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Chapter One

Light from the cross on the side of the central tower of St. Patrick Hospital popped out against a dark sky, but washed out where it blended with the parking lot’s harsh illumination. Juli Gunby had followed that light for the last 10 minutes, navigating to the hospital by landmark when her fading knowledge of Missoula’s roadways had failed her.

She pulled her beat-up Ford truck into a space at the edge of the parking lot and sighed. Too crooked to let be. Three more tries revealed she couldn’t do any better right then.

A slow, deep breath didn’t do much to calm her. St. Patrick’s bright entrance appeared welcoming, but her gaze settled on a wizened old woman on a bench beside it, sobbing her heart out. Juli didn’t want to face what waited in ICU. When she’d taken work with the Werewolf Council in Lewistown, a five-hour drive away, she thought she had plenty of time to work out her issues with her father. She hadn’t been prepared for that time to get cut short.

The Ford’s steering wheel cracked. Juli jumped and cursed. Her steering-wheel cover hung half-slashed, a victim of the deadly claws she’d allowed to sprout from her hand. Of course, this situation upset her, but she had no excuse for letting her attention wander badly enough that she shifted subconsciously. She willed away her overwhelming emotion, watching her fingers. Patches of red fur erupted stubbornly from the backs of her hands, her body insisting on taking her in the wrong direction.

Juli squeezed her eyes shut and used an old trick she’d learned as a teenager. Multiplication tables. By the time she reached the sixes, she felt better, but she went all the way up to 12 to be safe.

She relaxed the muscles of her hand. The steering-wheel cover fell to the floor by her feet, along with a dusting of freshly shed fur. Her father had taught her never to go out in mixed company in this condition, but she didn’t see what choice she had. She could sit in St. Patrick’s parking lot for the next 20 years, and she still wouldn’t feel calm about the idea of seeing him in the ICU.

Juli wished it were winter—at least she’d have a bulky jacket that could conceal any lapses of control. She’d come as soon as she heard, still wearing shorts, a tank top, hiking boots, and enough bug spray to discourage an entire colony of ants. She considered changing into something from the overnight bag she’d hastily packed, but considering her state while getting ready, there might not even be a coherent outfit in there. Besides, much as she didn’t like the possibility of showing off an outbreak of fur, an inadvertent arm shift like the one she’d just suffered could shred long sleeves, and that wasn’t easy to explain either.

She’d have to go in as she was, and she had to stop stalling.

Juli shouldered her purse and made her way through the parking lot and hospital entryways. Most of the time, she liked her size. Tall and broad-shouldered, nothing delicate about her, she could command attention and respect from almost anyone. That night, she wanted to shrink about a foot. Everyone who passed seemed to know how long it had been since her last visit home. She perceived accusation in so many eyes.

The door to the ICU loomed ahead. A multitude of notices posted on and around it inundated her with specific instructions. No food or drink. No cell phones. No visits by groups larger than four. No entry without notifying the nurses’ station.

The restrictions brought home the severity of her father’s condition. He would never let someone else dictate so many things if he were well.

“You made it,” a familiar voice said behind her. Deep, masculine, and a little amused, it matched its owner perfectly. Juli blushed, remembering all her past embarrassing reactions to the man with the single most perfect torso in all of Montana. She turned once she’d mentally prepared as much as she could. Neil Statham, her father’s protégé, dressed in jeans and an old Missoula Ospreys jersey. Apparently, he still played pro ball. She would speak to him in a normal tone for once or die trying.

Juli greeted him with a little nod, not trusting her voice. To her horror, instead of stammering, she burst into tears.

He froze, then reached out for her. “I’m sorry, Juli.” No way could she handle being gathered against that chest. She dodged and held up a hand. A fur-covered hand.

Neil’s eyebrows shot up. A split second later, he burst into action, picking her up and carrying her to an empty waiting room nearby. She didn’t protest or struggle. Juli knew how dangerous it would be for a human to catch her hairy.

Once inside the room, he released her, closed the door behind them, then leaned his back against it. A television in the corner of the ceiling yammered about cleaning products. Wallpaper that had once been cheerful had aged into a pale pink muddle. “Why don’t you take a minute to collect yourself? The supervising doctor is one of us, but there are about a dozen human nurses in the intensive care unit, not to mention the other patients and visitors. We can’t have you waving furry parts around. Do you need me to call for a dose of lycanthropy suppressant?”

“I’m not a child. I don’t need suppressant.” She stomped her foot and immediately regretted it. A werewolf needed to constantly and carefully manage emotions. Lycanthropy suppressants were for the sick, the young, or the mentally ill. Fully functional members of werewolf society were expected to control themselves without the help of medication. She could not humiliate herself by failing to do so here and now, in a building full of cameras, when her job with the Werewolf Council held her to a higher standard. She would not lose control in front of Neil; he already thought of her as a dumb kid. She sighed. “It’s been a long drive.”

“I’ll bet.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes boring into hers. He was only an inch taller than Juli, but Neil knew how to use it. He seemed to tower above her. “You should have come sooner, when he called the first time. Then this wouldn’t be so surprising to you.”

Exasperated, Juli threw up her hands. “He didn’t tell me he was sick. He just called and asked when I’d be coming home. I told him I was busy at work. That shouldn’t be a crime.”

“You know how he is. He’d never have admitted that he needed you. He’s been asking for you for days, but he still wouldn’t call you.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. His words wrapped around her heart. “I’m glad you decided to do it for him. I do appreciate it.” Juli would have put a hand on his arm to make the point, but thought better of it at the last second. They’d already touched each other more than she could handle. She backed away and sank into one of the waiting room’s sagging chairs.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” Neil said. Her head snapped up at his tone. He sounded like he’d missed her. She covered her disbelief with irritation.

“I said I would.”

“You also said you’d visit.”

Juli sighed. She’d nipped their moment of tenderness in the bud, all right. “Neil, we can fight later.” She rubbed her knuckles against her temples. “I just drove five hours to see my sick father. Can I go to him, please? A lot of this is between me and him, anyway.”

“I’ve gotten used to fighting his battles.” That statement meant more than Neil’s casual expression suggested. Juli filed the intuition away for later. She couldn’t think about a lot of things just yet.

“Well, if a man can’t fight with his own daughter, I don’t know what he can do. Why don’t you take me in so he can chew me out himself? He’ll like that.”

The look of sorrow that passed over Neil’s face started Juli’s guts churning. Joking about Darrow Gunby’s famous temper should have earned a smile, not a eulogy. Juli needed to know how bad this thing was, right now.

She stood and squared off against Neil. “Step aside. You’re going to have to trust me to control myself like an adult. Believe me, I am very conscious of my responsibilities in this situation.”

“Juli, wait.” That softening came over his face again, the look that made it seem as if he cared about her. His pale brown eyes searched her for something, and his throat moved. Juli resisted giving in to the sentimentality of the moment. After leaving town so she didn’t have to wonder about his feelings anymore, she didn’t plan to start.

“No, Neil. You let me see my Daddy now.” Her firm tone broke the standoff.

“Take deep breaths,” he said, taking her arm and leading her back to the imposing ICU door. He picked up a telephone receiver beside it. “Two for Darrow Gunby.” A moment later, the nurses’ station buzzed them in.

Neil led Juli through a maze of equipment and strange beeping noises and into a curtained room. He seemed about to stop her again, but she didn’t want to hear anything else from him until she saw her father. Sweeping the curtain aside, she plunged into the room then stood before her father’s bed panting as if she’d just come up from underwater.

Darrow Gunby blinked at the intrusion, his blue eyes unfocused. Juli struggled with her shock at the tubing that ran between him and a plethora of machines. Somewhere under that oxygen mask, she might recognize her father’s face, but for the moment he seemed utterly alien. His legs twitched rhythmically under the blankets.

Neil took up a place beside her, his hands folded in front of him and his head down. Not acknowledging him, Juli continued her attempt to make some sense of the reduced version of her father that now lay before her.

She groped for familiar details. The same big hands. The same lined forehead. The same pure white hair. However, these small victories didn’t help much in the face of all that had changed. The body that had once been vigorous and muscular had withered and wrinkled like an old man’s. His eyes fixed on her, but without their customary acuity.

A strangled sound slipped out from under all those tubes. Emotion squeezed Juli’s chest like a vise, and the wolf inside her wanted to break out of her body’s constriction and run for days. Tears stung her eyes. “I’ll be right back, Daddy,” she managed to say. “Just a second.”

She grabbed Neil’s arm and propelled him outside the curtain, ignoring his startled grunt. Just outside her father’s room, she whirled and laid into her father’s second. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me what was going on? How long has he been like this?”

Neil blinked and answered slowly, as if she were a child. “I told you he was in ICU and that you needed to come immediately.”

Fur would sprout from her face pretty soon if she didn’t control herself. Juli counted to ten, then fifty. “He’s withered, Neil. He didn’t get this way in a few days. I need the truth, please.”

Neil’s neck flushed and his wide nostrils flared. “This was his third heart attack in a year,” he admitted.

“And you didn’t think I needed to know that?”

“He didn’t want anyone to know.”

“You take orders much too well,” Juli said. Wasn’t that the truth. Her thoughts flashed to the night before she’d gone away to college, when he’d rejected her because it wasn’t technically legal for the pack beta to be involved with the alpha’s daughter. A patch of fur tickled her leg and she focused on breathing deeply again. She turned her back to him and covered her face with her hands. Tears she hadn’t noticed wet her fingers. She knew she would leave a fine layer of fur behind on the tiled floor.

An ICU nurse across the room creased her forehead in sympathy, and shame rushed through Juli. She’d thought her struggles controlling her emotions had been a teenage problem, since they’d virtually disappeared once she’d moved to Idaho for college. Apparently, her emotions were a Missoula problem, or maybe something to do with Neil and her father.

Neil’s fingers brushed her shoulder, and it was all she could do not to shift and pounce on him. The low growl that rose unbidden from her throat would tell him all he needed to know about her emotional state. He snatched his hand back as if she’d bitten him. She took a few more breaths and faced him again, grasping for her rational mind.

Juli kept her voice as soft as she could, to avoid being overheard by the humans. “It didn’t occur to me that he could be having heart attacks right and left, because there’s no way he could maintain his position as pack alpha if he were so weak. If he didn’t get challenged from within, surely a nearby pack would decide it wanted to expand.”

Neil’s skin reddened all the way up to his cheekbones. “I’ve been handling challenges on his behalf. The vultures have been circling, don’t get me wrong. You remember Jesse Hoak?”

Juli sucked in a breath and nodded. The infamous pack leader from Helena had enough arrogance for twenty alphas. “That’s what you meant about fighting his battles.”

“It was the least I could do, after everything he did for me.”

Juli stepped a little closer so she could lower her voice even more. Mistake. In her heightened condition, with her inner wolf so close to the surface, Neil’s wild, masculine scent nearly made her shift, just from the primal urge to mate. If she didn’t get hold of herself soon, she’d cause an incident.

Juli gritted her teeth. She needed to make this point. “Most betas would take control of the pack themselves, not prop up a weakening leader.”

The blood that had been gathering in his face drained away all at once. “How can you say that to me, Juli?”

She wanted to bare her teeth, but they would surely be inhumanly sharp. Juli kept her lips down as much as possible, but did allow herself a more aggressive stance. “It’s what’s expected, Neil. All of us wish for an honorable end in the challenge—not this.” She waved a hand to take in the hospital and the machines and the whole horrible sanitary mood of the place. “He has to spend his last days on suppressants so he doesn’t freak out the hospital staff. You didn’t do him any favors.”

She’d hit home in a big way. Guilt washed her more than triumph when she saw the pain on Neil’s face. He rubbed the heel of his hand over his eyes and visibly collected himself. At least she wasn’t the only one having a hard time of it.

The ICU nurse chose this moment to swoop down on them. Juli offered a shaky smile. “I’m very sorry,” the nurse said. She winced as she spoke, as if expecting an outburst. “I have to ask you to go into the room with him, or to the outer waiting room. We can’t have people blocking the halls.”

“I’m sure you want some time alone with him,” Neil said.

He strode toward the main doors, and the ICU nurse patted Juli’s arm. “Let’s go in together, dear. I can take off his mask so he can talk to you a little. You’re the daughter? He’s been calling for you.”

Juli sighed and followed her in. The second view of her father wasn’t any better than the first. Nothing could prepare her for the sight of him so small and weak. She fisted her hands at her sides while the nurse checked monitors and tubes. Her legs felt hairy, but Neil wasn’t here to catch her. It would just have to be okay for now.

The nurse removed her father’s mask.

“That won’t hurt him, will it?”

“He needs to rest from it for short periods anyway.” The nurse hesitated, then took Juli’s hand and squeezed it. “Say anything you need to say to him, dear. Don’t put it off. I’m not a doctor, so don’t take this as official, but... I just wouldn’t wait.”

Juli swallowed hard. Fear crossed the nurse’s face, and Juli tried to smile to reassure her that she wasn’t the type to kill the messenger. Extricating her hand from the nurse’s grip, she moved to take her advice.

Her father’s arm felt cold, and his hands even colder. The texture of his skin seemed rubbery and unnatural, swollen, but not hot. She forced herself to intertwine her fingers with his, stroking his hand with her thumb. He still wore the old leather ring that symbolized pack leadership. The ring had been specially crafted to stretch and cling to a shifting werewolf, allowing the ring to survive when most other clothing or jewelry would have been torn apart on the full moon. “Daddy? It’s Juli. I’m here.”

The smile that broke over his face filled her with guilt. Since Juli’s mother had left to join the free packs in Wyoming, he’d never looked this happy to see anyone. Neil had been right, much as she hated to admit it even to herself. She should have come to visit when he’d asked. She knew the sort of man he was, and how much asking must have cost him.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to come, Daddy, but I’m here now.”

“Juli.” His fingers squeezed hers. She felt a hint of his old strength. “I’m so proud to have raised an alpha like you.”

What? “Daddy, I’m not an alpha. Remember? After college, I went to work for the Werewolf Council in Lewistown. I’m a forensic investigator for them. Because I minored in forensics while I was getting my nursing degree.” She smiled, even though she was concerned about the lapse in his memory. “You did not want me to get that degree, especially not from the University of Idaho. You said I should have stayed in Missoula if I wanted to go into health sciences. Remember?” A note of desperation entered her voice. She wanted some sign that he was really in the room with her, that his brain wasn’t as much of a shadow as his body seemed to be.

His eyes opened wide, and he fixed her with a look that she definitely recognized. Blue, piercing, and implacable, with just enough mischief to show he understood every irony the situation might have. In that moment, her father seemed very much alive and present. “Sweetheart, I wanted you to stay in Missoula because I raised you to take over the pack someday.”

He’d never said that to her before. Certainly not throughout the many battles they’d had during her adolescence, when he hadn’t accepted a single decision she wanted to make. Juli had thought they’d agreed to disagree when she went to work in Lewistown. Had he really harbored a hope that she would return to Missoula to become pack alpha? Juli licked her lips nervously. Her mouth had gone dry. “What about Neil? Isn’t he expecting...” Surely, Neil had stood by Juli’s father so staunchly because he anticipated being named as a successor.

A strange, beatific smile spread over his face. “You have a lot to teach Neil.”

“Me?” She was stammering. She’d never needed so many deep breaths in her life.

“He needs you. He’s a good beta, but he still doesn’t have an alpha’s heart.”

“Daddy.” Juli kept her voice as gentle as she could. “I love you. I’m glad I came to see you. But I have a job in Lewistown. I can’t stay here with Neil.”

“Not just Neil. The pack.” He released her and lifted shaking hands off the bed. He grabbed the leather ring and tried to work it off his finger.

“Daddy, wait!”

“I did wait for you, Juli. This needs to be done while I’m alive, or Neil gets the leadership automatically. I’m sorry, baby girl, but I can’t wait any longer.” The ring came free. He grabbed her hand. She could not believe the steel in his grip or the determination in his eyes.

“Daddy, no!” Footsteps slapped against the tile floor. The ICU nurse and Neil rushed into the room just in time to see Juli’s father force the leather ring onto her finger. She snatched her hand from his grip, but he continued to struggle, locked in a battle with an invisible force.

“Darrow!” Neil cried.

“Is he okay?” the nurse asked, her voice urgent despite its professional tone.

Before Juli could put together an answer, machines broke into a cacophony of beeping. Her father’s muscles convulsed and his eyes strained open. A glance at the monitor showed his skyrocketing heart rate. “Daddy!”

“Honey, I’m going to need you to move out of the way.” The nurse stepped purposefully toward the machines.

Neil plucked Juli from her seat at her father’s side, sweeping her into his arms. The sight of her father’s face contorted in pain horrified Juli, but she could not take her eyes off him. Neil pushed her face against his jersey. Even with the turmoil coursing through her, his scent made her shiver. He misinterpreted the cause, stroking soothing fingers over her back that only inflamed her further. How could she be so distracted by him, even when her father lay dying?

“I’m taking her out to the waiting room,” Neil told the nurse.

“Good idea.”

Juli struggled with Neil, knowing this could be her last chance to see her father alive. “Daddy!”

He sat up, ignoring the nurse’s protests and efforts to push him down flat. Werewolf strength surely played a role, even with the suppressant, but Juli suspected the feat had more to do with the power of the man’s will. His eyes were wide, his pupils dilated. “You’re a good girl, Juli. You’ll do fine.”

Neil grabbed her arms behind her in a lock and forced her out of the room.





Chapter Two

Neil stayed in the background as long as he could stand it. He helped Juli calm down, then stood at her side while she filled out paperwork and made calls to local funeral homes.

Then he scented another werewolf in the building and knew he couldn’t wait to act. They’d probably called Dr. LaMont in to write up the death certificate. The werewolf doctor would be discreet, but even he couldn’t find Juli wearing the alpha’s ring, or it would be too late to contain the situation.

He pulled the ICU nurse aside. The woman had seemed consistently nice and concerned. “Listen,” Neil said, turning on the charm he used on pretty fans after ball games. “Juli’s obviously having a rough time. Can I take her out for a little while? I know there are a lot of things she needs to take care of, but I think she also needs a break.”

The nurse’s face softened. “She’s a trooper.”

“She is.”

“Take her out. We can’t do anything until we have the death certificate, anyway.”

Neil smiled—no need to mention that he could smell Darrow’s doctor making his way ever closer to the ICU. Returning to Juli in the dingy ICU waiting room, he brushed her arm to get her attention. He couldn’t believe how much he’d been able to do that in the last few hours, after going so long without touching her or even seeing her. The anxious yet tender expression on her face when she glanced up from her papers made him want to take her in his arms then and there and finish what she’d started all those years ago, before she’d left for college.

Of course, after the night she’d offered him everything, she’d forgotten about him completely. Neil couldn’t afford to let that fact slip away from him. He cleared his throat.

“Let’s go get a beer. The nurse says this stuff can wait until you get a break.”

She lifted her head. “One of ours is coming.”

“It’s just the doctor, Juli. He can handle things for us while we get you a little rest.”

Her grateful smile gave him a little twinge of guilt. He told himself he wasn’t manipulating her. As a good beta, he knew how to keep things running smoothly for the pack, taking judicious action where needed. He didn’t want to see her or the pack plunged into unnecessary confusion.

Neil led Juli out, choosing a path that avoided the other werewolf in the building. “I thought you might like to go to The Rhino,” he said, starting up his ancient truck and doing his best to smile through the ominous banging it made as it warmed up. He needed it to keep running for another year, even if he had to tie its engine together with dental floss.

Juli blinked. “You know, I’ve never been there. I left Missoula before I was a legal drinker.”

“Well, then we have to go.”

Their silence on the drive over gave him a good chance to watch her from the corner of his eye. Juli wasn’t a teenager anymore, that was for sure. Even at eighteen, she’d been all woman, driving him to distraction every time she entered a room. She probably had no idea what it had cost him to resist her advances.

She’d gotten even taller if that was possible, big and strong as a man, but still curved in all the right places. The firm set of her jaw made the soft glow of her pale skin even more inviting. It didn’t look like she cared much for what she wore, but the pale blue color she’d always favored for her shirts brought out every complex highlight of her eyes. At some point, she’d gotten a shorter, more grown-up looking haircut. He missed the long, black hair that used to fly wild, but couldn’t deny the way the new look shaped her face and pulled his attention to her plump lips. Just a little glimpse of her skin would have driven him crazy, but her damned hiking shorts showed miles of leg.

He parked on the street outside the bar. Neil couldn’t resist a moment of pride when he went around to her side of the truck to help her out. He might drive a beat-up old ride, but no other man in there would have a girl like this on his arm.

The din of conversation roared over them the moment he swung open The Rhino’s door. Peanut shells crunched under his boots as he stepped onto the worn, wooden flooring. Did Juli cling to him a little as he led her through the crowd? Neil let himself believe she did.

“They’ve got a really awesome selection of craft beer here.”

Juli squinted at him, not lighting up like a person who knew beer. He patted her shoulder. “I’ll get you a Moose Drool. You kind of have to know about it if you live in Montana.”

She nodded, then leaned forward to shout in his ear. “It’s really loud in here.”

He smiled. “You can stay close to me.” She narrowed her eyes, but he didn’t read genuine anger there, or even irritation. “Seriously, a loud place is the best way to get real privacy. I want you to take a break, but we also have some serious things to talk about.”

His lips could have brushed the side of her face, she’d come so near him. The sweet cucumber scent of her hair couldn’t mask the earthier smell of female werewolf. She’d slathered herself in bug spray too, but he wasn’t a bug. That unpleasant scent didn’t repel him in the least. His beast instincts surged to the forefront, very interested. Neil forced the wild part of him back down, wondering if it had been a mistake to bring her here. Having a few beers, then whispering into the ear of a beautiful woman could potentially distract him from the delicate politics of the situation.

He excused himself to the bar, ordered their drinks, then returned and found them a spot in a corner. Even with the students gone for the summer, people crowded The Rhino on Saturday nights. Juli wound up with her long body pressed against his from knee to shoulder. Neil braced one arm behind her to give both of them a little stability, and prayed he wouldn’t offend her with his stirring erection.

She shifted beside him, her breathing irregular. “You okay? If you want to leave, we can,” he offered.

She studied him so long before replying that he had to wonder what hidden meaning she found in his words. “No. It’s sort of a weird switch, but it’s nice to be reminded about life outside the hospital.”

“Yeah.” The heat of her body made him think plenty of thoughts about life outside the hospital. “Do you like the beer?”

She took a considering sip, then made a face. “It tastes like honest-to-God moose drool.”

“I’ve never actually hunted one of those.”

Juli smiled for only a second before her expression turned serious. “Neil, I wasn’t ready for any of this.”

He tightened his arm around her. “Of course not. How could you be?”

