loud. "The words of our elders also say that your new mate will help to teach the people the civilized ways of humans that we've forgotten in our years of exile." 
 Suddenly, a sharp, "Hey! Not like that!" caught Erik's attention. All eyes focused on an angry Galen staring down a contrite Ragnar, whom he'd caught chewing his toenails. 
 "See!" Erik said, a triumphant smile on his face. "The prophecy really is true!" He folded his arms across his chest, watching Galen stalk toward Ragnar and pull out a chair next to the offender. The new Alpha Bitch probably held a grudge against the beta male for the poor village girl upon whom Ragnar had whelped a halfbreed. 
 When Galen picked up a knife, Erik grew alarmed. Rather than take his wrath out on the erring wolf man, Galen dropped into the chair, lifted his foot, and began grooming his own toenails with the knife. "This is how civilized men do it," he said. 
 All around the table, the people grabbed up their knives, enthusiasm written on their faces and their feet resting by their trenchers. 
 Erik buried his face in his palms, muttering, "Then again, who believes in prophecies anymore?" He looked up sharply at his aunt Eydis' hysterical bark of laughter. 
 *** Much, much later. 
 "Why do you stare at that man?" Galen whispered from the side of his mouth between bites of quail roasted 

in herbs. The subject of the staring seemed oblivious. Beside him, a very pregnant woman glowered, placing a possessive hand on the man's arm and rolling back her lips to bare clenched teeth. Teeth that appeared very long and pointed. 

Erik whispered back, "Have you noticed the mole on his forehead looks just like a bunny? It's distracting." 
 "Well, don't stare!" 
 Erik hung his head. "I'm sorry, I know, it's impolite, and you're here to teach us manners." He passed off the toenail thing as a local custom, for he'd never encountered the like during his time in any city. Well, once, at a tavern of ill repute. 
 "Not sure about the bunny, but if you doona stop eyeballing him, his woman is likely to carve your gizzard out with a spoon." 
 Erik stared down the table at the woman, who sat gripping a spoon tightly in her fist, clutching it like a dagger. After the toenail incident, Erik had had all knives removed from the room. "She might at that," Erik replied, swallowing hard and averting his eyes. 
 To his right sat Galen; to his other side Aunt Eydis muttered odd bits about joining feasts and appropriate garments. When Erik chanced a peek back up at the pregnant lady's furious eyes, he felt immense relief to have One and Two seated beside him. 
 "Stop provoking her!" Galen hissed. Good advice, which Erik heeded. 
 One by one, the people finished their meals, staring up at their leaders as though impatient for something to happen. "Are they waiting for us to serve dessert?" Galen asked, nervous eyes flitting around the expectant faces. 
 "No," Lady Eydis spoke up, despite Erik's frantic gesturing for her to be quiet. "They're waiting for you to mate." 
 "What?" Galen's face flushed red, and Erik could count every tooth in the mouth that flew wide open, having learned to count well beyond a mere dozen, a talent he planned to share in the immediate future. 
 "It's customary," his meddlesome aunt continued. "Once the lord chooses a mate, he and his new Alpha Biii..." 
 "Don't call me that!" Galen screamed, jumping from his chair and bracing to run. 
 "I never liked that title, either," Eydis murmured quietly. "Anyway, it's customary for the pack to witness the mating of their newly joined leaders. In three days' time, we'll make it official with a joining feast." 
 Galen's eyes flitted from the grinning, nodding heads to Erik, who closed his eyes, massaging his pounding forehead. 
 Suddenly, old Jarl stood and screamed, "Thieves! Thieves in the forest!!!" 
 In the pandemonium that followed, someone knocked over a chair. The people assumed wolf form and had barreled, baying, from the fortress before the chair hit the floor. 
 "Thank you, Jarl," Erik said, rising and throwing a comforting arm around his mate, who appeared a tad unsteady on his feet. 
 "Think nothing of it," the seer replied. He and the four pregnant ladies sat facing Erik and Galen with coy smiles. 
 "Don't even think it," Galen scolded. Erik escorted him from the room, guiding hand firm upon Galen's back. 
 They'd barely made the stairs when Galen and Erik each tried throwing the other against the wall. They ended up on the floor, frantic hands untying laces, lower bodies humping together. They froze at the sound of approaching footsteps. 
 "Let's take this somewhere private, shall we?" Erik asked, helping his mate from the floor. Kiss, hump, grope. A waistcoat fell to the floor. Nibble, suck, lick. Galen's tunic fell a few steps away. Hand in braes, gently kneading. The three layers of cloth covering Erik's chest left a trail down the hallway. Whomp! Whomp! Erik's boots hit the wall. 
 The few scraps of clothing they still wore didn't last long once they made it to Galen's room. They fell fully naked onto the bed, Galen on his back, Erik looming over him. Their mouths joined; their erections pressed together. Erik's shaking hand spilled oil on Galen's stomach, and they laughed, hands sliding together to reclaim it. 
 One eye-locking moment later, the humor fled. Erik reached a slickened hand for Galen's opening. Galen grasped Erik's hand, a question in his eyes. "Me wolf tells me I'm to be an alpha, too," he murmured. 
 "Yes," Erik answered, thrilled at his mate's newfound acceptance of fate, but impatient to get to the part of the bonding ritual that didn't require words. 
 "And it's me mate as should teach me that?" 
 "Yes?" Uncertainty wavered Erik's voice. 
 An expression of jubilation stretched Galen's mouth wide, and the world spun, coming to rest with Galen hovered above Erik. "What say we start the lessons now?" 
 Erik opened and closed his mouth several times. No words escaped. Instead, Galen's tongue darted in, stealing any objections. For a beginner, the novice learned quickly, smearing oil against Erik's opening, gently probing with a finger until Erik grew impatient. 
 With great care, Galen breeched Erik's body, eyes closed in bliss. He held himself braced on his forearms, unmoving, until Erik grasped his buttocks and pulled, locking them more firmly together. 
 The spilled oil let Erik's cock glide between their bodies. Reining in his passion, he let the tension build slowly, determined not to lose control this time and thereby frighten his mate again. 
 He lost the battle. Their cries of completion began human and ended on wolfish yowls. 
 *** Erik settled his satin-swathed mate in a chair by the fire, serving them both from a tray brought by a servant, who sniffed the air and grinned before silently backing from the room. 