“Pack alpha?”

Neil cleared his throat. It was just like her to take him off balance by diving straight into the heaviest part of the conversation. He needed to respond carefully. “Juli, if that’s a burden to you, I may be able to help.”

“I hope so! I don’t know what I’ll do without you staying on as beta. I’ll need you to help me with so many things, Neil. Names, current standing. Everything. It’s been five years. What if people don’t accept me?”

Neil blinked. He’d expected to find her desperate to relieve herself of the responsibility Darrow had dumped on her. She’d left years ago, after all, and had never seemed to spare a backward glance for the pack, or for him. “You mean, you actually want to do this?”

She pulled back a few inches and stared. His body cried out at the loss, and he had to resist the urge to close the distance she had opened between them. “I have to do this. My father used his dying breath to pass this on to me. I have a duty. You of all people ought to understand.”

That came through loud and clear. Neil knew people talked about how much he’d sacrificed for pack duty. His baseball career, for one thing—he’d gotten plenty of chances to move up in the Minor League, if only he’d been willing to leave Missoula. That stung, but not as much as his decision to pass on the opportunity he’d had with Juli.

He spoke before he had a chance to think. “Maybe it’s time to stop worrying so much about duty. Maybe it’s time to think about what’s right for us individually.” He should have kissed her that night years ago. She shouldn’t take this responsibility now, when she clearly didn’t have the resources or the training for it. Both these things could be fixed. He took the little step toward her, wanting to sigh aloud at how perfectly she fit against him.

“What are you doing, Neil?” She looked frightened. Neil reminded himself to slow down, to act like a man and not a wolf.

“Juli. We’re the only pack members who saw your father pass that ring to you.” He paused to allow the significance to sink in. “You have another life in Lewistown. You have a career. You’ve made it clear you’re not interested in this pack. We can say whatever we want about what took place in that room. He could have passed the ring to me as far as anyone else knows. No one would question that.”

He would have kept talking, except that Juli wrenched herself violently out of his grasp at that point. “Not interested in this pack? We can say whatever we want?” He heard her just fine despite the new distance between them. In fact, he worried who else had heard her mention the pack. And who else had seen that furry paw she’d thrust into his face.

They both froze for a second, staring at her latest lapse of control.

“Damn it.” Juli’s curse came out more as a growl than as words.

“We need to get out of here,” Neil said. “You just focus on staying cool.” She knew better than to argue with him. He grabbed her hand and pulled her out, leaving their beers behind. They could finish this conversation in his truck.

They ran for the truck like the rest of the world was on fire, and slammed the doors behind them once they got there. Juli writhed in her seat, gasping, her wolf form rippling just on the other side of her skin. Neil panted in response. He didn’t normally have trouble controlling his shift, but with her beside him, so close, too much of him wanted to meet her in a place of complete abandon. He wanted to run with her under the moon, fight her for supremacy until neither cared who wound up on top or on the bottom. Then, with one last vicious pounce, he wanted to surrender to the merging of their bodies. He swallowed hard.

Stats. He ran through the winning World Series teams for the last three decades. He tried to calculate his total career RBIs. The stream of data calmed Neil down. He started the car. “I’m going to drive us somewhere a little more private,” he told Juli. “Just in case.”

“Back to the hospital.”

“You’re in no shape—”

“Back to the hospital.” She showed fangs. Neil didn’t need that so soon after he’d regained his own control. He stopped arguing and pressed the gas. They’d go somewhere. He just needed to be driving so he had something to concentrate on besides the idea of Juli giving herself up to the beast. He needed a really good reason to remain in human form.

The truck’s cab filled with her labored breathing. Neil turned on the radio to distract himself from the sexual images the sound called up for him. He’d always avoided being alone with her, afraid to give even the appearance of impropriety. Right then, Neil wasn’t sure if he was grateful for the trouble he’d saved himself or sorry as hell for what he’d missed. The instinctual attraction he felt for her was off the charts.

He got so caught in his reverie that only Juli tugging at his sleeve alerted him that her struggles had become sobs. “Neil, can you pull over?” Her voice sounded deflated. “I’m sorry I insisted about the hospital. I’m not ready to go back there yet.”

Her obvious misery immediately pierced his sexual fog. Neil pulled the truck into a convenience store parking lot and looked at her. “Do you want a minute? I can go get some water.”

“No, it’s okay.” She hesitated, chewing on her top lip. “Are you about to tell me I need to ask Dr. LaMont for some lycanthropy suppressants? I’m obviously way out of control.”

He hadn’t expected this. Neil sighed. He wished he weren’t in such a land mine of a situation. “Juli, you know better than I do how the Werewolf Council feels about public acts of lycanthropy. The problems you’re having could lead to trouble with them, sure. But your father just died. It can’t be easy to keep a lid on things, and Lord knows the full-moon exemption isn’t coming soon enough. I don’t believe in shoving lycanthropy suppressants down people’s throats the moment a little life happens. You’re feeling very emotional. That seems normal to me. What kind of person would you be if you weren’t having trouble with control right now?”

She gave him a teary smile that threatened to break his heart. “Thanks for that, Neil. It means a lot to me.”

He watched her face carefully. “About what I said in the bar... I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“You just think I don’t care about any of this.”

“Well, do you?”

Her head snapped up and a bit of the wolf flickered behind her eyes again. “How can you ask me that?”

Neil blew out a long breath. She wanted him to make his case? He could do that. “What would you even do for work? You know being pack alpha doesn’t pay.”

She stared at him as if he were a fool. “I’m a registered nurse, Neil. There are two large hospitals here. I think I’ll be fine.”

“What about your fancy job in Lewistown? The one that was so important you couldn’t come back here to visit your dad?”

She rubbed her eyes. “Can you try to keep the venom out of this, Neil? Jeez, you’re so bitter, you’d think I failed to visit you.” Bingo. But Juli continued speaking, oblivious. “Gabriel’s not going to like it if I resign. He talked a lot about developing new talent when he hired me. But it’s not like the Council can’t run without me. This was my father’s last request. Besides, the pack probably needs me more.”

He swallowed, unable to believe she had the nerve to say these things. “Maybe I’m underestimating how good you are at walking away from things. Foolish of me, since I have personal experience.” Neil shook his head, uncertain if the anger surging through him was directed at himself or at Juli. “The pack needs someone really committed, Juli. Not someone who will leave again the next time it’s convenient.”

She snapped her gaze to his, her eyes widening with understanding. A wave of fear rushed through him. He’d revealed too much of his personal feelings. They needed to decide about the pack first. “You were the one who rejected me, Neil,” Juli said, her voice so soft he almost couldn’t hear her. “All I did was move on.”

She’d mentioned the elephant in the room, and now it filled all the available space, making it difficult for Neil to breathe. “That’s not what I want to talk about.”

“Neil.” She lifted her big, blue gaze to his. “Since I have to stay to lead the pack, maybe we can talk later about... what happened. If you want. If it’s something you regret.” Neil gritted his teeth. He remembered this look. She’d looked just this way the last time he’d seen her, the only other time they’d been alone together. One hand fluttered toward his. If she touched him, he’d be lost.

Neil pulled his hand away, shoving it into his pocket. The cab of the truck felt too damned small. “You’re not thinking clearly right now. Even if you did stay, what’s going to happen six months from now when you miss your job in Lewistown but you’re stuck leading a pack? Have you ever even fought a challenge? What happens when Jesse Hoak hears we’ve got a weak new leader and decides to drive over from Helena on a full moon? Will the pack even accept you? How are you going to win the trust of the people you abandoned five years ago to go to college in Idaho when there’s a university right here in Missoula?” He paused to catch his breath, then threw his biggest pitch. “What are you going to do without me?”

She actually gasped. “Without you?”

“Without me. I’m not a possession, Juli. You don’t get to inherit me. I’m not going to be on your side.”

“What the hell are you talking about, Neil?” All the softness had gone out of her expression now.

He expanded his chest, knowing she would pick up on the animal body language. “Darrow should have named me alpha. We both know it. I could have taken it any time I wanted. He had no right to deny it to me after the respect I showed him.”

Her eyes widened. She barked a short laugh. “No right? Since when is it a rule that when werewolves are nice to each other, we give each other things? If you wanted to be alpha, you should have challenged him. End of discussion.”

“Juli, you don’t really want this.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Try me.”

“You don’t really care about this pack.”

Her nostrils flared, but she spoke with cold determination. “I see what this is about now, Neil. Get me out of the hospital. Buy me some beers. Suggest that you really did like me all those years ago. Maybe take me to bed tonight. Then in the morning, I give you the leather ring like a good little puppy, right? And you get to be the nice guy and the alpha, and I get to go back to Lewistown with my tail between my legs, and you don’t have to feel bad about any of that because you know I didn’t want to stay in Missoula in the first place.”

“Juli, I was not planning to seduce you.”

She flinched as if he’d slapped her. “Right. You don’t like me that way. Whatever your tactic was going to be, then. It doesn’t change what I said overall.”

Neil had meant for this conversation to be so much friendlier. He’d never imagined she’d be willing to stay in Missoula for any reason. He’d expected her to give him the ring with a sigh of relief, and, yeah, maybe he’d hoped for one night with her before she drove back to Lewistown. Since she’d given up her membership in the pack to take her Werewolf Council job, nothing stood in their way anymore. He hadn’t meant to insult her, or to trigger this stubborn insistence on staying.

He certainly hadn’t intended to make her glare at him like she wanted to rip him in half. “I just wanted to help.”

She lifted her chin. Her eyes blazed defiance. “If you want to be alpha, Neil, you can challenge me for it.”

“Challenge you?”

“Yes. The way it’s always been done. The way accepted by werewolf law. The way you should have done it with my father.”

How could she insult the loyalty and respect he had always given to her father? He started the truck without responding.

“Where are we going?”

“I’m taking you back to the hospital.”

She waited, but he didn’t have anything else to say to her.

“Are you challenging me?”

Neil shook his head. “If I wanted to challenge you, I’d have to acknowledge you as the alpha.”

She lifted her hand. “I’m wearing the ring.”

“I don’t think you can pass down rank like that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Have you ever heard of pack leadership being inherited? I don’t think that’s how it works.”

“It’s never happened, because usually a weakening alpha doesn’t have a misguided beta shielding him from other challenges!” Juli made an exasperated noise. “If my father thought you would make a good alpha, he would have given this ring to you. Believe me, he wasn’t sentimental about me. He didn’t think you were ready, and I’m beginning to see why. You don’t have the leader’s edge, Neil. If you want something, you have to take it. You can’t sneak and deal your way into it. That’s not how werewolves work.”

He cast her a sidelong glare. He had the uncomfortable feeling she was talking about a lot more than the position of pack alpha. His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. He pulled into the hospital parking lot. She wanted to see what happened when Neil Statham stood up for himself? When he stopped playing nice? Fine. He’d show her. “You can get out of the truck now, Juli. And you can expect to hear from your colleagues soon. I’m calling the Werewolf Council to dispute this.”

She laughed again. “Why don’t you just challenge me, Neil? Are you scared?”

He brought his face as close to her as he dared. He still wanted to kiss her, but fought the urge down. “Yeah, I’m scared. I don’t want to have to hurt you, Juli. So I’m going to handle it this way.”





Chapter Three

Juli tossed the keys to her childhood home from one hand to the other and stared at the structure before her. Wooden siding, simple storm windows, and a closely trimmed lawn. It didn’t look like much from the outside, but she knew how carefully her father had always kept the inside. She still hesitated before fitting the key to the lock.

She hadn’t been inside in years. Worse, Neil lived in the guest room—her father had put him up the last few years, knowing he made a tiny salary with his rookie-level Minor League team. If she’d had the money, she would have stayed in her motel room just to avoid any further encounters. Unfortunately, the pack had decided that any transfer of leadership would have to wait until a formal meeting could be called, and Werewolf Council regulations required two weeks advance notice for those. She couldn’t stand to watch her credit card bill climb any higher while she waited that out and navigated the paperwork associated with her father’s death. She truly had every right to be here—even Neil couldn’t dispute her claim to her father’s house.

Darrow Gunby had made neat preparations for his death, burial, and estate. Another sign he’d known what was coming. Maybe he’d even planned to tell her if he’d had the chance to talk to her in person.

She sucked on a fingertip, restraining the urge to bite a fingernail. Her recent habit of painting them with clear nail polish seemed to be helping.

Juli imagined how ridiculous she looked shifting from foot to foot on the front lawn. Fed up with herself, she opened the door and went in, shouldering her overnight bag. At the very least, she needed to use her father’s washing machine.

“Neil?” She called the beta’s name several times, loudly, and went weak with gratitude when no one answered. She had actually come on to him again the other night in his truck, and then been offended when he said he hadn’t planned to seduce her. What would it take to get it through her head that Neil Statham just didn’t like her that way, and probably not at all? He didn’t consider her fit to lead the pack, and, even in the Minor League, a pro baseball player probably had his pick of groupies. He had no use for her, and she hoped to see him as little as possible from here on out.

Juli locked the door behind her, and paused to survey the old house. It smelled of pine and window cleaner, and she had to crack a smile. Death was probably the only thing in the world that could force her father to tolerate dirty glass. No matter how bad he’d been feeling, he obviously hadn’t compromised his housecleaning standards at all.

She headed for her old room, holding down her emotions as sternly as she could. By now, her father had probably converted her bedroom into a giant display case for his hunting trophies. She’d given him no reason to do otherwise. With a deep breath, she swung open the door, only to gasp and start shifting uncontrollably as a wave of unexpected grief hit her.

Juli fell to her knees and wrestled within herself for control.

Everything was as she’d left it, except for a new cork board on the wall above the bed. Not a single speck of dust had been allowed to settle here. Her father must have come in here every day, right up to the end. Her every possession had been preserved and lovingly kept clean and ready. Hunting knives and the shotgun she’d used when he took her on trips with him. Her collection of Gray’s Anatomy DVDs. Programs from the annual wildlife film festival downtown, which she’d attended every year from age 8 until she left.

If all that hit her hard, the cork board packed even greater effect. She hadn’t written a paper letter home, so he’d printed out her e-mails, even the ones where she’d only given him a few terse lines. They’d been pinned up beside a large print of her college graduation photo. He hadn’t attended that event as far as she knew. She had no idea how he’d gotten a photo of it, much less that he’d wanted one.

At that moment, her cell phone rang. Juli groaned. She needed hands to answer that, not paws. Squeezing her eyes shut, she counted rapidly, then reached into her purse. Her hands still felt furry, but at least she’d managed opposable thumbs. She lifted the phone out, then gulped when she saw her boss’s image displayed on the screen.

“Gabriel! I’ve been trying to call about getting emergency leave. Sorry I haven’t been able to—”

He cut her off neatly. “Never mind about the leave. What’s this about you taking over the Missoula pack?”

She caught her breath. That she had not yet discussed with her employer. “Where did you hear that?” The hand holding the cell phone shook. Neil must have made good on his threat.

“From the formal complaint on my desk, Juli. Let’s not play games.”

“Of course.” She eased herself off the floor and headed for the bed. The familiar scent and feel of the bedspread still comforted her after all these years. The patches of fur on her body began to recede. Good. She desperately needed a clear head to speak to Gabriel. She could swear that man could see through the phone—he always seemed to pick up on any turmoil she tried to hide.

He cleared his throat, then spoke with impatience in his voice. “I’m waiting for your explanation, Juli.”

She rolled all the way back on the bed and stretched out at full length. Her father had even fluffed the pillow recently. Tears stung her eyes, but she collected herself to describe the situation to Gabriel. Of course, she left out the part about half-shifting all the time, and also the part about hitting on the beta she’d been crushing on since her preteen years. She told him everything else.

“I see,” he said when she’d finished, and she cringed at the disapproval the two words held. Gabriel terrified her. She’d seen him reduce the fiercest alphas to puppy whimpers. “Of course, it was improper for the beta to suggest the two of you alter the story of Darrow Gunby’s death. My opinion of him drops for that, certainly. But I must remind you of your duties in Lewistown.” He paused for a moment. “Council investigators could certainly come up with plenty of loopholes that would allow you to pass responsibility for the pack to Neil Statham legally, and our records show he is well-liked by the rank and file.”

Juli gaped at the phone. Her shock caused her to respond without thinking. “Gabriel! How is that any different from what Neil offered me?”

He took her outburst in stride. “It doesn’t involve lying.”

“It does involve bending the rules to suit everyone’s convenience. No! My father was the sharpest man in the Northwest. He knew what he was doing. I’m not going to just stomp all over that, no matter what the personal cost to me.”

“A sense of honor is noble, Juli, but it’s for misguided alphas, not sober investigators.”

Oh Lord, there went the fur again. “Misguided?” She repeated the word into the phone, wincing at the growl that came with it.

“The sort of werewolf who allows gut instinct to cloud her mind to the view from above,” Gabriel returned coolly. “Too feral. Too bestial.”

“Too alpha,” Juli finished for him. For all that Gabriel loved cowing alphas, she knew he loathed unchecked emotion and most other signature werewolf traits. He shifted once a month for full-moon exemption, but she’d heard rumors that he took lycanthropy suppressants the rest of the time. She didn’t need rumors to know his opinion of werewolves who had trouble controlling the shift. She’d heard his insults firsthand plenty of times herself. She sat up straight on the bed, suddenly envisioning a new kind of life for herself. “Maybe I’m not a sober investigator, Gabriel. Maybe my father was right about what I am.”

He blew air into the phone, and she could just see his upraised eyes and carefully folded fingers. “Juli, you’re a talented investigator. Your skill with forensics truly shows promise. I’ve been discussing the possibility of funding additional education for you along those lines. There’s plenty of important work that you could do in Lewistown. You could make a real contribution to the future of our kind.”

She sighed. Just a few weeks ago, her heart would have leapt to hear words like that from her stern and exacting boss. Her father’s death had shifted her perspective on everything, it seemed. “I’m sorry. I’m going to need to put in my resignation in order to accept the duty my father passed on to me. I’ll get the official paperwork to you by the end of the week. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the opportunity you gave me, and your confidence in and support of my abilities.” She spoke without hesitation. A part of her watched from the ceiling in disbelief. Had she really just quit her job with the Council? After everything she had sacrificed to get it, and all the battles she’d fought with her father?

Juli fingered her perfectly laundered bedspread and smiled. For all the tension between them, her father had apparently known exactly how to get her on his side when it really counted. She wouldn’t let him down.

Gabriel had launched into the formal language regulations required him to speak in this situation. She’d given up her pack to become part of the Council, and her pack bore no obligation to accept her return. Investigative privileges were revoked immediately, but her health insurance would last through the end of the month. Those details were only the beginning. She waited through the speech, giving formal acknowledgment of her understanding where necessary.

When they’d gotten through all that, Gabriel paused. “Juli, are you certain I can’t change your mind? This situation promises to get extraordinarily unpleasant. Disputing for leadership of a pack when there’s a popular candidate from within is always a thankless affair.”

She spoke coldly, and with a confidence she couldn’t remember feeling for a very long time. “I understand completely.”

“Then we’ll send investigators and get this underway.”

Juli hung up the phone and sighed. Frankly, she could use a nap right here. Any respite she might hope for, however, shattered with the sound of a key turning the lock in the front door. Juli lay as quiet and still as she could, praying that Neil would not bother to notice her presence. No such luck.

“Juli! Just the girl I wanted to see!” His hypnotic scent entered the room before he did, with just enough of a lead to get every single one of her nerve endings stimulated in anticipation of his arrival. Neil swung into her bedroom a moment later, smiling as if he didn’t have a care in the world. She stared, confused at the change in his attitude toward her.

“How are you, Neil?” Juli adjusted her posture stiffly. She felt wooden, numb, and awkward, unable to remember any method of sitting that felt at all natural.

“I’m good.” He plopped at the foot of the bed. “I want you to come out with me tonight.” His voice held a subtle smolder. Juli’s body flooded with hormones, a situation that was all the more humiliating since she knew he could probably smell it.

Had he been hit on the head? “Go out with you? Like on a date?” Jeez. Only a glutton for punishment would put out so many invitations for rejection.

A shadow flickered over his face. “Not a date.”

Of course not. Juli rubbed the heel of her hand over her eyes. “Then what?”

He shrugged. “Just to talk. Please, Juli. Things got out of hand the other night. I don’t want us at each other’s throats.”

What an apt choice of metaphor. She studied him. The squint lines around his eyes from long hours out on the baseball diamond made him look older than he was, but in fact he only had two years on her. He probably had as little idea of what to do at any given moment as she did. If he wanted to make up, maybe she should give him the benefit of the doubt. Besides, if she had even the barest chance of talking him into retracting his formal complaint, it would be worth it, for the sake of herself, him, and every other werewolf in Missoula.

Juli knew all too well what it would mean if Council investigators came swooping in. She forced a smile. “Sure. Let’s go out.”





Chapter Four

Neil thanked God for small mercies—so far, Juli hadn’t commented on the sorry state of his truck. The ancient hunk of metal literally creaked as he parked it just south of the Wilma. The theater’s old-time marquee lit the night, but not as much as the carousel just beyond in Caras Park.

He barely suppressed a grin as he surveyed the hokey old downtown attraction, but Juli’s reaction couldn’t have been more different. “You brought me here?” The shriek in her voice hurt the upper ranges of his hearing, and he gave a little dog whine to let her know.

“What’s the problem?” He kept his face innocent, though he knew damn well why she objected. He’d chosen this place specifically because of the history they had here.

She growled in reply. He wondered if she knew how frequently the wolf in her slipped out since she’d come back to Missoula, or how hot it was.

Now that he’d made his complaint to the Werewolf Council, Neil felt comfortable pursuing the more personal unresolved issues between them. For days, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her willingness to stay in Missoula to fulfill her father’s last request. Maybe they could negotiate an outcome that satisfied everyone. If she agreed to stay in town as a regular pack member, she could involve herself in pack governance in the spirit of her father’s wishes. She could stay by Neil’s side. If both went well, one day they might even lead the pack together as a mated pair.

The idea brought the now-familiar surge of animal desire. Neil shook his head to clear it. That needed to wait until the right time. He couldn’t afford to bomb another conversation with her.

Neil turned to her with his most charming smile. “I’ve never actually ridden the carousel. Have you?”

“You said this wasn’t a date,” she pointed out. “You told me you wanted to talk.”

He met her eyes. The anger in them didn’t frighten him. Quite the opposite. It spoke of a passion he would love to get to know. Despite his fantasies, Neil followed his long-standing habit of playing it cool and kept his voice mellow. “Whatever you want.”

She crossed her arms below her breasts, calling his attention to her curves despite his best efforts. “No games, Neil. Why did you want to talk here?”

He sighed. Again, she’d jumped straight into the thick of it. “Things went wrong between us that night five years ago. I wanted to start over, and it made sense to come back here to do that.”

Her glare softened, but her lips remained pressed together. “Fine. Maybe there’s something to that. Let’s go.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Where?”

“You want to do this? Let’s do this right. Dragon Hollow.” She’d jumped out of the truck before he had a chance to respond. Neil had to take long, loping strides to catch up.

“Dragon Hollow?”

She spoke to him over her shoulder. “It’s the name of the place I took you last time. You didn’t know that? Come on.” She grabbed his hand, but somehow didn’t slow her pace. The contact must not have given her the same jolt it gave Neil. Not wanting to seem slow compared to her, he forced himself to speed up. Really, he wished he could tumble to the ground with her right there.

She propelled them past the carousel and into a castle-style kids’ playground. Yellow plastic flags rose above the structure. Green slides emerged from wide-open painted dragon mouths as if they were tongues, flowing past cartoonish teeth. Given the hour, Juli and Neil were alone there.

She released him, shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans, and executed a slow turn. Her sneakers crunched in the cedar chips that padded the ground. “Let’s see. Yeah, I think it was right there, under that really fierce-looking one. When I was little, I thought he was wearing a necklace on his forehead, but now I think that’s just supposed to be a wrinkle.”

Neil shook his head and laughed. “What are you even talking about?”

“I thought long and hard before I brought you here, Neil. I must have spent three hours earlier that day deciding where exactly I ought to stand. I don’t know why I wanted to be right under the fierce dragon. At the moment, he reminds me a little of my Daddy.”

“Maybe that’s why I was so freaked out. I would not have liked the idea of Darrow watching us.”

“I’ll bet. Then maybe we should go somewhere else. Like the base of that curly slide right there.”

He had to smile at the serious way she bit her lip. “You sure that doesn’t ruin the magic? Do we need to be in exactly the same spot, or is it okay if we’re ten feet away?”

Juli’s expression turned sly. “You tell me.”

Neil thought the magic would be in full force anywhere she was, but he couldn’t say that just yet. “I think we’ll be okay. We have to do things a little differently anyway, don’t we?”

She looked so grateful that he wondered if he’d said more than he’d intended. Neil followed her to the small clearing at the base of the curly slide, where they both sat down. “I can’t believe this is where I decided to tell you I wanted us to be together. I guess I was pretty much still a kid, even if I’d turned 18.”

“Hell, I was still a kid too, and I was 20.”

“You made me feel like you were so grownup and mature, and I was just a little fool.” She sighed, and tears welled up in her eyes. Had she been hurt that badly? When she’d avoided him afterward, he’d assumed that conversation was a childish impulse she regretted.

“I’m sorry I was such a jerk about it. I had to make sure you didn’t bring it up twice.” Neil confessed, “I didn’t have it in me to refuse you again, and I really thought Darrow would kill me if I ravished his daughter the way I wanted to.”

“Ravish, huh? That’s a strong word.”

Neil let a little of his desire show on his face. “It was a strong feeling.”

She laughed. “You hid it well.”

Her beautiful face seemed so open and vulnerable right then. Her pale skin shone in the night like the full moon. Guilt pierced Neil. He’d never dreamed she’d felt anywhere as hurt by him as he had by her. They had even more to talk about than he’d imagined.

That was what he ought to be doing right now. Talking. Not giving in to the urge to take her into his arms, to pull her into his lap, to finally feel the soft black hair he had dreamed about so many times.

Juli’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

Neil knew he ought to get control of himself, but he’d gotten closer to her than ever before. He would pull himself together in just a minute. First, he had to know what those plump, pink lips tasted like.

She opened her mouth to his tongue willingly. A moan swelled between them, and Neil couldn’t tell which of them had originated it. He tightened his grip on her, and his good intentions abandoned him. She tasted like every wild thing he longed for. She tasted like the dark and joyful world he glimpsed each full-moon exemption, like the freedom that tempted him 27 days out of the lunar cycle.

Before he knew it, he’d rolled her onto her back in the cedar chips, settling himself between her legs. Beneath him, she responded, ripping into his skin through the flimsy protection of his T-shirt, and growling again. Fiery lines of delicious pain trailed after her touch. He could take that and more. Neil nipped at her throat to remind her who had her pinned. He clawed in turn at the damnably thick denim shirt that stood between him and the soft flesh of her breasts.

Clawed.

Sober realization pierced his lust. He’d half-shifted in a downtown playground, a stone’s throw from a popular night spot. He needed to get control of this before it went too far, but his body would not cooperate. Neil’s every cell screamed for him to take this all the way, to fully shift so they could bond here and now as mates. Who gave a damn if the Council said it was illegal outside the full moon? A much older law pulsing in his veins—and in his erection, for that matter—insisted right now would do just fine.

Juli raised her head, a dazed expression clouding her face. “Neil?” The beginnings of fangs peeked from under her lips. God help him, all he could think about was how those sharp points would feel sinking into his flesh as the two of them engaged in an ancient struggle guaranteed to end in surrender. If she shifted any more, he’d follow her into it all the way, whether he wanted to or not. Then they’d both wind up censured by the Council when a dozen humans witnessed their rutting, and neither would lead the pack. Neil staggered to his feet.

He grabbed one of the wooden posts supporting the dragon castle, then frowned at the deep marks he’d inadvertently created there. “We have to get hold of ourselves, Juli. We certainly can’t mate here, and it seems like our chance of staying human while having sex is less than zero until we get that out of our system.”

That got her attention. She jumped up after him, eyes blazing. “Who said anything about mating? Hell, who said we were even having sex?”

Neil shook his head and gave her a rueful smile. He turned slowly, so she could see what she’d done to his back. “This says.”

“Jesus.” He raised an eyebrow. He didn’t remember ever hearing her use the full-strength version of that exclamation. “Neil, I’m sorry.” She touched his bleeding scratches with a fingertip, and he suppressed a full-body shiver.

“Don’t be. Believe me, I was enjoying that. In fact, you’d better take that hand away, or there’s no telling what I’ll do.”

He waited until he heard her back away a few steps. Then he faced her and found an odd light of triumph in her eyes. “You really did want to ravish me.”

Had she really not known? “Of course I did.” He corrected himself. “Do. Maybe coming here was a bad idea.”

Her shirt was a little the worse for wear thanks to her partial shift, and Neil knew his clothes had fared no better. Juli drew a shuddering breath and hugged herself. He managed to resist the urge to unwrap her arms and take over the action. She lowered her head for a long moment. When she lifted it again, unshed tears glistened in her eyes. “What do you want with me, Neil? I need to know the truth. You’re throwing around talk of mating like it’s nothing, and all these years I...” Her words trailed off.

She had a point. Neil sighed and leaned his head against the post he’d vandalized. Werewolves mated for life. Of course, they could have casual sex so long as they managed to stay in mostly human form while they did it. Fully shifted sex, on the other hand, created an unbreakable bond. Aside from the many legal issues that surrounded it, it shouldn’t be done lightly. By talking about mating as if it were inevitable, he’d practically asked her to marry him. He ground his teeth. He’d done a great job not bombing this so far.

“Neil?” She sounded tentative. The way she shifted between tender and fierce would drive him mad. She inspired his full range of male feelings, from protective to defiant.

“Stay, Juli.” He wanted to roll his eyes as soon as he said the words. It sounded like the tortured admission it was, not the simple request he’d wanted it to be. Since he’d said that much, he decided he might as well give her the rest. “Stay, and we’ll figure out whether we ought to mate. What I know now is I can’t just kiss you. I can’t even settle for being with you as a human man. You bring out the beast in me, and I don’t think that’s going to change.”

She chewed on a fingertip. He had to stop thinking about her teeth. “Neil, have you ever... I mean, I’ve never...”

He raised an eyebrow. Surely she wasn’t about to tell him she was a virgin. Not with all that passion ripe to burst forth. “I’ve been with other women, if that’s what you’re asking. But I’ve never even thought about mating. It’s never been a problem to keep the wolf on the inside of my skin, if you know what I mean.”

She nodded. “Me too. I’ve never wanted anyone this way before.”

Lord. Did she have to go and tell him that and then expect him to stay on his side of the playground? He felt exhausted from holding back his desire. “Will you stay? In town, I mean?”

“Of course I will, Neil. You know what’s going on.” She held up her hand, showing Darrow’s leather ring.

“No. I need to know that you’ll stay no matter what. With me. Even if...”

She narrowed her eyes, a dangerous expression growing on her face. “Neil, you’re not asking if I’ll stay and mate with you even if your complaint is upheld. Right? Because that would be completely ridiculous.”

Indignation ripped through his body. He clenched his fists at his sides. “You’re not asking if I’ll mate with you after you’ve humiliated me by defeating my complaint. Right? Because that would be equally ridiculous.” Fury cracked through his voice. Neil had always thought himself above bouts of uncontrolled werewolf temper. This encounter with Juli was bursting a lot of his bubbles.

She stared at him. “I can’t believe you, Neil. You just can’t bring yourself to respect me, no matter what.”

“What are you talking about? Of course I respect you. I wouldn’t mate with someone I don’t respect.” Fur sprouted along his forearms. He still felt too much emotion from before, and too many powerful instinctual urges. He didn’t have anywhere close to his normal control. This entire evening had become a huge embarrassment.

“You don’t respect me as an alpha. You only want me as a mate if I’m less than you. You’ve never missed an opportunity to remind me of how young I am, of how little I know.” She punched the air, then spun in an angry pirouette. “Screw what our hormones want, Neil. You will never have me.”

Oh, hell. He couldn’t imagine how the conversation could get any worse than this. “Juli, wait.”

“No.” She flared her nostrils and bared her teeth. Her blue irises took on the weird yellow cast of her inner wolf. “Hell, no. I’m walking home, Neil. I recommend you stay out of my way. I’ll see you in werewolf court.”

It seemed useless to try to call her back. He watched her walk away, her perfect ass swinging with defiant freedom. The claws of his fisted fingers tore into his palms. He counted the hours until the full-moon exemption, and came up with too damn many. He counted again, and again, but the beast within did not abate. Finally, Neil had to resort to running circles around that dragon castle until he tired himself into being fully human. No matter how exhausted he became, nothing could erase the powerful urge to find Juli, to take her mouth again, and, yes, to take her as his mate.





Chapter Five

With baseball season in full swing, Juli found it easier to avoid Neil than she expected. He spent a couple nights playing in Helena, and then a couple in Billings. The Werewolf Council’s investigators interviewed each of them separately, so the formal resolution meeting they scheduled in the Gunby living room turned out to be the first time she saw him since that disastrous night in Dragon Hollow.

She walked into that meeting after a day of job interviews, feeling frazzled, her hair messed up from the wind on the drive home. She recognized all three of the investigators present, but hadn’t been friendly with any of them back in Lewistown. She acknowledged them with a series of nods, then dragged a chair in from the kitchen and perched on the edge of it.

Neil looked good, fit and way more relaxed than Juli felt. He leaned back in her father’s favorite armchair as if he owned it, his muscular legs sprawled out before him. He’d just made a joke to the female investigator, and she responded with an interested laugh that made Juli’s hackles rise.

Not hackles, she told herself sternly. The last thing she needed right then was another slip, this time in front of Council officials. She’d even considered asking Dr. LaMont for a single dose of lycanthropy suppressants, just for the day. Fear of coming to rely on them stopped her, so control would be the word of the day.

Neil finally got around to greeting Juli, throwing her a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. One of his knees bobbed rapidly up and down, and she felt a little better. He was nervous too.

The female investigator cleared her throat, and the two on either side of her came to attention as swiftly as if she’d yanked their leashes. “Let’s not waste any more time.” She placed a recorder on Darrow’s glass coffee table. Juli noticed with an inner wince that a fine layer of dust marred its surface. Apparently, she and Neil couldn’t match her father’s level of housekeeping.

The female investigator continued, assuming an even more professional voice, if that were possible. “June 19, 5:33 p.m., Missoula, Montana, in the house formerly belonging to Darrow Gunby. This is Heather Compton, Alpha-Level Investigator for the Werewolf Council. We’ve completed our interviews with the two principals involved in complaint A-7852, regarding pack succession for werewolf group 7B. Please acknowledge you are both present in the room with me.”

Juli obeyed at the same moment as Neil. The investigator thanked them with a precise nod, and droned on through the official opening babble that regulations required.

Juli couldn’t take her eyes off Heather. How could that woman stand this? Juli’s skin had started itching the moment Heather began reciting numbers. How could she sit day after day in a tight wool skirt-suit and speak in that tone of voice without exploding into a ravening illegal shift every other Thursday?

Most of Juli’s Council work so far had taken place in the lab, where her behavior hadn’t needed to be this proper all the time. Gabriel had assured her that control would develop in time, and, in Lewistown, that had seemed to be true. On the other hand, in Lewistown, she hadn’t had a damn thing to care about, to desire, or to get angry about. Her eyes slipped unbidden to Neil, who inspired every one of those emotions in her every time he breathed. Even in the thick of resolving his formal complaint against her, she could not get their kiss out of her mind. In his arms, the full power of expansive life had shot through Juli’s body with every breath, every movement of his tongue against hers, every twitch of muscle.

It wasn’t just Neil, though. She liked Missoula. Nostalgia twisted through her at the sight of the old carousel, the feel of the familiar streets beneath her feet. She itched to shift here, to run along the Bitterroot River with her wolf’s paws, the way she had the very first time she changed. She missed her father. Even the color of the sky beyond the mountains inspired feelings. Maybe her father had been right to force her to come back. Her problems containing her shift seemed worth the size of the life she had here. It was good to be home.

“Miss Gunby?” Heather waved a hand in front of Juli’s face. “I need you to acknowledge for the recording that you understand that our decisions here today are binding and cannot be disputed without cause. If you feel you have cause for dispute, you will need to submit form FV9 for review by Council investigators, and such form needs to be received by the Lewistown office before such time as—”

“Yes,” Juli said quickly. “I understand all that.” She forced a smile, praying none of her words had come out along with the growl she’d wanted to throw in.

“Excellent. Since Mr. Statham has also granted verbal assent, we can proceed to the reading of the formal decision.”

“Wonderful,” Neil said, his lip curled. The sarcasm in his voice came through so plainly that Heather broke the flow of her words to stare at him.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Statham?”

“Of course not.” His forehead twitched as if he were barely restraining an eye roll. Juli gave him a wink and a smirk before remembering that he was the enemy today, not Heather. He looked quickly away from her, and she blushed. Heather waited another beat, then tapped her stack of paperwork on the glass table.

“Let’s proceed,” Heather said. “The statute most relevant to complaint A-7852 is regulation 2.315c, regarding progression of pack leadership in the event of the death of an alpha due to sickness or natural causes.”

Juli tried to keep her sigh from coming out audibly. No matter how irritating it felt to be in the hands of the Council, no matter how their officious, bureaucratic style ran against every wild fiber of her being as a werewolf, she needed to remember the sacred, important purpose they served. She’d worked for them, and knew very well the conditions they strove to prevent. Werewolves feared and hunted by humans. Werewolves destroying each other. A werewolf could never forget that inside her, she held a beast. As seductive as it might feel to give in to the rush of instinct and sensation that creature inspired, it would lead to a primitive condition, no better than that of an animal.

She gathered her patience any way she could and sat still, her hands folded in her lap. It would be childish and ridiculous to give credence to the sense that she’d been locked in jail. Here she sat, in a chair in her father’s living room, free to leave at any time. If she focused, she could still smell the fresh, outdoor air coming in through the windows, and the pungent animal smell of her father’s game trophies. Red dirt clung to Neil’s skin from the last time he’d played ball, the blend on the Billings diamond subtly different from the one in Missoula. Juli’s shoulders relaxed as she reminded herself this was just a little waiting. Full-moon exemption was coming up. Soon now. More than halfway there.

She returned her attention to Heather’s voice. “We find that Darrow Gunby’s decision to pass the rank of alpha down to his daughter, Juli Gunby, while unusual, is proper, legal, and binding. Furthermore—”

“What?” Neil roared up out of his chair. “Are you insane?” His chin had been smooth at the beginning of the meeting, but now he looked like he hadn’t shaved for days. He breathed raggedly, obviously holding his human form by a thread.

Juli could not help savoring the scent of him, stronger now that his inner wolf had risen. It called to the complementary part of Juli, and she yearned to answer. She feared she might follow Neil into instability. Juli pulled her awareness back from him as much as she could manage. In her head, she reached for her multiplication tables.

“She doesn’t even know the names of everyone in the pack!” Neil’s voice wavered barely on the human side of a howl. He stabbed a finger at Juli.

Heather Compton cleared her throat. “Perhaps you could help her with that. Miss Gunby indicated she’d be willing to keep you on in the capacity of beta. Our records show you acquitted yourself well in that role with her father.”

“She’ll be nice enough to let me stay on as beta, huh?” Neil’s fingers flexed, and Juli knew claws would erupt from them a moment before they did. Neil groaned, apparently still in enough of his right mind to know he shouldn’t be shifting now. Clearly, he couldn’t stop himself. The skin of his hands darkened, then abruptly became furry. His fingers lengthened, and his hair grew shaggy. The stitching of his ever-present baseball jersey protested.

Heather gave a subtle gesture, and the two investigators on either side of her stood. One reached for the dart gun at his hip.

“Wait!” Juli said, her voice ringing with command. “Since you’ve upheld my position as alpha of this pack, I have the right to discipline him myself. You step in only if my authority does not hold.”

Heather dipped her head in agreement, a very slight smile playing at the corners of her mouth. The two standing investigators remained perfectly still, fixed on Neil with the utter focus of well-trained hunting dogs. “I’m pleased to see you so prepared to fulfill the duties of your new role,” Heather said. “See that you address this matter adequately.”

Juli could not resist answering with a smile. She didn’t like the idea of having to punish Neil, but she enjoyed receiving Heather’s respect. Making eye contact with him, she willed him to accept her authority just this once, to calm down for now so the Lewistown investigators would leave them alone. Neil responded by retaking his seat, shedding fur from his body and falling to the carpet around him with a light patter. Relief flooded Juli’s body, and the tension in the room began to fade.

Then the investigator to Heather’s left scribbled on a piece of paper and handed it to Neil. He glanced at it and exploded, maintaining human form this time, but still wildly angry. “A citation?”

“For unauthorized shifting,” Heather returned placidly.

Juli’s eyes widened. “I thought we just agreed...”

“You saved him from tranquilization and arrest. Be grateful we were lenient.”

“There are no humans here!” Muscles corded in Neil’s neck. “We’re in the living room of a private home!”

Dangerous interest sharpened Heather’s face. “Do you believe shifting is legal at any time besides the full moon, simply because you’re inside a private home, or keeping company with only other werewolves?”

Neil dropped his head. “Of course not,” he muttered sullenly. “Why don’t you ask Juli what she thinks about that too?”

Juli snapped her gaze to his and found open rebellion in his eyes. A sense of betrayal curled through her stomach. Heather Compton frowned and turned to Juli. “Care to tell us what Mr. Statham is referring to?”

Juli cleared her throat, resisting the urge to shoot Neil a death glare. She wanted to engage as little as possible with these childish accusations. “I’ve been having some strong emotions around my father’s death,” she confessed. “I’ve had a few slips. Never in front of humans.” She hoped that last part was true.

Heather’s expression turned sour. “Have you been reporting them? You know we need to monitor these things for signs of a pattern spiraling out of control.”

Juli swallowed. “I hadn’t gotten around to filling out the paperwork.”

Heather slapped a sheaf of papers into Juli’s lap. “See that you do. Your tenure as alpha is off to a troubled start.” She glanced pointedly at Neil. “You wouldn’t want to make things any worse than they need to be.”

The investigator stood, hefting an elegant leather briefcase as she did. She wore black stockings without a single perceptible run. Juli wondered how she looked when she shifted. The woman seemed more feline than lupine, and too put together to ever run on all fours or throw back her head and howl.

Heather caught Juli’s expression and responded with a challenging stare. That did help Juli envision how the other woman would look if she grew sharp fangs. Juli touched the collar of her shirt as a subtle sign of retreat, and the investigator again gave her restrained nod.

“We’ll head back to Lewistown tomorrow morning. Feel free to contact us if you need further assistance. As far as I’m concerned, this case is closed.”

Neil sat up straight. “What are you talking about?”

Heather gave him a cool stare. “We issued our decision. We have no reason to stay any longer.”

“That was the final decision?”

“I gave a very thorough explanation, Mr. Statham.”

Neil paled a little. “You certainly did.” He stood slowly, then looked at each person in the room in turn. “I’m afraid I can’t accept it.”

“What?” Juli sat back in her chair, stunned. How much conflict did he want to make out of this?

Heather laughed. “It’s not your choice whether to accept it or not. What matters is the Council has accepted it.”

“I challenge the decision.”

“You’re perfectly welcome to challenge Miss Gunby for the position of alpha at the next full moon, as our ancient law provides.”

He glanced at Juli, curling his lip. “I’m not going to fight her. I’m challenging you.”

“I’ve explained the details of form FV9.”

“I’m not filling that out. I object to this entire process.”

Heather shook her head in amusement and laughed even harder. “You’ll have to stop with the jokes, Mr. Statham. I’m an alpha-level investigator. My word can’t be challenged.”

“Listen, I know you had a bunch of numbers and codes to justify what you’ve decided, but it’s wrong. Darrow Gunby can’t just treat an entire pack like chattel. We can’t be inherited. We’re werewolves, not objects.”

Heather raised a perfect eyebrow. It appeared neatly plucked, and Juli again wondered how she managed it. Her own eyebrows sprouted stray hairs at a hopeless pace, all hours of the day and night. “When a rival alpha conquers a ruling alpha, the pack is transferred, no? Do you object to all of our customs, or just the ones that don’t suit you?”

“Maybe I object to all of them.” No one could mistake Neil’s expanding chest and threatening step forward. The two silent investigators interposed themselves between Neil and Heather. Juli’s body tensed. Heather drew herself to her full height, perfectly poised and graceful in her tall heels.

“You need to be very careful about the path you’re taking, Mr. Statham. The Council is not tolerant of dissent.”

“Don’t I know it. All you folks from Lewistown apparently feel free to show up and throw your weight around without ever bothering to think about how you’re affecting the people who actually have to live with your decisions.” He glanced at Juli. “Don’t get me wrong, honey. You should have stayed in Missoula with us. It’s just that ever since you got back, you stink of them.”

“Didn’t seem to have turned you off,” Juli threw back, then blushed as everyone in the room looked at her with new speculation in their eyes. Wonderful. Now she’d revealed her relationship with Neil, whatever it was, to the Council.