They sat quietly munching cold chicken, Erik reserving the choicest bits for Galen, when the door was pushed open. A tiny black snout poked into the gap, followed by the body of a familiar wolf cub. 

"Ah, little one," Erik said, "escaped from the den, have you?" He reached down, scratching a tiny ear. 
 The cub snatched a bit of chicken from Galen's outstretched fingers. "We'll never have a cub of our own," he said sorrowfully, stroking the small, furry body and gracing it with a bittersweet smile. The cub licked Galen's fingers. 
 "No, we won't," Erik replied, on his guard. For someone who'd panicked before at the thought of seeing a child become a cub, Galen's surprising nonchalance caught Erik off guard. Did he dare to hope it would be this easy? 
 "Well, I was charged with looking after the little fella," Galen said, regarding Erik with an appealing upturn of lips that inspired Erik's desire to do anything he could to make this man happy. Did villagers learn persuasion in their youth? No wonder there were so many half-breeds. 
 "Yes, you were," Erik agreed cautiously, noticing a certain similarity between his new mate's expression and the one normally worn by pregnant females when speaking of their anxiously awaited offspring. 
 "And Ragnar is a bit of a moron. I have the word of the village ladies that morons make terrible fathers." 
 An undeniable fact, except that Aunt Eydis had already conveyed Ragnar's willingness for his son to be Erik's ward, proving he wasn't totally devoid of sense. "I must agree, on both points." 
 Galen picked up the cub, tucking it under his chin. He batted bright blue eyes at Erik. "I found him, can I keep him?" 
 Erik kneeled by Galen's chair, enfolding his new family in his arms. "Only if I can keep you both." Giving in to his animal instincts, he reached behind Galen's back and slid another choice morsel onto his mate's trencher. 
 End  
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