Heather smirked, but did not comment. Neil shrugged off the remark in favor of continuing his tirade.

“Have any of you even talked with any member of the Missoula pack besides me? Or of ‘werewolf group 7B,’ as you so aptly referred to it?”

Heather’s spine stiffened even further. “We spoke with Dr. LaMont.”

“But none of the regular guys. Do you even know how many people are in the pack? Juli, do you?”

Juli looked away, taking his point keenly. She truly intended to do right by the pack, but since she’d returned to Missoula, she’d been so caught up with her father’s death, the Council investigation, and the turmoil with Neil that she hadn’t been to see anyone. She could make no excuse for that, but Neil pressed his point.

“Let me tell you all something.” He stabbed a finger in Heather’s face, nearly grazing her nose. The investigator to her right put up a warning hand. Neil retracted the finger, but did not step back. “The werewolves in Missoula were loyal to Darrow Gunby, because he commanded respect. When he got sick and I asked them to stand by him, we all agreed we couldn’t do without his wisdom. But we had an understanding.”

Heather interrupted, slicing her hand through the air. “You went over this during your testimony, Mr. Statham. If you can’t see how you’re contradicting yourself, I don’t think I can help you.”

Neil turned his back on her in an ultimate gesture of disrespect. Heather’s eyes widened and the dart gun came out of that other investigator’s pocket again, but Juli couldn’t watch them because he’d suddenly turned on her full force. She forced herself to meet his gaze boldly, knowing he didn’t truly have much size on her. Still, her own fear filled the air around her.

Neil seemed to take up the entire room as he advanced on her. He stepped so close she could smell him, feel the heat of his skin, practically taste him. The proximity made her shudder with the recollection of his lips on hers. He leaned in even closer and spoke slowly and loudly, as if she might have trouble hearing him in that totally silent room. “No one is going to follow you. You can play games with statutes and regulations all day long if you want, but nothing is going to change the simple fact that the pack isn’t loyal to you.”

Heather cleared her throat again, breaking the spell Neil had cast on the room. “As a member of the pack, it’s your duty and obligation to assist your alpha with that. As the current beta, you bear that responsibility even more keenly. If you believe the alpha can’t lead, then you challenge her in single combat. Very simple. What part of this are you struggling with, Mr. Statham?”

“I know the way it’s supposed to go, Miss Compton.” He returned the investigator’s formal style with sneering sarcasm. “I also know there are free packs in Wyoming that do it differently. They allow the challenges, but they also give current pack members the chance to accept or reject a new alpha. They acknowledge the right of each pack to choose its own destiny, and, by extension, the right of each individual.”

“The packs in Wyoming betrayed the Council and broke their vows of kinship with us.” Heather pulled her lip back from her teeth in a snarl as subtle and elegant as her tasteful gold accessories.

Neil smiled. His body relaxed. He moved as if the tension had gone out of the room, when in fact it had grown even more. Juli watched him warily. She had to remind herself to breathe. “I guess someone’s thought of a solution, then.”

“Neil, what are you saying?” Juli couldn’t help reaching out to him. The magnitude of the trouble he flirted with horrified her. The investigators could arrest him just for hinting this way. They could haul him to Lewistown, or expel him from all Council-affiliated packs, or require that he take lycanthropy suppressants in such large doses he wouldn’t be able to shift even on the full moon. No matter how much conflict had grown between them, she didn’t think she could bear for any of that to happen. She didn’t want to be cut off from him.

He dodged away from her fingers and faced Heather, shoulders square. “I’m saying the Missoula pack isn’t going to follow the Council anymore. We’re seceding, just like Wyoming. I’ll lead.”

“Neil!”

“You can join us, Juli.” He paused and looked straight in her eyes. “You’re always welcome as far as I’m concerned.” She picked up the invitation laced through his words, but for once felt too distressed to respond.

Heather sighed loudly and dropped her weight in the chair she’d just vacated, unlatching her briefcase with a loud slap. “Well, I guess I’m not going home yet. Gabriel will not be happy about this.”

“Are you going to arrest me?”

She arched a speculative eyebrow, and another irrational flash of jealousy spread through Juli’s body. “Do you want me to?”

“I’m happy to walk out of here as a free man.” Neil shrugged, but Juli thought she detected a little discomfort in his defiance, as if he hadn’t realized how far he could take things. He shifted from foot to foot and shoved both hands in his pocket, and he’d lifted his shoulders almost to his ears.

Heather shuffled more papers, and did not deign to meet Neil’s eye. “The Council recognizes that werewolves are prone to hasty speech. Technically, you’re not in violation unless you fail to appear at the ceremonial swearing in of the new alpha. I’ll be sure you and the rest of the pack are notified. Until that event, your rebellion is considered a threat only—serious, but not yet requiring intervention. You might want to take some time to think things over between now and then. We can make things very uncomfortable for you if you choose to join the rebels in Wyoming.”

Neil lifted one corner of his mouth. “Sure. I’ll give that some thought.” He turned on his heel.

Heather stopped him with a voice like a whip crack. “I’m not finished. We’re going to have to call in a full complement of investigators. We’ll take a statement from every pack member, and place guards on each one. Anyone found to be involved with sedition will be duly punished after the next full moon.” She paused for dramatic effect, a long nail tapping against her pale cheek. “If you don’t want your pack to suffer, I’d recommend you rethink your actions.”

Neil’s back muscles twitched. “I’ve had it with your threats and your police state.” He headed for the front door.

Juli jumped to her feet. She missed him as if he were already lost to her. She wished she could talk about what had just happened. If it hadn’t involved him, he would have been the person she sought out. “Neil, where are you going?”

“Out.”

She bit her lip. She’d already embarrassed herself plenty in front of the Lewistown officials. If she ran after him now, she didn’t think her pride could recover. She bit her lip and sat back down. Heather certainly had plenty of paperwork to keep her occupied.





Chapter Six

Two Council investigators stood guard outside Sarah Edmond’s modest ranch house. Even half-hidden in the surrounding forest, their presence emphasized the Council’s intrusion on Neil’s hometown and pack. He ignored them deliberately, and lifted his hand to knock on the battered front door.

Before he could complete the action, the door opened and revealed Juli. He froze, his fist still in the air, staring into those eyes, bigger and bluer than the wide-open Montana sky. He should have smelled that she was here. He certainly caught her scent now, earthy and delicate, like new growth in Spring.

Juli recovered before he did. “You have another visitor, Sarah,” she called over her shoulder. Nodding to Neil, she disappeared before he even caught his breath.

Neil did manage to lower his hand before the older female werewolf appeared in the entryway, her coffeepot in hand. She still got as much sun as ever, her wrinkled skin a pleasant nut-brown tan. An elastic flowered headband held back wild gray and white hair, and matched her housedress. Silver stars embossed the sides of her bright blue eyeglass frames. No one could have presented a friendlier, more welcoming image, but Neil couldn’t summon an appropriate greeting. Most of his mind had spun off in daydreams of Juli.

He wanted to kick himself. Considering the trouble he’d started, he couldn’t afford to be so distracted by Darrow Gunby’s daughter. She made him feel like he was twenty again, still a stammering kid casting about for the right thing to do.

Sarah Edmond gave him an amused smile that made his face flush. “I assume you’re standing on my porch because you want to come inside? Though I’m pretty sure I’m not the reason you’ve got that look on your face.”

Neil shook himself. “Yes, please. I thought I’d visit, since it’s been a while since I got the chance to see you.”

The older woman dismissed his words with an impatient gesture. “I’m no fool, Neil. I know why you’re here. Come sit down so we can do this over coffee. And close your mouth. You look like a guppy.”

She swept back down the hall and into the house. Neil waited another beat, then stepped in and closed the door behind him. Being inside Sarah Edmond’s house felt a little like being on one of the trails at the edge of town. She’d stuffed her home full of pressed wildflowers and other mementos of the outdoors. Water splashed in a miniature fountain to the left of the door, and Neil thought he recognized the rocks inside it as the kind found on the banks of the Clark Fork River. Beside the fountain, he noticed a framed photograph of Will Edmond, the werewolf who had been her mate until his death three years before.

“Are you coming to the table, Neil, or are you searching my house for valuables instead?”

Neil came to himself with a jerk. He’d come here to ask for the support of a well-respected member of the pack, and he’d started by behaving strangely on her porch. “Sorry!” Neil rushed into the kitchen to find Sarah waiting with two cups of coffee and a tray of thinly sliced roast beef. On the counter beside the sink sat a dirty coffee cup and an empty dish identical to the one on the table. He nodded. “You just had this exact conversation with Juli.”

Sarah smiled slowly, the expression spreading creases over her face. “No conversation is ever exactly the same. Juli wasn’t quite so tongue-tied when she showed up.” She slipped her glasses down her nose and studied him over their frames. “You’re both good kids. I’m not going to get between you.”

“Mrs. Edmond, I’m not sure if Juli filled you in on all the details of the dispute between us—”

She made a sound of disgust and waved his words away with one hand. “Those fancy people from Lewistown have gotten into you, boy. You call me Grandma Sarah like you always did. And you tell me what you really want to say.”

Neil hesitated, embarrassed by her criticism. Hadn’t he complained that Lewistown had gotten into Juli? The entire point of this rebellion was to get away from the Werewolf Council’s stultifying, legalistic ways. He cut to the point. “I told them the pack wouldn’t follow Juli. I said we would break off from the Council, and that I would be alpha.”

Sarah Edmond leaned back, pursing her lips.

“I guess I came here to ask if I was right. Would you follow Juli? Was that what she just asked you?”

The older woman sighed. “Why are you doing this, Neil? The way you’ve chosen causes so much trouble, and when you shift, you’re twice Juli’s size. You can just take her down and claim leadership, if that’s what you’re really after. Maybe it doesn’t satisfy all your principles, but it’s practical.”

“I can’t fight her.”

“Why not?”

“I shouldn’t have to. Darrow can’t pass on the—”

Sarah made another of her impatient gestures. She leaned forward and grabbed a big hunk of the roast beef, rolling it deftly between her fingers and biting it in half with feral enjoyment. “I don’t want to hear your official reasons. If you’ve got a wolf in you like the one in me, you’ve got no patience for that kind of argument. If you can win a dispute with your teeth and claws, under the moon, you go for it. Part of you longs for things to be so simple all the time. What’s stopping you, Neil?”

Her brown eyes sharpened with predatory interest, and he found himself swallowing and leaning back in his chair. She’d asked a fair question. More than one pack member had wanted to know why Neil made trouble with the Council over this when he’d never had any hesitation about taking on a shifted challenge before. Juli had never even fought officially. He had both size and experience on his side.

He avoided Sarah’s eyes, took his own bite of roast beef, and thought it over. He imagined himself shifted with Juli, raging, tearing, fighting for supremacy and life. The image raised a host of instincts within him—the urge to claim, to mate, to raise a set of cubs. Then he knew. He lifted his head with new understanding, and saw only knowing humor on Sarah’s face.

“You’re afraid to shift with her,” Sarah said.

Neil blew out a breath, half-covering his face with his hand. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, he couldn’t help the grin bursting out of him, along with the knowledge of his feelings for Juli. For him, mating with her wasn’t a choice. It wasn’t something to think over. It was an inevitability, if ever the opportunity arose.

If Neil ever found himself fully shifted with Juli, a single need would dominate his mind. He’d been telling the truth when he said he couldn’t fight her. Lowering his hand to the table, he jumped to see the thick mat of hair that covered it. “I am so sorry.” Sports scores automatically entered his mind as he snatched his hand off the surface and tucked it into his lap. Sarah only chuckled and shook her head.

“It’s not a problem, boy. It’s perfectly normal.” She refilled the coffee cup Neil hadn’t noticed himself draining. A fresh sip of it burned across his tongue, helping him return to the present moment.

His hand shrank and returned to human form. To Neil’s dismay, a dusting of fur spread over Sarah’s kitchen floor. “The Lewistown officials didn’t see it that way. They gave me a citation.”

Sarah scowled. “When you’re near a likely mate, the shift gets away from you for a while. It settles down shortly after you consummate.”

“Who said anything about mating?” Neil’s face heated. He covered his nerves with a different protest. “I’ve never heard anything like that before.”

The old woman just chuckled and continued speaking. “There aren’t as many of us as there used to be, and a lot of werewolves marry humans these days. When was the last time you were around a pair of courting werewolves?” When Neil shrugged, she gave a little nod. Then her eyes grew distant, and she shivered a little. “The month before Will and I mated, I woke up each morning fully shifted. I was lucky if I was still inside my house. One morning, I came to in the backyard with a rabbit in my mouth. Passion is wild, boy. There’s no containing it.”

Neil cleared his throat. He’d lose his mind if he considered the idea of passion, particularly not how Juli might express it. “Well, I can’t afford not to contain this, Grandma Sarah.”

“Good boy. You do know how you feel. Now you know what to do.” The older woman leaned forward, both her palms flat on the kitchen table. She lowered her voice. “Go after her, Neil. She can’t have gone far.”

He swallowed hard, knowing down to his very bones what he wanted to do with Juli. “I can’t do that. For one thing, she probably hates me.” He paused. “For another thing, I’m pretty sure the Lewistown investigators will notice if I shift this afternoon because my feelings get away from me. They’ve been watching me pretty closely.”

“Neil, you brought these investigators here, and you can send them back to Lewistown. We don’t need their attention.” She clucked her tongue and shook her head. “Darrow should never have given in to the Council’s prudish suppression of natural instincts, but we have to live with their foolish regulations for the time being. The last thing we need are arrogant kids on lycanthropy suppressants going around issuing citations to every werewolf in the midst of a normal phase of life.”

She pursed her lips, and he wondered at the heat in her words. He remembered the way she and Will Edmond had stood together at pack gatherings, strong and entwined. “Grandma Sarah, what was it like to have a mate?”

Sarah smiled faintly. “Maddening. I couldn’t have a weak feeling about him. I wanted him with every cell in my body. When we fought, I wanted to wrestle him all night and then spend the whole next day making up.”

“That sounds like a pretty hard—”

“Like being alive. More than I’d ever dreamed possible.” She cocked her head and looked into him with searching eyes. “Don’t fear her, Neil. I know you feel like you’re losing control, but you’re going to find yourself clearer than you’ve ever been. If Juli unleashes the beast in you, that’s a thing to celebrate. If you run away from her, what you’re really doing is running away from yourself.”

Neil tapped his foot on her wooden floor, but it sounded wrong. He glanced down and swore. His feet had grown and changed, bursting out of his sneakers and leaving his claws bare.

Sarah touched his hand. “A generation ago, a newly mated pair ran a whole month fully shifted, moon to moon, to celebrate the continuation of life in the pack. It wasn’t just a ritual. They needed it.” She closed her eyes. “I can’t tell you how beautiful it was, becoming myself in a way I never had before, under the trees, with him at my side. I wish the same for you.”

Her attempt at comfort couldn’t reach through the sick fear twisting Neil’s gut. Werewolves needed control to survive. She described a romantic reality whose time had passed. In the modern world, it just wasn’t possible. “I can’t even imagine what the Werewolf Council would do to me if I tried that.”

“Neil, you’re fighting the wrong battle with them. You’ve made Juli your enemy, when the two of you should stand together against this strangle grip.”

“Are you telling me you support joining the free packs in Wyoming after all?”

Sarah laughed. “Revolutions are for the young. When you get older, you learn how to have your private rebellions. We don’t need the wrath of Lewistown. Why not fight them from within? Fight them by example. Show them what werewolves ought to be. This full moon, shift with Juli. Fight with her. Mate with her if that’s where it takes you. Trust your instincts. Some people call this a curse, but Will always said the beast’s knowledge is our greatest gift.”

He sighed and pushed his chair back, pulling himself away from her and her fantasies of what his life could be. “How am I going to do any of that when I can’t control myself? If the wolf is bursting out of me every time I see Juli, I can’t go to the pack meeting to look for her and issue a challenge. I can’t see how any of that can work.”

Sarah whisked the empty plate off the table and turned back to her refrigerator. “Don’t think ahead so much. Do what feels right in the moment. When you called those investigators in, you did it because there was something you didn’t want to face. Stop avoiding it.”

Neil shivered. “Thanks for the talk.” He stood as well, antsy to get away from her uncomfortable truths. A run on the trail along the Bitterroot River might clear his head. It would be better if he could go in wolf form, but he still had days to go before the exemption kicked in. Irritation rose within him, and he knew it would take hours of exertion to still it again. Neil turned to go.

“I’m not sorry to upset you,” Sarah said dryly before he could disappear down her hallway. “You need to be upset. I hope the thought of her gets under your skin and won’t let go.”

He growled a little in the back of his throat and left her, his walk becoming a lope and then an aching, full-out run.





Chapter Seven

Juli paced and stared out at the Clark Fork River. The full moon would come in two days, and the accompanying urge to change itched constantly within her mind, making it hard to think. She sighed and dropped to a squat along the riverbank, toying with the rocks and driftwood scattered around her.

The ceremony that would swear her in as alpha of the Missoula Pack would start in less than 15 minutes, and the only werewolves who’d shown up so far were the Lewistown investigators. For the thousandth time that night, she second-guessed herself. She’d chosen to hold the event at the Jacobs Island Bark Park because she’d always liked the place, but what if the pack had been insulted that she’d chosen a dog park? When she’d lived in Missoula as a teenager, she’d liked to come here mid-month and sit among its pungent animal smells, with the river flowing by on either side of her. Some houses crowded into the view, but if she turned her head just so and focused on the hills rising up on either side of the river, she could transport herself to the wilds even though she sat in the middle of town.

She sighed and walked over to the Bark Park plaque she’d noticed tonight, which dedicated the place to “Heidi, Millie, Muffy, Buckwheat, and all other animals who enrich our lives.” Juli could easily imagine taking that the wrong way herself.

A boot crunched in the rocks behind her, and she smelled Heather Compton’s vanilla-scented perfume. “You should get in place,” the cool-voiced investigator said. “It’s almost time to start.”

Juli turned slowly, feeling gawky and disheveled beside the elegant woman. She fingered the leather ring she wore, trying to gain confidence from her father’s faith in her. Heather’s two companions flanked her, silent as always, even their smells subdued. “We haven’t got enough pack members to make the ceremony valid.” She drew in a shaky breath and looked quickly from side to side to make sure conditions hadn’t changed. “We actually haven’t got any pack members present,” she said darkly.

Heather’s lips curled into one of her mysterious smiles. “Werewolf Council officials are authorized to substitute for members of packs under our jurisdiction in all sanctioned rituals and ceremonies. We have more than enough present to proceed with swearing you in, along with additional guards to ensure Neil Statham and any followers he may have collected can’t disrupt the event.”

“That’s great.” Juli licked her lips, noticing that even on this rocky, sandy ground, Heather wore heeled boots. The other Lewistown officials seemed just as incongruous. She’d only been back in Missoula a couple weeks, and already she wondered how she could ever have been part of this stiff, reserved group. Neil’s rebukes at the meeting stung her every time she thought about them, and she couldn’t help speaking up. “Could Neil have been right, Heather? Is it wrong for me to take over without pack support? No matter what my father intended for me?”

The investigator frowned. “I did mean to speak to you along these lines, though not from that precise angle.” She paused, her hands steepled in front of her. Dark red nails gleamed in the light of the nearly full moon. “From the files I examined in the course of the investigation, you had a promising start to your career in Lewistown. I spoke with Gabriel, and he would be willing to reinstate you to your previous position, your resignation notwithstanding.” Juli started to protest, but Heather held up a hand. “You should consider whether you want to go through with a ceremony that invests you with responsibility for the actions of this pack—not because of the... democratic... objections Mr. Statham raised, but because of the potential consequences for you.” Heather dipped her head significantly in Juli’s direction. “If this pack attempts to secede from the Council, or even if it merely contains a critical mass of agitators, you’ll be held responsible, Juli. You will suffer consequences if your beta is as serious about causing trouble as he sounds. I would hate to see a good werewolf disciplined as a result of the actions of a bad apple.”

Juli sighed. She couldn’t turn away and go back to Lewistown just because she might get in trouble. She imagined the disgusted twist of the lips her father would get if he caught her bowing out of a duty in favor of personal convenience. Besides, Juli knew Neil would be punished severely if he succeeded in taking over the pack, then broke with the Council. She might have a chance of talking him out of that, or at least softening the blow for him. She didn’t agree with his position on pack leadership, but she couldn’t abandon him to the wrath of the Council after so many years of faithful service to her father. Even if nothing ever came of her own feelings for him, she still cared too much to leave him to his fate.

She shook her head firmly. “So long as it’s legal, I’m going ahead.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Heather took Juli by the elbow. “Come to the circle, then.”

The Lewistown officials had arranged river rocks into a rough circle at the tip of the island. The park had closed two hours before, and a few guards waited at the entrance to distract any patrolling city police. The moon rose high above them all, bright and tempting against the black backdrop of night. Juli almost panted for the change, every touch of moonlight teasing her toward it that much more strongly.

For a moment, she thought she caught Neil’s familiar scent. Her head snapped up, an embarrassing amount of hope surging through her. She peered into the night, searching for any flicker in the shadows surrounding the ritual space. Juli saw nothing.

Ancient tradition held that the swearing in of an alpha took place fully shifted, which meant these days the ceremonies usually took place on the full moon. Modern realities invaded, in this case. Due to all the regulations restricting the shift, every full moon bore the weight of so many delayed desires, needs, and pieces of pack business that what ought to be a werewolf’s monthly night of freedom sometimes brimmed with obligation. Too often, the occasion didn’t even allow time for the exhilarating run through the wilds that every werewolf longed for so desperately.

Juli couldn’t handle losing that this month. She needed to remember her father, and to honor him. She needed to find the places in the nearby woods where his scent still lingered.

Aside from that personal concern, practical matters dictated her swearing in be held in human form. By Council law, challenges issued took place on the next full moon. The situation with the pack had grown so volatile that Juli didn’t think challenges to her authority could wait a full month. Holding the event tonight meant any issues would be resolved soon—in two days when the moon finally reached its peak.

Her hands ached, longing to become claws, to resolve these considerations in the only way that truly made sense to her. She pulled her fingers tight against her palm and followed Heather to the center of the rock circle.

The ceremony began with each werewolf in attendance sniffing for Juli’s scent— supposedly to ensure the pack would recognize its new leader. As the Lewistown officials went through the motions, shame flushed through Juli. She felt the emptiness of using stand-ins keenly. This and all the traditional observances that followed had grown up among werewolves over the years as a first step toward bonding a new alpha with the pack. Like many ancient practices, they contained a physical intimacy rarely experienced in modern human society. Participants sank their noses into each other’s hair and stroked the lines of each other’s palms. Performing these actions this way, with werewolves she wasn’t going to lead, transformed what would have been a meaningful ceremony into the sham and mockery it was.

By the time Heather spoke the last set of ritual words, Juli’s face burned and her stomach churned. She could barely provide the proper responses, much less lift her head to look anyone in the eye.

The ceremony concluded, Juli needed to perform her first duty as the pack’s new alpha, namely, sit at the center of the circle to receive visits from members of the pack. Under normal circumstances, this would provide a chance for pack and alpha to get to know each other yet more deeply, without the constraints of ritual dictating what should be said or how long it ought to take. But none of the Lewistown officials came forward to speak with her, of course, since they had no need of her leadership or advice. Juli sat on a smooth, flat river rock, drew her knees up to her chest, and wrapped her arms around her shins.

She toyed with the leather ring her father had pushed onto her finger. What would he do in this situation? Was she truly honoring his wishes, or had she already gotten things terribly wrong in her dealings with Neil? She wanted to ask him so many things about the pack and how he thought about them, how he led them. More than anything, she wanted to ask about him. She knew a thousand details about the things he’d liked and what he’d done and said, but now that he’d gone, Juli wasn’t sure if she’d actually known who he was or how he felt. That ignorance mingled with the night’s humiliation to make her feel small, lost, and young, especially while sitting in the middle of the circle that had supposedly lifted her to a new height of authority within the werewolf hierarchy.

Juli fought desperately to hold back tears, not to mention the ever-present shift waiting just below the surface.

Then she caught that scent again, of leather and dirt, wet grass and red thread. No mistaking it this time. Neil. She caught her breath and slowly uncoiled herself. She wanted to greet him with as much confidence as possible. Her gaze scanned the night.

Water sloshed in the river to the left. The top of Neil’s head broke the surface. He rose up and onto the riverbank, dressed in swimming trunks and a soaked T-shirt that clung to every muscle in his torso. She had scented him earlier—he must have been waiting and watching all this time from the other bank of the river. He tossed unruly locks from his eyes and found Juli immediately. He stared right into her.

Juli shivered. The wolf within her wanted to howl, whimper, and moan from the power of his gaze alone. She resisted the urge, needing to hold herself together and receive him as befitted an alpha.

Behind him, others emerged from the water—Sarah Edmond in the front, and then the rest of the pack, one by one. Juli blinked and stared, but held her body tall. Her chin lifted and her eyes fixed on a spot just above Neil’s right shoulder. Looking straight at him seemed impossible, but she’d give up too much power if she allowed her gaze to drop to his feet the way she wanted.

Had they all come to declare their rebellion against the Werewolf Council here and now, at the most embarrassing time possible for Juli? Her heart pounded. She wanted to believe Neil intended something else. Without a clue of how to behave toward him, she turned to ritual for comfort, holding out her fingertips in the gesture proper for an alpha.

Neil strode gracefully ever closer, his steps so careful and elegant that he passed over stones and driftwood without disturbing them, and without the slightest hitch in his stride. If Juli hadn’t held her breath, he would have taken it away. Her nostrils flared and her muscles tensed from resisting the sensations he called forth from her body.

The Lewistown investigators stepped aside to allow Neil to enter the rock circle, though they barred the way for the rest of the pack. Tradition dictated werewolves enter one at a time until they recognized Juli’s position.

Neil approached Juli, his face impossible to read by the dim light of the moon. She continued to hold out her fingers, bracing herself for the possibility that he would slap them aside or otherwise insult her.

Instead, he dropped to all fours before her without hesitation and sniffed Juli’s fingertips. Cold drops of water beaded on his nose, but Juli didn’t care. She nearly choked with emotion as he allowed her to mark him by drawing her fingernails lightly over the skin to either side of his throat. Then he licked at the back of her hand and a different sensation flooded her body. She wanted to fling herself into the mud at his side and lick him right back.

Neil finished the traditional observance, then sat back on his heels. A smile dawned over Juli’s face. She didn’t know what had changed his mind, but he’d come to recognize her and brought the entire pack with him. “Neil,” she began, but before she could say anything else, he held up a hand.

“Let the others come in first. This needs to be done properly.” He rolled gracefully to his feet and took a place along the perimeter of the circle. The Lewistown officials made way for Sarah Edmond next. The older woman repeated Neil’s actions without hesitation. Juli could not have said whether the awe that filled her chest as the ceremony continued came from the pack’s recognition or from the knowledge that Neil had led them here.

When all twenty-three members of the pack had paid respects and gone to stand with the Lewistown officials along the edges of the circle, Juli resumed her seated position on the flat rock at its center. She didn’t know why they hadn’t come in time for the official ceremony, but she didn’t need to make an issue of that. They had come, and now that they had accepted each other as pack and alpha, Juli could get about the business of serving them as befitted a good leader.

To start, she knew to give credit where credit was due. She smiled at Neil and motioned him forward. But her pleased, magnanimous mood slipped when he stopped out of range of personal conversation and turned to face away from her. Whatever he had to say, he planned to say it to the pack, not to her.

“Let it be known that I challenge Juli Gunby for the position of pack alpha, and request the contest be held on the night of the full moon, two days from now, at a mutually agreed location.”

Juli’s jaw slackened. Plenty of times during the investigation, she’d goaded Neil to challenge her this way if he didn’t like the idea of her as alpha. It was better for the pack that he’d finally decided to fight her through this tradition, rather than through an appeal to the Council. Now that the moment had come, however, it felt like the bottom had dropped out of her stomach.

She’d been happy to talk tough to Neil, but staring at his broad back while he spoke the formal, ancient words of his challenge, she remembered just how big he was as a wolf. In human form, she nearly matched him, but when Juli shifted, she changed into a surprisingly small, ruddy little thing, almost as though she took after her father as a human, but her lithe, petite mother as a werewolf. Her father had made her fight him in play on full-moon nights more than once, but Juli had never fought a true, fully shifted battle. Neil had successfully defended her father from challenges from all directions for years. She possessed no resources for this, and no helpful experience.

She’d been so caught up battling with him and thinking about her father’s wishes that she’d forgotten to consider her own skills, and her own ability to deal with challenges that might arise. On some level, Juli supposed, she’d always believed Neil would come around. How could he not, after what happened between them that night in Dragon Hollow? With Neil at her side as beta, she would have been confident in facing any challenge that could be brought, by Jesse Hoak or otherwise. Against Neil, without Neil’s support—it made her feel more lost than she wanted to admit.

Still, when Neil turned back to Juli and it was her turn to speak ritual words, she had no choice but to accept. Honor demanded it. She could not refuse or wriggle away mere moments after swearing to bear the first responsibility for the defense of the pack.

She and Neil stepped closer and closer until they stood toe to toe. Her breath heaved and her body came alive as her nerves twitched with the memory of his touch. She needed to focus on the challenge at hand, on the prospect of fighting him, but her skin burned for an entirely different reason, hot and sensitive in response to his proximity.

Juli wanted to collapse against his chest, to breathe his breath, but she could not. She would not prove herself as weak as he considered her to be. Lifting her chin, she looked up into Neil’s pale brown eyes. “We will meet again at the full moon, in two days’ time,” she promised, speaking to the pack at large as much as to the man before her.

A faint smile ghosted over his face. “We’ll meet at home tomorrow night at eight, then go out to scout locations,” he said. Juli heard nothing else that night.





Chapter Eight

Neil sat in the living room waiting for Juli. He could still smell that witch from Lewistown all over the upholstery. He hoped that whatever happened, Juli wouldn’t go back there. If Heather Compton served as an example of the consummate product of the Werewolf Council’s policies, Juli would be wise to stay far away.

He heard her truck pull up outside the house, then smelled the woman herself a moment later. Sarah Edmond’s words banged around within him. All that talk of mating and instinct had gotten into his blood, it seemed. His inner wolf surged to the surface the moment he even thought of Juli’s name lately, and her scent caused even more of a reaction.

She came closer and opened the door, and it hit him full out. He could not close himself off from his awareness of Juli. Fur rose from his skin, and the wild parts of him demanded release. Neil took a deep breath and tried to coexist with it. What if Sarah Edmond had been right? If all this were natural? The idea gave him relief. He felt strangely relaxed as Juli entered the room, despite his total and undeniable arousal.

Juli gave a short, stiff nod by way of greeting. She stayed near the doorway, as if afraid to get closer to him. He wondered if she could feel him the way he could her. Her body sang to his. He vibrated with it.

“How was your day?” Neil asked, his face heating when his voice cracked into a growl.

Her forehead creased in concern. “Are you doing okay, Neil?”

He knew what she meant. She wanted to know how well he would control himself. He couldn’t speak for the urges spilling out of him, but he could answer the truly important question. “I’m not going to shift and fight you until the proper time tomorrow night, Juli. The rest is... personal.”

She nodded, wincing with sympathy. “It’s still coming over me at odd moments. I guess a lot of it has to do with my father, but some of it...” She trailed off and avoided his eyes. “I think some of it’s about something else.”

He recalled Sarah Edmond’s claim that two werewolves about to mate normally experienced this effect, and wondered if the old woman had spoken to Juli the same way she had to him.

A shake of his head failed to clear his mind. If he didn’t get his mind off mating, he’d never be able to get in the truck with her, let alone make it through scouting for challenge locations. “How’s the job search going?”

“Great. Dr. LaMont recommended an office that can use me.”

“That was nice of him.”

“He said he’d do the same for any member of the pack.”

With that, all that hung between them rose to the surface again. “So you’re really not going back to Lewistown,” Neil said. Wild hope pumped through his heart, disrupting his equilibrium again.

“I’m not going to lose, Neil.” Juli’s voice came out quiet, but extremely determined.

He blinked, uncertain of how to ask more about her intentions without offending her again and making things worse between them. To cover his confusion, Neil hauled himself to his feet. “My truck or yours?”

“No offense, but I think mine’s a little more reliable.”

He winced, but nodded. As soon as he followed her out to her truck, he realized what a terrible mistake he’d made letting her choose. He hadn’t been in her truck before, and so he hadn’t realized how much every piece of it would smell like her. The earthy scent of her embraced him as he took his seat, warm and inviting and guaranteed to drive him absolutely mad. He rolled his window down as soon as she started the car and prayed he could hold on to his sanity.

“Where to?” Juli asked.

“Let’s start at the head of the Kim Williams trail.”

“Isn’t that paved?”

“It gets wilder when you get farther out. They’ve seen mountain lions out there.”

She smirked. “I guess that’s badass enough for us then.”

A heavy silence rose between them as she drove. Finally, Juli cleared her throat. “Neil, I’m glad you decided to challenge me the traditional way.”

“If the Lewistown investigators had quoted one more regulation at me, they’d have had to force-feed me lycanthropy suppressants. Nothing short of that would have stopped the shift.”

She grinned, then admitted, “I was right there with you.”

Surprised, he peered at her. “I assumed you were used to it, after working with them and all.”

She shrugged. Her eyes remained fixed on the road, making it too easy for him to stare at the curve of her neck and slope of her jaw, both strong and graceful. “Forensics is different. You have to be precise, but it’s for a clear reason. There’s a way that getting your lab work done right is like sinking your teeth into something just the right way. It doesn’t feel like the life is being regulated out of you.”

“How did you talk to any of them?”

Her voice turned sheepish. “I really didn’t. Let me put it this way. People will notice my lab bench is open, and my landlord is going to need to find someone else to pay rent for the apartment I was living in. Other than that, there isn’t anyone who’s even going to notice I’ve moved back home.”

“Sounds lonely.”

Juli shrugged. “It was.”

“Why didn’t you come home sooner?”

“Do we have to keep going over this?”

“Yes, because I still don’t understand.”

She rubbed the corner of her eye. “I felt like I didn’t have a place here. Sure, Daddy called and asked me to visit, but I wasn’t sure what he wanted with me. Were we going to clean something together? He was an awesome dad when I was a little girl, really fun, and always taking me with him on errands. He made me feel important, like I was the sidekick to all of his alpha stuff. And he always had time to stop for a hot dog. Then, after my mother got political and left, he sort of fell apart for a while. I guess he needed a sidekick who could actually help him lead the pack, and that wasn’t his little girl.” She glanced over at Neil quickly, but it happened too fast for him to catch her eye. “You really helped him, Neil, and I was happy about that. I just didn’t know where to stand anymore, once you were always at his side.”

A pang burst through Neil. Darrow Gunby had been a mentor, but he’d never intended to gain a father figure at someone else’s expense. “Juli, I didn’t—”

“I’m not finished.” She took a deep breath. “There was also you. After you said you weren’t interested in me... I couldn’t see how I would ever move on if you were there in front of me every day. I had to get away, or I’d have embarrassed myself moping and mooning.”

“When you never spoke to me again, I assumed whatever you felt about me hadn’t lasted very long.”

She gave a little laugh. “Don’t I wish.”

Neil’s entire body came alive. “You’re saying you still have feelings.”

“I thought I made my feelings pretty clear at Dragon Hollow. Both times.”

“Juli—” He wanted to ask her to pull over. Right then, he didn’t care if he shifted the moment he touched her. He needed her far too much to wait for any reason.

“You’re challenging me tomorrow. Remember? I think these questions should probably wait until we see how that works out. Otherwise, we’ll just fight about it some more.”

She sounded cool, but he saw the rapid rise and fall of her chest. If she felt the way he did, Neil wondered how she could resist at all. Her fingers drummed on her steering wheel. The sexually charged silence between them obviously made her uncomfortable.

“Let’s focus on finding where to hold this challenge, Neil. Please.”

“Of course. We’ll do that first.”

“No, not first. That’s what we’re doing tonight. Nothing else. I can’t handle another incident where you remind me how you feel.”

The bitter tone of her voice pulled him up short. Had he ever made it clear how he felt about her, even to himself? In Neil’s mind, Juli inspired an alluring sequence of desires and fantasies. Plenty were sexual, but he sometimes imagined how it would be to spend his life with her, the way Will Edmond had done with Sarah.

“I hope my feelings about you are clear, Juli.”

“They’re clear, all right. You want to mate with me so long as I know I’m in second place. I’m not really sure why you want me for that when you could have plenty of Ospreys fans or another woman from the pack. Maybe because you miss my father?”

Neil stared at her. He couldn’t understand where she’d gotten that impression of him. “This has nothing to do with Darrow, Juli, other than that I used to worry he wouldn’t approve if he knew how I felt about you.” He folded his arms over his chest, feeling too defensive to open up about any of his more romantic thoughts. “This isn’t about wanting you in second place, either.”

“Why not, Neil? If you really don’t care which of us ends up on top, then let’s mate tomorrow instead of fighting.”

Neil’s jaw dropped. Juli sure knew how to raise the stakes on a conversation.

“I see you’re hesitating,” Juli said. “Maybe that’s because your feelings about me aren’t clear, not even to you.”

“You’re just baiting me, Juli. If I said we should mate tomorrow, you’d balk just as much.”

She did pull the car over then, veering into the shoulder with a screech. Cars zipped by alongside, but Juli shut down the engine and turned to Neil. “I can’t believe I’m doing this again. Every time you reject me, I swear to myself that I’m not putting myself out there for you anymore. I’m tired of getting hurt, Neil. But you’re acting like you still don’t get it, so I’m going to do this one more time.” She rubbed a hand over her face. The brilliant blue of her eyes shone through even when shaded by her fingertips. “I have been in love with you since I was fifteen. I don’t know what the hell I’m thinking sometimes, if it’s some crazy reaction I have to the amazing way you smell, but I’ve never been able to get it to go away. I—”

Neil didn’t need to hear any more of this. He knew what he wanted. The radiating warmth of her body tempted him to reach across the seat for her. Pulling her closer, he pressed his lips to her forehead, her cheek, the tip of her nose, the corner of her mouth. Finally, he kissed her full on. Her mouth opened to his, furnace-hot and delicious. If he could just sink into her, give in to every urge... He felt himself begin to change, and Neil wanted to follow that too, to experience perfect freedom with her.

Juli stiffened and shoved his chest hard. The claws on her hands revealed she’d been experiencing the same intensity he had. Neil smiled, wanting to tell her everything he’d come to feel and understand. But when he turned to her, Juli’s lip curled up into a snarl. “First, we have to control ourselves, Neil. We’re parked on the side of the road right now. There are like a million humans driving past us. You can’t get hairy on me like it’s nothing.” She glared at her own arm as if by shifting it had taken Neil’s side. “Second, don’t cut me off when I’m talking to you. I get that you want my body, damn it. That’s one thing you’ve made plenty clear. I’m saying that much as I’d love to get on top and ride you until you’re seeing stars, I can’t handle that unless I know what’s going to happen between us afterward. There’s a time and place for one-night stands, Neil, but that is not what we have here, at least as far as I’m concerned.”

“Juli, this isn’t about a one-night stand. Believe me.”

“Then what is it about? You’ve never been straight with me. What do you feel?”

Neil opened his mouth to reply, but pulled up short. She’d just said she’d been in love with him since she was fifteen. Could he say the same? Sure, he’d always thought about her, always wanted her, but when she’d left Missoula he’d been prepared to live his life without her. Didn’t love mean not being willing to move on that way?

Juli stared at him, waiting. He needed to say something, but everything that came to mind seemed inadequate beside the confession she had just made. Why couldn’t she let him speak in the language so natural to him? To both of them, really. Their bodies could tell each other everything they felt. Where words left him tongue-tied, body to body, his tongue would speak just fine. It could make every promise she needed to hear, and seal them together in a way neither could draw back from. Neil had no intention of using Juli. Why couldn’t she trust him?

His mouth worked, but no sound came out, and slowly a disgusted expression came over Juli’s face. She sighed, then growled a little. “I knew I shouldn’t have done that to myself again. Again!” She slapped her palm against the rim of the steering wheel, then turned the car back on.

“Juli, wait.”

“No, Neil. I did what you asked. I showed you I’m not baiting you. Like an idiot, I told you how I feel again, and now you get to feel great about yourself and I get to see one more time that you don’t feel the same way. Let’s just... not talk anymore until we get to that trail. And then tomorrow, I can rip out your throat and be done with it.”

Stunned, Neil sat back in his seat. She pulled the car back onto the road. “Juli, I never wanted to hurt you.”

“You have hurt me plenty of times, Neil. So now I do want to hurt you back. Which is convenient, I guess, because you’ve challenged me to fight on the full moon tomorrow. So everything’s working out just fine. Just great.” She spat out her words with such force he almost expected the windshield in front of her to crack. She accelerated hard.

Watching her, Neil knew he’d bombed yet again. He couldn’t find the right way to talk to her, no matter how hard he tried. He gripped the sides of his seat and braced himself for the rest of the jerky ride.





Chapter Nine

Juli couldn’t bear to speak to Neil for the rest of the drive to the trail. She continued to remain silent when they got out of the car and started down the paved path. The trail used to be a railroad, and Juli wanted to ask how he thought they would find a good location for a challenge in such a straight, wide-open place. She bit her tongue.

They walked along the Clark Fork River, and sadness came over her. There she stood, beside the man she’d wanted as long as she could remember, with the moon on the verge of full and a new direction coming into her life. She knew his kiss felt right like no other had, and yet she couldn’t have been farther from him. To the north, she saw the lights of Ogren Park, where Neil played with the Ospreys. She wished he would point it out to her, tell her what he did there and what it was like. She wished he would open up to her in a real way, even a little. Anything to show her that her feelings for him were justified. How could she be so hopelessly wrapped up in a man she didn’t really know?

All the years of watching him at her father’s side had fueled plenty of fantasies about him, but Juli had no way of knowing what he really wanted or thought or did. After serving her father for so long, how could he even hint at joining the free tribes in Wyoming? How could he hurt her over and over again? No, she didn’t know Neil Statham at all.

The trail grew rougher and thinner. Juli felt squeezed between the mountain on one side and the river on the other. At this point, she wanted to get away from Neil, except that even the landscape pushed them closer together.

He broke the silence. “This is kind of where I was thinking.”

Juli straightened. She needed to pay attention to this. “Fine. Let’s walk a little farther so I can get a sense of how it’s laid out.” She peered at the shapes of the rocks and the pattern of the river lapping at the bank. Face to face and strength to strength, Juli had no chance of defeating Neil. Without an environmental advantage, she’d lose after all.

She slowed her pace, but kept it casual. It would be best if she could take him by surprise, shifting the ground of their contest in a way he didn’t expect. Juli’s gaze swept up the side of the mountain, but she noticed Neil following the direction of her eyes. Unless she distracted him, he’d pick up the real object of her scouting before long.

Unfortunately, if she wanted his attention, she’d have to talk to him some more. Taking a deep breath, she shoved her fists into her pockets. “If you win this, are you still going to join the free packs?”

He stared at her. “I thought you weren’t speaking to me.”

She blew out a breath through flared nostrils. “I want to know what I’m fighting for.”

Neil shrugged. “The Werewolf Council hasn’t exactly impressed me.”

“My father would be disappointed.”

She saw his wince. “Darrow was pretty bitter about...”

“My mother?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it’s got to be pretty embarrassing for your mate to run off with a rival alpha, even after you defeat his challenge.”

Neil started. “I thought she left over politics.”

Juli had his attention on the past now. She studied the side of the mountain freely while he gaped at her. “She got political after she hooked up with the Wyoming packs, sure, but at first it was all about Lance Lyda. Daddy beat him into last century when he tried to take over our pack, but the next morning when he took off with his tail between his legs, he also had my mom at his side. My father wouldn’t have talked about that part if he could help it.”

She thought she saw a good spot. Jumping height off the ground, a series of lacy outcroppings looked like they would fit a wolf of her size—but not Neil’s. Juli could retreat up there if she needed to catch her breath, maybe wear him out a little while he tried to get at her. Or she might be able to sneak up there and pounce on him from above. The river on the other side offered another tactic. She could confuse him by plunging into the water. Her smaller body would probably have a bit of a speed advantage.

“Don’t werewolves mate for life?”

Damn. Now he’d distracted her. The two of them had talked too much about mating over the last few weeks for that to be anything other than a loaded question. “Yeah, it’s the only case I’ve ever heard of where a werewolf ran out on her mate. Divorce is one thing. Mating always seemed too chemical to be broken.”

He folded his arms over his chest, watching her out of the corner of his eye. Juli shifted uncomfortably. When he looked at her like that, she didn’t know where to put her hands or how to stand. “Do you talk to her?”

“I did a few times after she left. She seemed to want to forget she’d had a life in Missoula.” She paused and swallowed, thinking about her own efforts to escape. “I guess maybe that runs in the family. Anyway, she and that alpha became co-leaders of their pack, and they both got killed in the course of a challenge a few years back.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“It wouldn’t have happened if it had been a Council-sanctioned challenge, you know. The Council always sends observers and officials charged with protecting life where possible. Once a challenge is resolved decisively, they’ll intervene and give treatment to the losers. My mother and her alpha didn’t have any protection like that. I guess the pack had decided they preferred to run challenges with no safety net of any kind.” She smiled despite the residue of old anger within her. “My father must have known about it. I bet he spent a while ranting about the free packs and their unsafe challenge protocol.”

A smile ghosted over Neil’s face in turn. “I think I may remember a series of rants like that. I’ll confess that a lot of times I didn’t understand why he’d gotten on particular subjects.”

“It’s like you told me when I got here. He didn’t usually come out and ask for things, or say how he felt straight out. Still, he had other ways of letting you know. You just had to listen carefully to attune to them.”

“Whenever he talked about mating, I thought it was a subtle hint for me to go find a girlfriend and get out of his hair.”

“That could be. The man did like his alone time.”

Neil touched Juli’s arm. “Does it scare you?”

“What?”

“Mating, since it didn’t work for your parents.”

“Hell, yes.”

His fingers slipped lower, brushing her wrist and the back of her hand. As always, her desire flared, distracting her from the words. Her fingers curled involuntarily, catching his. “Tell me,” Neil whispered. He held her hand more firmly.

Juli shrugged. She knew she shouldn’t get on this subject with him again, but couldn’t hold back. “I don’t really know what my father did wrong, or what Lance Lyda did right. I don’t know why it happened. All I know is when I was younger, my father liked to tell stories about how hard he worked to win my mother as his mate. When he talked about their courtship, she’d always smile and take his hand, but she’d never tell me what she thought at the time it was happening, no matter how much I asked. After she left, I’d lie in bed and think about her expression while he told these romantic stories. I wondered if I could have picked up clues from it.”

“The forensic scientist speaks.”

“Yeah, I guess I was looking for data. Something that could have predicted what eventually happened between them. He seemed so happy back then, but I guess I’m not sure what she felt.”

Neil gave a little tug, and Juli found herself pressed against his side again, his scent working its way into her very pores the way it always did. She knew she ought to get away, to stop pretending this could go somewhere, but right then she couldn’t summon the will. The warmth of his body felt too wonderful in the cool night, and she couldn’t stop staring at how the moonlight caught in his pale brown eyes.

“Nothing I say is ever going to satisfy you,” Neil said.

“What are you talking about?”

“About how I feel. I’m not going to be able to say anything that makes you believe I wouldn’t leave you behind if something more convenient came along.”

“Well, you haven’t exactly—”

“You blasted me when you got here for the way I stood by your father, but doesn’t that tell you something about who I am? I’m not exactly a capricious guy.”

Juli frowned. “Yeah, nothing capricious about threatening to secede from the Werewolf Council.”

“I need to do what’s best for the pack. That’s never going to change.”

“And I’m not best for the pack.” She nodded. “I get it. You don’t have to keep rubbing it in.”

“I love you,” Neil said, tightening his hold on her hand. “I want to touch you so badly whenever I even start to think about it, but I’m going to try to keep talking here, because that’s what you seem to want.” He breathed hard, as if he’d run a race to bring these words to her. “I love you, and I want to be with you. I want you to stay in Missoula with me, no matter what happens. I’ve never done what’s best for me, Juli, or I’d run away with you right now so we wouldn’t have to fight over this anymore. We might both be confused about duty and the pack and the Council and all the rest, but I’m not confused about how I feel about you. I’ve been confused about a lot of things, but never about that.”

Juli stared. This, she had not expected. “Never?”

He shook his head. “Nobody took me seriously when I first started working for Darrow. They thought of me as Darrow’s stray dog, abandoned by my parents and blindly loyal to him. Any time I said anything, they assumed I was just repeating something he had told me. I got treated like I didn’t have any of my own thoughts or feelings, and that continued right up until your father died.” He brought his free hand up to cup the back of her head. “Only one person held me responsible for everything I did and every word I spoke. Only one person could look past Darrow’s shadow and into me. I always felt your eyes, Juli. So many times, I did the right thing just because I knew you would notice.”

She couldn’t bear to see the earnest look on his face any longer. Juli dropped her gaze. “Then what’s stood in our way all this time?”

“Juli, everything gets so complicated every time we try to talk about all this. The past is complicated. Politics are complicated. What’s between us is the only thing that feels like it doesn’t have to be complicated, but then we open our mouths and...” He trailed off and sighed.

“We’re both very tied up with the pack, with politics, with doing the right thing.” She smiled sadly. “If either of us could compromise, we’d be mating tomorrow, not fighting.”

Neil growled in the back of his throat, but not in the restrained way of a werewolf trying to hold back his animal nature. Juli snapped her head up and was shocked to see fangs protruding from his mouth.

“I’m tired of compromising,” Neil said, his voice barely human. “I’m tired of waiting and tiptoeing around.”

“What are you talking about?” Juli asked, but the thrill of fear and arousal running through her body told her exactly what he meant.

The hand at the back of her head twisted, wrapping a hunk of her hair around it. His grip on her hand tightened even more, and his claws pricked her flesh. “Juli,” he said. “I want you.”

“Neil, you know how I feel.”

He squared his body against hers with a grunt. His insistent erection pressed against her stomach through his jeans. “Not what you feel. What do you want?” Neil’s eyes burned down into hers, inflected with yellow now. “Do you want this?” He thrust his hips forward. Juli thought about breaking away from him, but could not stop the answering moan that rose to her lips. He responded with a triumphant and toothy smile.

“Neil, we need to talk about this more before we do anything.”

“No more talking.” He bent closer. The beast within her answered the wildness she felt from him. It rose to the surface, and Juli knew rational thought would be lost to her very, very soon.

“Neil.” She swallowed hard. “I can’t control myself. I’m going to shift.”

He gave a satisfied growl in reply. “We’ll both shift.”

“That’s mating, Neil. We’re only allowed one shift within the time 24 hours before or after the moon’s fullest point. We can’t—”

“No more Lewistown talk. Just tell me if I can kiss you or not, Juli. Please.” His fingers felt hairy.

Juli’s body trembled. She had to say no before desire got the better of them both. She tried to form the beginning sound of the word, but when she opened her mouth, an unnaturally long tongue rolled out. She needed to taste Neil’s skin before she did anything else. She leaned forward and licked him under the chin, then down the side of his neck. He tasted like rum-spiced salt, and she needed more. She licked down the other side of his neck, her tongue beginning to tease the collar of his shirt.

Neil threw back his head and howled. The sound split the tension of the night, and all manner of things seemed about to burst forth. Juli shivered. She came briefly to herself again. This was her last chance. She could run away now, but if she stayed even another second she would take every bit of him that she could get. She tried to form that word again, but then her lips seemed perfectly shaped to kiss him.

Her fingers shook with the effort of resisting the urge to touch, to grip, to claw.

“Juli, does this mean yes?” Neil sounded almost broken.

Juli tried to gather the strength to tell him what it really meant, but then she felt the beast again, closer than ever. But not closer, it reminded her. Part of her. A part that would not be denied, not here before the man she wanted, and certainly not now beneath the nearly full moon. She saw the two of them from a new perspective, animals alive with need and free to sate it. The only word she could manage after that was, “Yes.”

He growled and lifted her, his body changing around her, his clothes tearing. He grew taller and wider, hairier and stronger, but she couldn’t look at the differences in Neil because his kiss held her in place and absorbed her entire concentration. Long, clawed fingers slipped up the sides of her neck. Teeth dug into her lower lip.

Juli gasped as he gave her a love bite that drew blood. She could not hold her own beast back after that. She returned his passion with equal abandon, clawing at his already ruined clothes, and sometimes catching his skin below the fabric. Every flash of pain between them only increased the intensity, and the pace and volume of their groans.

Every instinct Juli possessed urged her to mate with Neil, but to her inner wolf, this wasn’t simply a matter of choosing to lie down with him. She wanted him, and would give him the opportunity to have her—after he won her and proved his worth.

In the distant, human part of Juli’s mind, pieces fell into place along with this knowledge. She’d lain awake plenty of recent nights wondering why she and Neil couldn’t make an agreement to be together, to share the pack. With the wolf up at the front of her mind, about to take control, Juli understood that two werewolf lovers could never rely on negotiation that way. Whatever happened between her and Neil, they would have to fight it out, whether the challenge took place as verbal, physical or sexual. They could not simply agree, and they could not avoid the struggle between them.

Juli pulled back from him with new authority, a wolfish grin forming across her lips. Neil, his human features obscured by the new planes of his oncoming wolf’s snout, panted hungrily. He looked farther gone than she felt, utterly blinded by need. Playful electricity rose into Juli’s chest. She’d get a good start on him. This would be a good night’s run.

“I want you, Neil. You have no idea what I’m going to do with you when we finally mate. I’m going to lick every inch of you, and sink my teeth into your shoulder and ride you hard.” He grunted and tried to pull her closer, but she kept him at arm’s length with extended claws. She watched his confused expression with amusement, thrilled and excited by the night’s prospects. “But first,” she continued, “before you have me, you’re going to have to catch me. And you’re going to have to prove that you can take me.”

With those words, Juli gave herself over to her wolf completely. She flowed smoothly through the intermediate werewolf stages, through the discomfort of being half human and half wolf. These forms embodied her inner conflict, her uncertainty about who she was. Right then, Juli felt no conflict. Her clothes fell away like a discarded peel. For the moment, she was unreservedly wolf.

She took a moment to settle herself on all fours, her clawed paws digging into the moist dirt beside the river. She knew this body well, and yet, since she wore it only once a month, it possessed a luster, a sense of newness. Because of her ruddy fur and small form, her father had nicknamed her Foxy. He used to sing the Jimi Hendrix song to her when the full moon approached.

Human thoughts like these began to fade behind the wolf’s different, wilder awareness of the world. She smelled wet from the river and damp from beneath her, and the heat of the sun still lingering in the mountain rocks beside her. More than any of this, she smelled Neil, her potential mate, behind her, and instinct told her that no matter how much she wanted to be caught by him, she needed to run, to test him.

Air shuddered and thudded into her lungs. Muscles contracted and extended and exploded with power. Her body gathered, then sprang. She raced as if she were running down prey. She raced as if it were for her life. She raced so her paws barely touched the ground.

Power rushed through her, making her giddy. Neil hesitated just a moment, but then she sensed his shift, the smell of him changing to become more animal, more closely connected to this land of scent and insight. She shivered as he surged into action behind her. Everything in the world seemed to tie her closer to him, to make escape impossible. The ground beneath their feet linked them together, to the air she forced in and out of her lungs, and to moonlight—always that.

Juli increased her lead. The land grew wilder. She didn’t care for human trails, so she deviated from the path her other form had been walking. The river invited her to dive in and swim across. Without pausing on the other side, she plunged through the drooping fronds of a willow tree and into the green growth beyond.

Juli scented deer, song sparrows, and, somewhere nearby, a great blue heron. She longed to hunt, but that would have to wait. For the moment, she played prey to the magnificent predator who rushed and crashed behind her.

She had more run in her and gave in to it, leading him on a chase through the wilds with herself as the prize. She dodged and wound through bushes and trees, stretching herself in a way she never had before, running as hard and fast as she could.

Juli felt unstoppable, small, quick, light, maneuverable, and deadly. Much as she wanted Neil, the urge to win filled her and she dreamed of evading him forever, living forever in the speed of this moment. Her heart hammered as if it would burst from her ribcage. Each breath she took needed to be larger to support the needs of her pounding pulse.

Behind her, she heard Neil slow. She dared to take the opportunity to rest briefly. Then the sound of his paws stopped, and a moment later a heavy body slammed into her side. Neil must have closed the distance between them with a jump, though she could not believe he could travel so far through the air. Juli went down beneath him, aware of threatening claws and sharp teeth that prevented her from slipping out from under the big, black wolf that trapped her.

Never had she felt Neil’s size so clearly. His four legs caged her. He covered and overpowered her, but Juli would not give up so easily. She nipped at his legs, and at any flesh that came within reach of her jaws. She twisted and snapped and batted at him. She leapt and tested herself against the prison his body created.

Then his head lowered and his teeth slipped into the loose flesh at the back of her neck. Neil gave a little shake of the head to show that he had her. Juli stilled her struggles, instinctual fear and desire coursing through her. Need flared between them. It was time to surrender. They had both earned it.

Juli trembled, waiting for what would come next. She had never been with a male werewolf this way before. She didn’t know if he would bite her or touch her or take her. The night seemed suddenly cold, and she realized that in her vulnerability she had transformed back into a human woman, bare-skinned and shivering and at Neil’s mercy.

Rough fingertips skimmed the side of her arm. Neil’s hands covered hers. She felt no fur on him at all. Their twin natures were both at peace, stable in the certainty of what would now happen between them. Juli could have spoken, but the night still felt wordless. Instead, she arched her back, pressing up toward Neil’s chest and stomach. His body heated hers, and his skin stretched smoothly over the hard muscle of his torso.

The bite that had stopped her softened and became a kiss and then another bite, this time with duller human teeth. He nibbled and sucked at the back of her neck, still holding her in place with his weight and position.

Juli’s fingers dug into the muddy ground. She tilted her head to the side to expose more of her neck to Neil. His erection pressed against her back. She longed to dip and wiggle so it could slip into place and fill her, but Neil’s teeth and grip still restricted her movement.

His left hand continued to cover hers, but his right came up to toy with her dangling breasts. He sucked on her neck and played with them, cupping and lifting them, pressing them back into her chest, then massaging them, his fingers working in concentric circles that moved ever closer to her nipples.

Juli moaned and ground her ass up and back against him. His cock felt ten degrees hotter than the rest of him, and she wanted it inside her. She tried to tell him with her body, by the way she moved her hips, but all she felt was his smile against her neck. Neil made his way to her nipples, rubbing a callused thumb back and forth over one nub and then the other, as if he had all the time in the world.

His patience undid her. Juli had waited years for this moment, and she could not bear the way he made it so difficult to close the last distance between them. “Neil,” she growled. “Will you hurry up?”

He chuckled, the rumble in his chest vibrating down into her body. “I finally have you where I want you,” he said, with nibbles on her neck between words that emphasized his point. “There’s no way I’m letting you go before I’m good and ready.”

Juli made a frustrated noise, but in another, deeper part of herself, she melted. With every bit of surrender that he demanded, she felt more completely joined to him. No matter how much she feared what would happen in the morning, she could not hold back from giving herself to him this way, from becoming his mate in body and spirit alike.

Neil licked the place where he’d been biting, his tongue hot and rough on Juli’s sensitized skin. On any other night, she would have worried about his leaving marks, but not tonight. Not with the wolf so strong within her. “Harder,” she whispered, and he growled in the back of his throat and did as she asked.

His teeth sank into her flesh a little farther and the pressure of his sucking increased. His fingers on her nipple tightened into a pinch, then a tug, stretching her breast gently toward the earth. Juli cried out, shivering, her body not sure which way to move to get relief. She wasn’t sure if she even wanted relief.

She craved more sensation, so she asked Neil to bite her again, lower this time. He obliged, his mouth finding the spot where her neck met her shoulder. His teeth rested against her flesh gently, her squirming causing them to scrape her very lightly. She needed more, and he wasn’t giving it to her. She growled and pushed up toward his mouth, noticing that her arms had gotten furry again.

“You’re feeling wild, Juli,” Neil murmured, and the amusement in his voice spurred her to a greater height of irritated arousal. She flexed her shoulder, ready to throw him off her back, except that he answered with a real bite, with a wolf’s sharp teeth and strong jaws behind it. Juli howled. She didn’t know anymore if she was human or wolf or something else altogether. All sense of her form disappeared beneath the knowledge of herself as woman and Neil as man, and the two of them as mates.

As if he tasted this final surrender in her flesh, Neil lined his cock up to her entrance and pressed inside. Juli arched her back to meet it, gritting her teeth as Neil worked it steadily deeper. She needed it to reach as far into her as a thing could go, far enough inside to hurt a little, to get to the middle of her so that he could claim her whole being.

His cock dragged against her inner walls, which clutched and fluttered around it. Neil returned to his previous position, his hands holding hers down, and his biting grip on her neck reminding her of his dominance. The head of his cock found a spot deep inside Juli that made her yelp. She thought she could not bear his touch there, and yet part of her wanted to feel him press that spot even harder.

Her arms lost their strength, unable to continue holding her up against his weight and the steady assault of his cock. She dropped to her elbows, the mud squelching around her bare forearms. Neil released the skin of her neck just in time, but not before she spent a moment hanging by his teeth.

This new position opened her up to him even more, and made him press against her even more intensely. Neil took advantage and reared back, half-human hands on Juli’s waist. He brought her with him, holding her up, using her hips as leverage to drive himself into her. She felt like a rag doll hanging forward from his cock. Every nerve ending in her body seemed to radiate from that spot he had found deep within.

If she’d had the coordination, she would have tried to work a hand around to touch her clit, but she was too much at his mercy. It throbbed, neglected, but this did not mean Juli would be denied an orgasm. From within, a different and powerful sensation built. With every stroke of Neil’s cock, Juli screamed a little. His thrusts wrung her out, turned her inside out, and filled her with a taut sensation that needed release.

Behind her, Neil cried out every bit as loudly as she did. He pounded into her even harder. Juli squealed and tried to get away, but his body still enclosed hers like a cage, leaving her with no choice but to take what he gave.

She felt flattened, completely opened, wetter than she’d ever thought possible. Then her insides clutched, tight as a fist then even tighter, and the orgasm that took her started on the underside of her clit and worked its way out. It flipped her insides over and flashed lights behind her eyes and hurt her head. She opened her mouth in a voiceless scream and gave herself up to it, relaxing completely under Neil’s onslaught.

After that, every movement of his cock, from the longest thrust to the tiniest twitch, spread through her body as if it traveled in her veins. She gasped and sobbed and came some more, until she no longer separated them even into man and woman. In the grip of the pleasure that consumed their bodies, Juli lost track of where she stopped and where he began.

When Neil came at last, Juli moaned as if his orgasm had been her own.

She panted beneath him, staring at fingers that seemed strange to her. She knew she had passed through every possible form, but did not know which had come when. Neil slowly slid his cock out of her, but Juli knew they could never truly be separate again.

More shaken now than when they had begun, Juli eased her aching limbs around so that she could face him. The fear on his face told her he had felt every part of what she did, that he knew how deeply they had bonded.

If werewolves mated this way, Juli did not know how her mother could ever have left her father. She reached for Neil with a trembling hand. He took it and squeezed it tight, then gathered her into his arms.

Naked with him like this, not sure where in the wilds their run had taken them, Juli felt small and lost. No person had ever been so close to her, and still she did not know his mind. Slowly, she lifted her head and looked into Neil’s eyes, seeing tenderness, along with the reflected light of the moon. Juli swallowed hard. “What the hell do we do now?”





Chapter Ten

“What the hell do we do now?” The question rang in Neil’s ears, mocking him. The night before, mating with Juli had taken him to a height of perfection he’d never dreamed possible. Had taken them—he was sure she’d felt it too.

Yet when she’d turned to him with vulnerability in her eyes and that question on her lips, he had failed so utterly he feared he had lost her forever.

Neil growled at the memory. He flipped down the sun shade on the driver’s side of his truck and examined himself in the scratched mirror. He didn’t look like a total fool, and yet... The dark circles stamped beneath his eyes could have been bruises, they seemed so deep. He had stubble to spare and bits of mud caked behind his ears. He raked his fingers through his hair and shook his head, barely able to meet his own eyes.

“We don’t have to tell anyone this happened,” he mouthed at the glass. Where the hell had that come from? He never seemed able to say the right thing with her, but any moron would know that sentence was about as wrong as he could possibly get. He hadn’t even meant it, and yet some sort of fear trembled within him that pushed those words through his lips before he could think better of them.

Maybe it had been a hint of Lewistown, a fear they would suffer some sort of terrible punishment for unauthorized, unscheduled mating. He honestly didn’t know what procedures Heather Compton and her like would have wanted him and Juli to follow. However, he did know he couldn’t care less. Nothing in the world was more right and natural than what had passed between them under the moon. He understood the sacred union of mating now in a way that no words from Sarah Edmond could ever convey. He would fight to defend the beauty of it, die for it if necessary, even if he couldn’t explain himself to Juli.

Maybe he’d wanted her to comfort him, to ante up ahead of him so he could be certain she felt the same before he copped to how much the sex had changed his world.

Whatever had inspired his foolish comment, he’d blundered as usual. Her eyes had widened as if he’d slapped her. Then, before he could say anything further or make any attempt to explain, she’d become that little red wolf again and shot away into the night as if the devil himself ran behind her. On second thought, maybe that had been better than giving him a chance to speak any more and shove his foot even farther into his mouth.

Neil made a fist and ground it into the empty passenger seat beside him. Juli hadn’t come back to Darrow’s house as far as he could tell. He’d eventually crawled back to the spot where they’d changed to salvage what he could of his clothes and retrieve his keys and cell phone. Juli had already picked her stuff up, but she hadn’t answered any of his calls. Sarah Edmond hadn’t admitted to knowing anything about where she was. Heather Compton did have specific GPS coordinates for the challenge site, provided by Juli, but the stuck-up Lewistown investigator had only sneered when Neil pressed for more information.

Juli had picked a spot along the trail they’d walked, though Neil wasn’t sure exactly where. He could have checked it out, but instead he’d spent the rest of last night and all of today looking for her. He felt like sleepless hell and looked even worse.

After his long and fruitless search, Neil had been left with only one way to find Juli. He checked his watch and blew out a deep breath. Six forty-five. He’d challenged her to fight for the position of pack alpha at eight o’clock.

Neil swung out of the truck’s cab and prepared himself for the hike. His eyes felt sandy. The sleep deprivation and emotional exhaustion had definitely gotten to him. He had this crazy idea that he could talk to Juli first and call off the challenge. She’d worked in Lewistown. Maybe she knew something about how to record their mating in an official way. However, knowing Juli, she wouldn’t listen to him and he’d be forced to fight.

Several sets of wolf tracks marked the trailhead. On full moon night, everyone enjoyed their freedom as much as possible. Most of the observers—even the stiff-necked Lewistown officials—would come to the challenge in wolf form. Neil stashed his clothes in the truck and hid his keys under a nearby bush. Then he shifted as well, dropping his nose close to the tracks, searching for the only scent that mattered.

Juli. Fresh as spring itself. Neil raced down the trail after her, his heart pounding.

The details blurred, the path to the challenge site surprisingly short. The night before, when he could barely walk for wanting her, it had seemed impossibly long. Now, Neil’s strides chewed through the distance. He arrived at the spot she had chosen, only to find a circle of wolves, but no Juli. A big white wolf that smelled like Heather Compton approached Neil with an imperious air, and he barely resisted snarling at her.

Neil followed the white wolf to the center of the circle and shifted into human form, paying no mind to his nakedness. “Where is she?” he asked. “I need to discuss a change of terms.”

The white wolf grunted, then shifted as well. On any other day, he might have enjoyed the sight of Heather’s slim, pale body. Tonight, all he saw was not-Juli. Heather drummed thin fingernails on a bare thigh. “Regulations don’t allow that, Mr. Statham. Juli contacted me early this morning to inform me of the mutually agreed challenge location. After your official statement at the ceremony the other night and the selection of a site for the contest, there can be no further changes.”

Neil clenched his fists so hard his knuckles cracked. Even if he had found this woman attractive, her way of speaking would have killed it for him. He persisted with his attempt to find his mate. “Then let me talk to her.”

“You are nothing but trouble, Mr. Statham. Because of you, almost the entire investigative staff of the Werewolf Council has been tied up here for weeks, despite being needed elsewhere.” Heather gave the little shake of her head that he found so irritating, as if her neck muscles wouldn’t even allow her the freedom of a full gesture. “Each participant in the contest is entitled to approach the challenge location in his or her own way. If Juli does not choose to reveal herself to you before the time appointed for the start of the challenge, it is not my place to interfere.”

Neil rolled his eyes. He didn’t care who was watching. He needed to talk to Juli now. He threw back his head and called her name, heedless of the way the assembled wolves cocked their heads or lolled their tongues at him. When she did not respond, he howled at the top of his lungs, and even he noticed how it sounded as if his heart were being torn from him.

“Mr. Statham, I recommend you focus on preparing for your challenge. It won’t do to wear yourself out beforehand.” Something about the way Heather’s gaze swept his body turned Neil’s stomach. She sounded so condescending, and yet she looked at him with promising heat. Juli would never be so divided. Juli might rail at him or roll her eyes at him, but she made her passion and respect for him clear even when she didn’t agree with anything he chose to do.

Neil shuddered, the reality of having mated with her crashing in on him again. He could not imagine repeating that experience with anyone else. He had torn his soul open with Juli the night before, and he’d never have dared to expose so much of himself if he’d had any idea what he was getting into. Mating with her had wounded his heart in a way that only she could heal. He couldn’t imagine any other woman being real to him after her.

He growled and paced, avoiding the other werewolves and watching the moon rise in the sky. As time wore on, Neil realized that Juli would not come ahead of time. She didn’t want to see him before the challenge. Knowing her, she didn’t want to give him a chance to talk her out of fighting him.

Neil shook his head and shifted, trying to prepare himself as best he could. He couldn’t get the memory of her body out of his mind. He remembered biting her neck and mastering her, and now he could imagine no contact with her that did not end with such a union. His body still ached from the previous night’s effort and shattering passion.

Then there was a stir among the assembled wolves. Led by the white wolf, they all moved back, leaving Neil alone and exposed between the river and the mountain. He froze, confused, then scented Juli just a moment before she bounded up and out of the river toward him, her ruddy form bright in the moonlight.

Last night’s struggle had taught Neil he’d have no trouble keeping her in place once he caught her. She ran damned fast, though, and he lacked the endurance for another long chase. He coiled his muscles, prepared to meet her charge with a leap.

Juli had other plans. The moment Neil cleared the ground, he saw she hadn’t really been headed toward him. His aim off, his jaws whiffed the air. Juli darted neatly around him and dashed up the side of the mountain. Her speeding body seemed to fly as she raced up the rocky outcroppings.

Neil growled and followed, but the stones supported his heavier weight less well. He scrabbled among them, his footing loose and unstable, while Juli raced higher up the cliff. Rocks clinked and clattered behind him. His lungs wanted to burst from the strain. Neil needed to catch Juli fast, before she wore him out.

He gathered himself and surged up after her, pushing fast enough that it didn’t matter that the ground broke beneath his feet. Closer and closer he came, until he could almost taste her sweet flesh in his jaws. He opened wide for another snap, but before he could take her, she darted into an odd little space between two outcroppings.

Neil crashed into it, just behind her, but his broad body couldn’t squeeze small enough to fit between the rocks. Frustration filled him as he withdrew and searched for another way to get to her. He could catch her on the other side, or from above.

He jumped to perch atop the outcroppings, but teetered uncomfortably there. They seemed just too large to allow him to slip between them the way Juli had, and yet too small to support his weight comfortably. Neil poked his snout between the spaces, driven nearly mad by the scent of his mate’s body and the urge to get to her.

A snarl rose from the rocks beneath, and teeth closed on his left rear paw. Neil yipped, shocked by the pain. He shook his leg free and redoubled his efforts to get inside and reach her. He succeeded only in wedging his head and forelegs into one of the spaces. He couldn’t get enough purchase to scramble out again.

Panic froze his blood as he realized how the predicament trapped and exposed him. Movement flashed beneath him, but he couldn’t catch a clear view of Juli or what she was doing.

She answered the question for him a moment later, when her small body landed hot against his back. Neil struggled, but still could not free the front of his body. He knew what would happen next. Her teeth would close on the scruff at the back of his neck, and he would be defeated and shamed.

He needed to talk to her. Ordinarily, it would have been nearly impossible for him to shift out of wolf form on the night of the full moon, with battle heat upon him. With Juli, the whole world seemed to have turned upside down. The need to talk to her had burned so urgently in his heart for the past twenty four hours that his human side had never truly receded, even when the challenge began. As soon as Neil thought of shifting back, it happened, with an ease of transition that he had experienced only rarely. He didn’t feel caught by the wolf at all—his entire being recognized the need to be human, the need to speak and reason.

The wolf on his back snarled, then pulled up short, sharp teeth just grazing his flesh. Then it was Juli covering his body, naked as he was, tugging him free of the outcropping. He would have relaxed into her arms, except that she settled her forearm under his neck and held him as if he were a hostage. His leg ached where she’d bitten him. He flexed experimentally, but didn’t think she’d inflicted permanent damage.

“Juli,” he muttered, “can we please go somewhere private? I need to talk to you.”

She hissed her response into his ear. “I’ve had it with privacy, Neil. You’re not going to be able to pretend this never happened. We won’t even have to tell anyone I defeated you—they all saw it.”

He winced as she threw back his words from the night before. Juli shifted her grip and stood them both up on the outcropping. Her chest heaved, pushing her breasts against his back. Even here and now, Neil could hardly think straight through his desire for her.

“I need a Council decision,” Juli called down to the assembled wolves. “Since the challenger shifted out of wolf form before the challenge was complete, I’m not sure how I’m supposed to resolve this.”

Neil could not resist making another attempt to get her attention. “Juli, can I take you to coffee tomorrow?”

She responded by squeezing her forearm tighter under his throat.

Below them, Heather Compton’s human form rose again from among the assembled wolves. She studied Juli and Neil with a frank, speculative gaze that made Neil shift uncomfortably. “Ending the challenge without cause is a grave violation,” Heather intoned. “In the cherished tradition of the full-moon challenge, both sides require protection to prevent spurious and needlessly damaging contests. Regulation 10a states that—”

Neil snarled aloud, the urge to return to wolf form striking powerfully now he knew Juli would not speak to him. Heather started and glared, then gestured to two hulking wolves that had to be the shifted versions of her usual sidekicks.

The wolves ran up the cliff—with as much trouble as he’d had, Neil noted with some bitter satisfaction—and took up positions to either side of Juli and Neil, baring their teeth and digging in their forelegs. Neil shivered, the message coming through quite clearly.

“As I was saying,” Heather continued, “regulation 10a states that any challenge, once begun, must be carried out to its natural conclusion, so as not to leave any doubts about dominance in the eyes of the pack.”

Despite the low growls of the shifted investigators, Neil again could not restrain himself. “What if the challenge wasn’t being conducted properly?”

Wrong protest. Heather’s eyes flashed more dangerously than ever. “Do you question my ability to moderate according to protocol?”

Neil took as deep a breath as Juli’s forearm allowed. “I’ve never fought a challenge like this before,” he said, working to keep his voice sounding confident rather than petulant. “Strength to strength, I would defeat her. No challenge I’ve ever seen took place under trick conditions.”

A mocking smile fluttered over Heather’s face. “Juli Gunby’s style of challenge might be unusual, but it is not unprecedented, and it is certainly not illegal. Had you waited mere seconds longer before shifting out of wolf form, her victory would have been clearly established before all.”

Heather’s response seemed to satisfy Juli that the verdict would go in her favor. She loosened her grip on Neil and stepped back, and he had to restrain a whimper of disappointment as her body withdrew from his. Neil glanced back at her, but her face had closed to him. He held himself tall and stared down at the crowd, trying to stay cool despite the erection that had begun to stir when he felt Juli’s skin against his own. He’d let the emotions that swirled around mating go to his head. He’d let himself get distracted by the need to talk over what had happened between them. But he’d been a beta long enough to know how to prop up an alpha. He knew what was expected of him. Even if Juli never spoke to him again, he knew that in his heart she would always be his mate. He needed to do the right thing by her.

“I apologize for disrupting protocol,” Neil said. “I’ll be happy to shift back so that the alpha can complete the final assertion of dominance.”

Heather folded her arms across her chest. “It’s not that simple, I’m afraid. The consequences for withdrawing from the fight are much more severe than the consequences of merely losing a challenge. Alphas, as I said, must be protected from those who would wound, then flee.” He hated the drama of the pause she gave then, but not as much as he hated what she said next. “Any challenger from within the pack who refuses to engage with the alpha according to agreed-upon terms must suffer expulsion from the pack.”

Cold pierced Neil’s heart. All he’d ever done had been for the sake of this pack. He’d sacrificed life, love, and career for it. If he had to leave it, he might as well die. He hadn’t even begun to think of the implications of losing Juli for good.

Before he could gather his thoughts enough to respond, Juli stepped in front of him, sweeping him behind her with a motherly, protective gesture. “Wait! I would welcome him to continue as a member of the pack. I’m not afraid of causing confusion or exposing myself to future threats. He’s given many years of faithful service to this pack. He deserves better.”

Heather clucked her tongue and shook her head. “This isn’t the sort of matter that falls to the jurisdiction of a single alpha. The Werewolf Council’s word is law in all matters that affect the packs as a whole. This isn’t a matter of your instinct as to what is right, or of your obvious feelings for this man.” The investigator sneered as she spoke. “Neil Statham will be taken into custody now and briefed on his rights. In short form, he will leave the Missoula pack before the next moon. If no other Council pack will have him, then his full-moon exemption privileges will be revoked. If he proves unable to restrain his shift, lycanthropy suppressants will be prescribed. That is all.” She turned on her heel, shifting back to wolf form as she did.

Neil stared after her in horror. Juli touched his arm with her fingertips, her face a mirror of his expression, with guilt added in. “Neil, I never meant for this to—”

“Sh,” he told her. “You didn’t know.”

“If I had talked to you like you wanted...”

“If.” That word summed up everything he felt for her then. He might have tried to say a little more, to explain what he’d been thinking last night, except that one of Heather’s sidekicks nipped at his heels, and he understood he had to follow her now. He tried to take comfort in Juli’s concern for him, but as the Lewistown investigators herded him away from the challenge site, all he could think about was what he and Juli had done in this place just the night before, and how it broke his heart that it would never happen again.





Chapter Eleven

Juli fought to move in the opposite direction of the crowds making their way out of Ogren Park. She headed toward the dugouts. Of course, Neil might not want to see her when she got there, but she needed to deal with one problem at a time.

She stumbled as she worked her way between the seats. In all the years she’d known Neil, she’d never actually been to a game before. Never before had she seen the way he could explode from seeming idleness to lightning-fast action, his cleats skidding in the diamond’s dirt. That night, Juli had discovered the strength of his arm and the clear pleasure on his face when he ran onto the field.

It had been good to watch him when she had an excuse to just stare. The rhythm of his walk alone made her body ache for him. She’d spent a lot of time recently wondering if she could live without him. It felt like wondering whether she could give up an arm. Since the night they’d mated, Neil felt like a part of her. Even the brief separation she’d endured so far had tested her focus and patience. She could not bear to think about years stretching out before her, empty of her true love and bonded mate.

It had taken several mornings drinking coffee at Sarah Edmond’s table to come up with a plan. Now that she had one, she was almost afraid to try it, convinced that Neil would not agree.

Stadium lights nearly obscured the waning moon, despite its still-round brightness. In the press of people, she felt lost, each individual scent mingling into a powerful mass that made it impossible for Juli to pick out any single thread.

A stadium official equipped with a walkie-talkie caught her eye. He gestured and pointed. “You coming down for Launch a Ball, miss?”

Juli shook her head, but approached him. “I’m here to visit a player.” When the official raised a dubious eyebrow, she kept talking. “Um, my boyfriend. Neil Statham. I didn’t tell him I was coming. I wanted to surprise him.” Juli felt foolish.

“Neil Statham, eh? You might actually be telling the truth. He’s getting a little old for most of the girls looking to hook up with players.”

Juli opened her mouth, then closed it again. She decided she didn’t want to know any of the details of Minor League baseball groupies. “Can you take me to him? Or at least tell him I’m here?”

He spoke briefly into the walkie-talkie, then nodded at her. “Go on that way, miss. The guy down there will let him know to watch out for you.”

She gulped and moved in the direction he pointed. Juli craned her neck, hoping to catch sight or scent of Neil. She hitched her purse up her shoulder. Full moon was still so recent that it felt strange to wear only a human skin. Every time she thought of Neil her body threatened to burst into fur. She wondered when she would ever get control of herself again.

Juli wound her way past a few groups still cleaning up picnics they’d brought to the game, then found herself approaching a press of men wearing the Ospreys’ blue-billed ball caps.

A tall, slim man looked Juli up and down and let out a low whistle. “When Statham decides to play, he doesn’t play around.”

Juli started, cocking her head. She wasn’t used to men looking at or talking about her that way. The beast within her wanted to give him an education on what “not playing around” really meant, but she restrained the urge. She cleared her throat. “Is Neil here?”

Neil emerged before the other man had a chance to answer, shoving his way through the laughing group and avoiding their attempts to high-five him. “Juli,” he said, her name heavy with meaning when it passed through his lips. “What are you doing here?”

One of his teammates nudged him. “Statham, you’ve got game, but you have to learn how to play. Don’t stare at her. Take her to see Ollie.” The man winked meaningfully.

Juli narrowed her eyes. “Who’s Ollie?”

Neil made it the last of the way to her side and took her elbow. “He’s the mascot. And don’t look at me like that. He’s a real osprey who lives in the outfield. But... he might also be a euphemism.”

She laughed in spite of herself. Her body leaned toward Neil’s as if pulled by gravity. She wanted to touch him and so much more. She wanted to be free to be his mate, without so much political complication. “Maybe we should go visit him.” She took a deep breath. “I want to talk to you.”

He squinted and stared out toward the outfield. Her heart pounded in her chest. Since the night of the challenge, she’d lived in fear of this moment, when Neil might tell her he’d had enough. Finally, Neil nodded, and it seemed to Juli that the world started moving again. “Yeah, I guess we’d better get away from these jokers.” He tipped his hat in the direction of his teammates and led her toward the outfield. Catcalls accompanied them as they went.

Away from the press of bodies, the night felt cooler. They walked together silently, until Neil took her hand. “I didn’t think you would come.”

“How could I not?”

He shrugged. “The two of us don’t make a lot of sense, do we?”

“I know one way we make sense,” Juli said. Neil raised an eyebrow at her invitation, and she dropped it, feeling awkward again. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

He sighed. “I’m going to be okay, I think. I called the Diamondbacks, and they’re happy, actually. They’ve asked a few times if I want to move up in the Minors, and if I ever want to do that, I can’t wait until I get much older.”

Juli swallowed, the pain of losing him even more real now she knew he had a plan. “Where would they send you?”

“They want some time to review my stats, but they were talking about Mobile, or even Reno.”

“What does that mean, other than those places being far away as all hell?”

Neil sighed, dropped her hand, and turned toward her. They stood in the shadows of the outfield bleachers, and she couldn’t read his face. “I’ve spent my career so far making peanuts playing the lowest level of Minor League ball, because I wouldn’t leave Missoula. These guys on my team are right out of high school, Juli.” He grimaced a little. “That’s why they don’t know how to talk to a woman. I’m in my mid-twenties, and I work part-time at a convenience store so I can afford to eat. Darrow didn’t even charge me rent. It’s embarrassing.” He rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes and looked up toward the stadium lights. “The Mobile BayBears pay something a lot more like a real salary, and the Reno Aces—that’s just a step away from the Majors. Maybe it’s time to get my own life. Take lycanthropy suppressants, whatever the Council wants me to do.” His eyes slid down to hers, and she could not mistake the heat they contained. “All I know is I’m tired of giving up everything that means anything to me.”

Juli bit her lip. Neil deserved to reap the fruits of his hard work in some way. The conversation she’d come to have would disrupt things for him yet again. Still, Mobile, Alabama, might as well be on the other side of the world. She couldn’t let him go without a fight—not after everything that had passed between them since her father died.

“Neil, if I asked you to, would you stay?”

Disbelief broke over his face. “What kind of question is that, Juli? You know I can’t. Those Lewistown goons escorted me away from the challenge site like I was a criminal.”

“You’re my mate,” she whispered. “I can’t forget that, and I can’t pretend it never happened.”

Neil winced. “I wish I could pretend I never said that. It was dumb, and I didn’t mean it at all.” He lifted one hand to her cheek. “I don’t want to leave you, Juli. I don’t know how I’m going to keep breathing. This just isn’t something I’m choosing.”

She stepped closer, reassured by his words. Whatever had gone wrong, the strength of the pull between them hadn’t abated in the least. Neil’s arms closed around her. He whispered her name into her hair. The sharp scents of the game’s sweat and dirt reminded Juli of another night’s exertions. She shivered and pressed her cheek against his chest. “I can’t let you go.”

“I would ask you to come to Mobile with me if not for the pack. You know that, right?”

Juli craned her neck up toward him, terrified of how he would respond to the question she wanted to ask. “After everything you’ve sacrificed for the pack, I almost want you to go,” she said finally. “Not selfishly—I don’t know how the hell I’m going to lead here without you beside me. But for your sake. You deserve better than all this—better than this place, better than the money you’ve made here, and certainly better than the way the Council has treated you.” Her throat tightened. “Better than I treated you.”

“Juli, we both made mistakes.”

She shrugged, too exhausted to get into all the old arguments right then. She rushed forward before she lost her nerve. “If we tell them we were mated when the challenge happened, the laws surrounding the whole thing change.” She gave him a wry smile. “For some reason, the Council gives a little more leeway to mated alpha pairs, almost like they might get in big public fights and then change their minds at the last moment. Our fight the other night would be considered an exhibition, not a true challenge. Of course, we’d have to share the alpha position for this defense to work.”

Juli fingered the leather ring in her pocket, a replica of her father’s. She didn’t know how to find the right moment to give it to him, so she held it out to him then, her heart pounding.

Neil stepped back and blinked at her, looking stunned. “Surely, there’s a catch. No way could the Council have a regulation that sounds sensible and would actually be helpful for us.”

She chuckled bitterly. “Well, this is a great solution because you don’t get thrown out of the pack, but if we tell them we’re mated, we’ve got various fines and penalties to work out for having mated without notifying the Council, shifting for two significant periods within the same full-moon exemption, improper use of Council personnel and resources, failure to follow procedure for the background checks required for an alpha’s mate, and probably a dozen other things Heather Compton will unearth for us, with regulation numbers and all.” She ticked off each infraction on her fingers as she spoke. Much as it annoyed her, she grinned by the end, since the mess of paperwork all this would entail seemed like nothing if it meant she could keep Neil at her side.

Neil’s face relaxed slightly. “Okay, that sounds more like it.” He took the ring, pausing to examine it before slowly sliding it onto his finger. He leaned in and kissed her, his hands finding their way inside her clothes without hesitation.

Juli’s body wanted to melt, but her brain wouldn’t let her just yet. She pulled away from him, shaking her head but still smiling. “Much as I like where you’re going with that, Neil, what the hell? What does that mean?”

He pulled her tight against his body and the erection that had sprung up between them. “What does it feel like it means?”

“What about Mobile? Or Reno?”

His hands froze, and the expression transformed to something more serious. He sighed. “Would I like to move up with the Diamondbacks? Sure. I dreamed about playing Major League Baseball all the time when I was a kid. But if that dream were the most important one in my life, I would have left the first time the Diamondbacks offered me a promotion. If it meant anything at all to me, I would definitely have left the third or fourth time, when they started talking about how I might not get another chance. I wouldn’t have been able to turn them down so many times if that was the way I really wanted my life to go. Every time before, I chose the pack. I chose your father.” His arms tightened around her. “This time, I have an even better reason to stay.”

She frowned. “I don’t know how bad the penalties are for all those things I named. It doesn’t look like any of it’s going to get us thrown out or put on lycanthropy suppressants, but they’re not going to make things pleasant for us.”

Neil’s jaw set. “Good. They can try me.” He stroked her back. “Juli, you are my mate now. A few little punishments aren’t going to keep me away from you. I can handle it, especially if we’re facing it together.”

She frowned. “That night... The night we mated... It wasn’t something we planned. It felt like our bodies got away from us, like the wolf parts took control, and maybe...”

Neil shook his head and put a finger over her lips. “Don’t ask if I regret it. Sometimes, I think the wolf parts are a lot smarter than the human parts. It’s a damned shame the Council goes to such lengths to keep them caged. The wolf parts of us have always known what’s supposed to be between us, and how much have we screwed things up by over complicating and over-thinking? I may not have planned to become your mate that night, but I can’t deny it happened. I would never do that. I wanted to be with you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

Juli smiled, but worry wouldn’t stop flowing from her. “I don’t know what’s going to happen...”

“No one does.” He traced her collarbone, her fingers lingering at the edge of Juli’s shirt. Neil glanced over his shoulder. “Look, there’s one thing I do know. There’s a little shaded area near Ollie’s nest that is pretty hidden from view.”

Juli laughed and shook her head. “I see why Ollie is a euphemism.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Juli. Not if there’s even the slightest chance I could stay by your side. And I’ll serve this pack until the day I die, no matter what it costs me.”

“I’m so sorry, though, Neil.”

“Don’t be. You walked away from your job in Lewistown to follow your duty to the pack. You’re not going to be doing forensics. I’m not the only one making sacrifices.”

“You should get more recognition for everything you do.”

A smirk played over his face. He winked at her. “You know, I think you’re right. There’s a part of me that really needs recognition, and you could be the one to start it off.”

“You’re right, Neil. The wolf parts are a lot smarter than the human parts. They know when to stop talking.”

“Let’s definitely stop talking, then.” Neil lifted Juli off her feet as if she were a woman half her size. He carried her to the shadow of the osprey nest while she laughed and pretended to beat her fists against his chest.

She couldn’t keep up the pretense for long, though. It felt too good to enjoy the rightness of his body against hers, to know he returned every one of her feelings and intentions. Human habit made her want to search out the words to express all this to him, but the wolf in her did know better.

Neil set her down in the outfield grass. The spot he’d found preserved the night’s blackness despite the enormous stadium lights that blazed above them. “I’m going to at least make you come before I lose my head,” he said, undoing buttons and pulling Juli free of her clothing.

She gave him a wicked grin. “Not that I had any trouble coming before.”

Neil pulled his jersey over his head and started on his pants. “Forget the altruism, then. I’ll be totally selfish about this. I want to taste you.”

Arousal shot down both of Juli’s legs. “Yes, please.”

He licked playfully at the side of her face. “Maybe I won’t even try to act human.”

“As long as the Council doesn’t find out...”

“Oh, I know much better than to say I won’t tell.”

Juli would have had another smart response for him, except that his tongue found its way to her earlobe. He flicked it with precision. “This is what I’m going to do to your clit,” he said. His lips closed around her earlobe, warm and wet, and the tip of his tongue pressed her flesh, slipping firmly and ever so slowly across it. The act gave Juli plenty of information about what she would soon feel between her legs. Neil toyed with her ear and brought a hand up to explore her.

The night they’d mated, there had been too much urgency to spend much time stroking each other. He more than made up for it now, tracing the shape of her jaw, the side of her neck, and the line of her sternum. Juli wrapped both her arms around his chest and pressed as close to him as she could get. She felt for his shoulder blades, his spine, and the curve of his firm ass.

He touched her nipples with a delicacy she would not have thought possible, feeling them with no apparent agenda until Juli ached for more stimulation. She groaned and arched up into his hand, struggling to be patient. She wrapped her legs around Neil’s thigh and rubbed against it as he continued his maddening teasing of her earlobe.

A light sweat broke out over Juli’s skin from the summer heat and the strength of her desire. A dusting of downy fur followed soon after. Even when he touched her slowly, he made her want to abandon herself to the beast.

“Neil,” Juli whispered. “You have to let go of my ear. I can’t stand it.”

He did not release her ear.

“I’m going to scream so loud that damn osprey won’t come back to its nest for days.”

His laugh forced him to let her go, and Juli took the opportunity to turn the tables. She rolled him onto his back, her hands braced against his chest, straddling his leg. She surveyed him beneath her, pleasure curling through her belly simply at the knowledge that this man had given himself to her as mate. She licked her lips.

“What would be good revenge?” Juli asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Hey now, I said I wanted to taste you.”

She pushed her fingers into his mouth. “Here you go.”

Smiling impishly, Neil began the same treatment on her fingers that he had given to her earlobe, tonguing them with sensuous circles clearly intended for her clit. Juli swatted him with her free hand, but he employed a little bit of teeth and held on tight. She lost her balance and collapsed onto his chest, giggling. Before she could snatch her hand away, he took hold of her wrist and began a pattern of licking that thoroughly claimed her attention. Before Juli knew it, she’d rested her cheek against his chest and begun sighing and moaning as she ground a slow rhythm against the hard muscle of his leg.

Only then did Neil loosen his jaw and allow her fingers to fall from his mouth. “There.” He sounded pleased with himself. “Don’t you want to let me taste you?”

“If you put your mouth between my legs, I’m going to scream so loud security comes to investigate. I’m going to turn into a wolf and howl.”

“That I’ve got to see,” Neil murmured. He flipped Juli neatly so she landed on her back again. His mouth slid down her neck to latch onto her left nipple, his tongue as hot and patient as before. Juli let out a shuddering breath. She wrapped both legs tight around his waist. He smiled against her breast and slipped his head lower, licking his way down her stomach.

She ached for him to touch her there, but she truly feared for her ability to stay human. She fisted her fingers in his hair and saw fur and claws. “Neil, you’re driving me crazy. I’m not kidding. I’m going to growl and make all kinds of wolf sounds.”

“Mmmm. That sounds hot as hell.” With that, his tongue flicked out and caught her clit. Juli shrieked. Even after the buildup, the touch itself surprised her, making her hips jerk as if a spark had hit her.

Neil wrapped his arms around Juli’s thighs and opened them wider, his face burrowing in between. Before he licked again, he rubbed against her juices, spreading them over himself from cheek to cheek and nose to chin. He inhaled noisily, then lifted his head with a wolfish grin. “I could never get tired of that smell,” he told her. Then he lowered his mouth onto her clit and went to work.

He swirled circles, nudged her clit from side to side, and rubbed up and down it with the point of his chin. Juli knew she was losing control, but she didn’t have the heart to make him stop. Stretching her arms wide, she grabbed fistfuls of the outfield grass. She dug her ankles into the dirt and lay open to him while the pleasure of his tongue prompted a kaleidoscope of feelings and forms to pass through her.

Her orgasm began to shape itself at the tip of his tongue, growing and withdrawing in time with the rhythm Neil set. Then he pressed his tongue flat against her clit and the sensation took hold within her. Raw pleasure filled her clit, then burst through her body and spread to her every far-flung limb. Juli felt formless in the grip of it. She basked in a rare moment of forgetting, a space and time in which it did not matter whether or not fur covered her skin, or whether she displayed human or wolf teeth when she opened her mouth.

Neil held still while she growled and writhed and tugged him closer against her. Then he crawled onto her body, and he too had transformed to something other than human or wolf. She knew Neil and recognized his features, but he stared down at her with wide, yellow eyes. His face had widened and flattened, and sharp teeth protruded from beneath his lips. What had earlier been a five o’clock shadow had grown into thick fur. Neil grasped Juli’s upper arms with clawed hands. Between his legs, the cock of a beast had sprouted, larger and thicker than what she had seen when he first removed his pants, and hot enough that Juli was surprised it didn’t sear her inner thigh.

He shifted to line it up with Juli’s entrance, but even with the aftershocks of her orgasm still pulsing through her body, Juli was in no mood for passivity. She still wanted to challenge him, to struggle against him.

She slipped her hips to the side, bared her teeth, and wrestled him. Their legs and arms wound and wrapped and braced against each other. Harsh, guttural noises filled the air around them. The grass tore under Juli’s back as she squirmed. She put all her strength into dislodging him and gaining the upper hand.

For a moment, Juli worried Neil would not understand, but when she looked up at him, his grin mirrored the fierce joy she felt in her heart. She bit into his neck to distract him and claimed her place on top.

Now she wanted that big, delightful cock lodged as deep inside as she could get it. She knew he’d gotten her more than ready. Juli spread her legs and took it all in with one forceful jerk of her hips. She made herself scream a little at the shock of it filling her so suddenly and completely.

Neil’s hands came up to grip her hips, but she fought them off, wild with need for him and unwilling to give up any of her control over the pace at which she would take him. She growled in the back of her throat, sank her claws into his chest, and levered herself all the way up off his cock, all for maximum effect when she dropped down again to take it to the hilt. She repeated this experiment several times, though she had to transfer her grip from his chest to his wrists to hold him in place while she did.

Again and again, she crashed onto him so hard it made her bones shake, and still she wanted more. She increased her force until the sensation of his cock dragging in and out along her inner walls began to make her muscles tighten and flutter. Juli was getting close. She whimpered and slowed, savoring the excruciating bliss of the hot skin of his cock stroking her in a deeper place than she could ever reach on her own.

She must have let down her guard, because the next thing Juli knew, her back crashed into the dirt and Neil took a new position above her, his teeth snapping and his fingers hard and fierce. She giggled and growled as he dragged her legs up over his shoulders, hooking her knees in place and folding her in half beneath him.

“Oh, no way,” Juli said, grabbing for his arms as he thrust into her again. She drummed her heels on his back, but he shook off the blows as if he didn’t feel them. She opened her mouth to make another joke, but a howl replaced her words when he plunged to a new depth and angle, hitting her with pleasure far too intense to endure.

She didn’t know whether to collapse in mindless surrender or redouble her efforts to battle him, so she jerked and writhed beneath him as his cock stabbed into her, letting out a series of yips and whines.

Above Juli, Neil suddenly froze. She nudged him, wondering why he wouldn’t continue. He gave an exaggerated sniff. Juli followed his lead. Beyond the smells of sex, dirt, and sweat, she detected several humans approaching.

“I told you security was going to come to check this out,” Juli hissed.

Neil only grinned. “It’s pretty hard to regret what we’ve been doing.”

“I guess if we make sure we look totally human...” Juli trailed off as she looked down and saw her body just as mixed as Neil’s, as thoroughly werewolf as it had ever been.

He shook his head quickly. “No way can I cool down this fast.” His cock jumped inside her, and she had to stifle another moan. Juli heard shoes crunching through the crisp grass. Neil kissed her cheek. “Turn to wolf and run away. We’ll give them a good story, but that’s okay.”

“What about the Council? The full-moon exemption is over.”

The voices of the approaching security guards sharpened into distinct words. Neil smiled boyishly, eased his body away from Juli’s and became the big, black wolf. Juli sighed. Much as she didn’t like it, Neil was right—it would be far worse to be caught half-shifted than to be seen as a wolf. Besides, she couldn’t let her mate disregard regulations without her, could she? She grinned and followed him into the shift.

He licked her face once, then took off like a flash, racing for the fence at the far end of the outfield.

“A wolf?” The security guards’ voices rose with shocked exclamations.

Juli zipped out after Neil. He knew the stadium well. He led her straight to a narrow break in the wall behind the bleachers that they could just squeeze through.

No one cared for the grass on the other side of the wall. Long fronds draped over their backs and tickled Juli’s nose. Neil’s body blurred again, back to the werewolf he had been in the outfield grass.

The ache inside her where his cock had been prevented Juli from thinking anymore about Lewistown and the Council’s regulations. She just wanted to rejoin the union that had been interrupted, to see if she could still capture the monster orgasm that had been building within her. Again, she matched his form.

She restarted their sexual battle of wills even before her body stabilized. Juli lunged for Neil, her meaty palms striking his chest hard and knocking him to the ground. She climbed atop him and lodged his cock back in the spot that had brought her such pleasure before. This time Neil did not fight her. He only arched up with as much force as she slammed her hips down.

There might be bruises later, but right then Juli didn’t care. She clawed the ground beside him as she took him. Neil adjusted her hands to grip his chest, and she let her claws dig in there too. Her breasts hung over his face as she arched and strained. He covered them with piercing love bites.

Every muscle in Juli’s body worked and tensed, fighting to get every possible bit of him. In her struggle to get the relief she craved, it didn’t matter that her muscles screamed from the exertion and her breath came in rasping pants. She didn’t have a clue what she would have looked like to him or anyone else, and the thought didn’t bother her. All she needed was Neil, her mate.

Juli blinked at the word “mate.” Looking down at his expression of desperate pleasure, her doubts vanished, swept away by the force of their coupling. Her body released into a shattering orgasm ripe with the power of transformation. She sobbed as if she were breaking apart.

The hard length buried deep within her began to pulse. Neil grabbed her ass and pushed up into her with staggering force as he emptied himself.

Juli collapsed onto his chest, a little stunned. She knew she could never go on as she was before returning to Missoula. No longer could she close herself off from Neil, or from her pack, or from all the difficulty and responsibility that waited for her in her hometown. She shivered, thinking of all that she and Neil would have to face together, and of all they might build.

Slowly, he lifted his hands to embrace her, stroking soft circles on her back with his fingers.

“I love you,” Neil said. “More than I ever imagined possible. I don’t give a damn what the Council says about anything. This is right. We’re doing the right thing together, and we’ll lead well together.”

“You don’t need to be on top? You’re okay with sharing the number one position?”

He gave a low growl. “You do just fine on top, as long as you give me my turn.”

“That about sums it up.” Juli sighed. She rested her cheek against his.

“There’s just one problem,” Neil said.

She smiled wryly. “Just one? I thought we had way more than that. Jesse Hoak. The Council. Whatever fines we have to pay.”

“Well, I was thinking about more immediate things. Like the fact that we left our clothes beneath the osprey nest.”

Juli lifted her head and grinned. “That doesn’t have to be a problem. We can always get them later.” She knew she should not, but she shifted to wolf form again, savoring the freedom of transforming as the time was right rather than waiting for the full moon and official permission. Neil shook his head, but he joined her.

Together, they turned their backs on the stadium and ran for her childhood home. Juli planned to take a long detour into the mountains along the way. She hoped they wouldn’t come out before morning.

She increased her speed and sent Neil a challenging look over her shoulder. Her paws gripped the dirt beneath her. She tried not to let him keep up, even while her body shivered with the awareness of what would happen when he caught her.





Chapter Twelve

Neil gripped Juli’s hand as they approached the Motel 6 where Heather Compton and the Lewistown investigators had set up. The motel sat in the middle of a parking lot in the middle of a manicured lawn in the middle of a heavily developed region. After a night running wild under the moon with his new mate, the sight of the place unnerved him.

“Are you sure they’re actually werewolves? Anyone sane would have chosen a place with a little more to offer the wolf.”

“They don’t believe in placating the beast within,” Juli said.

“So we shouldn’t tell them what we’ve been up to.”

She arched an eyebrow, but he noticed her slow grin. He’d bruised her with kisses and bites over the course of the night’s transformations, and she’d probably done the same to him. His body ached in all the right places. He couldn’t move without thinking of her scent, her howls of pleasure, or her passionate claws.

Neil shook himself. He’d start getting hairy if he didn’t stop thinking about Juli’s body. Not for the first time, the level of control the Werewolf Council expected seemed cruel and unusual.

The group had informed Juli they planned to remain in town until they confirmed Neil had obeyed the terms of his punishment. Juli seemed confident that the loopholes she’d found for mated alphas would convince them to reverse their position, but Neil wasn’t so sure. The Werewolf Council possessed a regulation for every occasion, and its officials weren’t shy about pulling them out at the most inopportune moments, in defiance of reason.

He hadn’t told Juli, but he’d determined early that morning that he would go down fighting before he would leave her. He scanned the barren parking lot for likely places to make his stand.

Movement flickered behind a silver SUV. Neil froze, pulling Juli to a stop with him. “Don’t make a sudden movement,” Neil whispered between clenched teeth, “but gray wolves really aren’t common around here unless they’re with us.”

“One of the investigators?” Juli offered her suggestion in the same style.

Neil bit back a dry laugh. “Please. I’m not even sure they shift on the full moon.”

They didn’t have time to continue their speculation. The gray wolf Neil had spotted hurtled out from behind the line of cars, headed directly for Juli. Quicker than thought, Neil shifted and interposed himself, snarling at the intruder.

He didn’t recognize the attacker’s scent. His human mind wanted to guess and analyze, but the wolf knew those ponderings needed to wait until later.

Neil burst into action, his focus narrowed completely onto the rival. He scented Juli behind him, but trusted her to take care of herself. He and the gray wolf began the ancient and familiar dance of death.

Neil circled. He snapped. He displayed his strength and bulk, while sizing up what his opponent offered. The strange wolf outweighed Neil pound for pound, but it also betrayed little weaknesses. A trace of a limp in the right rear leg. A subtle popping sound when the jaw traveled through a certain range of motion. If Neil attacked these weaknesses, he might gain an advantage despite the other’s obvious power and experience.

Behind him, Juli still smelled human. He decided she must be nervous about shifting so close to a bunch of Lewistown investigators. No such qualms interfered with his determination to keep Juli safe from the threat of a fully shifted werewolf.

Neil bared his teeth and feinted toward the attacker’s neck. When the gray wolf danced away, Neil snapped in earnest at that trick back leg. His teeth tore flesh. The gray wolf yipped. The bitter and exhilarating taste of blood filled Neil’s mouth.

Now Neil made the other come for him. He relied on his speed and maneuverability, making the gray wolf work to reach him, forcing him to continue to stress that weak leg. Neil pushed himself, trying to dart as fast as Juli would. He wanted to tangle the attacker’s legs in each other. By keeping his distance, he could wear his opponent down.

A quick step left, then an abrupt reversal. The gray wolf tried to follow Neil, but lost his footing. His bleeding leg slipped, and Neil leapt for his back before he had a chance to recover. Once there, Neil raked his rival’s sides with his claws and clamped his teeth into the loose skin at the back of the neck.

In legal challenges, Neil avoided kills or even significant damage, but the nature of this attack made him feel differently. This werewolf had attacked his mate illegally and dishonorably. He wanted to shake him to death. His muscles flexed.

“Stop.” The voice didn’t shout, but it invested the single word with such unmistakable authority that both wolves froze. Neil slowly relaxed his jaw and looked up at a frowning Heather Compton, flanked as always by her two subordinates. “What is the meaning of this?”

Now, Juli stepped in front of Neil. “He was defending me from an unlawful attack.”

“He’s supposed to be packing his things.”

“Well, we were on our way to talk to you about that.”

Heather leaned forward daintily and put a fingertip to one of the hickeys on Juli’s neck. She sniffed at the side of Juli’s face. “I see,” she said, her tone carrying a clear note of condescension. She straightened and fixed Juli, Neil, and the gray wolf with her hard, cold gaze. “Is it too much to ask that you come out of your illegal shifts while we work this out?”

Neil extricated himself from his clinch and shifted back to human. Keeping an eye on the other, he retrieved what he could of the clothes he’d been wearing and covered himself to the best of his ability. He made sure to keep his body between the attacker and Juli at all times.

“All the way,” Heather said.

Neil started, thinking he’d already obeyed her request. However, when he looked down at himself, he saw claws still extended from his fingers, and too much hair for an ordinary man. He closed his eyes and tried to relax, but these parts would not cooperate. He still feared for Juli too much, and wanted her too much. “I’m sorry,” Neil said. “That’s the best I can do.”

Juli began to spout a stream of regulations and justifications at Heather. Council law allowed for shifts in self-defense, she argued. She gave the explanation about mated alphas that the two of them had worked out ahead of time. She quoted numbers and legal jargon with a facility that rivaled Heather herself.

The alpha-level investigator pursed her lips and folded her arms across her chest, but she nodded in all the right places. When Juli completed her final citation, Heather cocked her head, her expression still stern. “I think you know you’re not going to avoid paying for the crimes you admit to committing.”

Neil stepped to Juli’s side, meeting Heather’s eyes with a level gaze. “Neil and I are prepared to subject ourselves to all punishments required by law,” Juli said.

At that, Heather’s lips twitched in a bit of a smile. “You must have done well in Lewistown. It’s too bad we didn’t know each other there.”

“Thank you.”

“And you.” Heather turned her attention to the rival. In human form, he looked like an aging biker, his scars beginning to make him seem more tired than rugged. “I can’t even begin to tell you how much paperwork I’m going to have to fill out because of you. What in the world possessed you to initiate an illegal attack? This is not how it’s done.”

The attacker drew himself up straighter. “That’s not what I was led to believe by some of your people. I heard you were looking for a way to get rid of both of these clowns, and that you’d be grateful to anyone willing to provide a plausible end to them.”

Heather shook her head, her straight black hair barely disturbed by the gesture. “Either you’ve got an enemy you don’t know about or I’ve got some stupid subordinates. Who the hell are you?”

“I’m Cal Tomer.”

The cool investigator’s eyes narrowed. “You were banned from Montana—and you’re supposed to be on suppressants.”

The interloper set his jaw. “You people take away all a man’s options, then expect him not to act in desperation.”

Heather seemed disturbed. She gestured to her companions. “Go with them. Once I finish with our lovebird alphas, you’re going to help me figure out who needs to get fired today.”

The man seemed about to speak again, but one of Heather’s sidekicks pulled out a dart gun, and Cal acquiesced.

Heather waited until he disappeared into the Motel 6, then turned back to Neil and Juli. “Now that he can’t overhear, we need to discuss the real issue. It is blindingly obvious to me that the two of you indulged in full shift recently. I smell the dirt and greenery all over you.”

“We can’t have just been indulging in some naked hiking?” Juli smiled, but Neil didn’t think anyone could miss the wobble in it. Especially not Heather.

“Not and give each other bite marks with those teeth patterns.” Heather prodded an exposed bite on Juli’s shoulder. “Please don’t admit it to me, or I’ll have to begin an inquiry into whether you need lycanthropy suppressants. But you need to know you’re not fooling anyone. You of all people should understand the importance of upholding our regulations. Werewolves have to—”

Neil sighed and cleared his throat. “With all due respect, don’t preach that line to me again, please. Since you’re such a student of the law, I’m sure you’re aware that until about fifteen years ago when Gabriel took over leading the Council, regulations included allowances for newly mated couples. We had rules, sure, and we protected ourselves from being discovered by humans, but our system recognized our essential nature.”

Heather sneered. “Did someone start werewolf Wikipedia? Where are you getting all this?”

“I’ve been talking with some of the older members of our pack. It’s fascinating to know some of the things they take as common knowledge. Did you know that the hormones that activate when two werewolves mate make it nearly impossible to resist the shift for the first month? Some packs thought the hormones remained powerfully in effect for as long as six months. Packs used to deal with this through careful land management, not ordering people to master their basic biological processes. Certainly not trying to drug the wolf out of them.”

Heather stiffened. “I’m trying to do you a favor here. This is no time to argue philosophy with me. I would be completely within my rights to drug you to oblivion for that arm you can’t change back. You as much as told me you’re out of control of your shift.”

Juli laid her hand on Neil’s arm. “We appreciate what you’re doing for us, certainly. Everything you’ve done. I know this has taken up a lot of your time. I think my mate is just trying to point out how difficult it can be when the realities of being a werewolf conflict with the ideals that regulations present.”

“And yet, that conflict is exactly what allows us to live in society in the modern world.” Heather raised an eyebrow. “I don’t have time for adolescent debate. I have a rogue werewolf to deal with. Has everyone gone mad? It’s like every werewolf in Montana recently decided it’s okay to shift whenever they want.”

Neil didn’t feel the need to respond to that, but Juli took the bait. “What are you talking about?”

“I guess you’re not on the Council e-mail list anymore. Another of our investigators, Raul Silva, went to investigate allegations about a pack in Big Timber and ended up going native and shifting in front of a large group of human police officers. He was last seen running into the woods in full shift in broad daylight, with a human woman riding him like a horse. I’m starting to wonder if there’s something in the water.”

“Gabriel must be beside himself.”

Heather’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t act sympathetic. You two aren’t helping. And you’re going to have plenty of trouble of your own pretty soon. I heard Jesse Hoak from Helena is on his way here. He’s going to issue an official challenge for the next full moon.”

Neil squared his shoulders. “I’ve scared him off before.”

Heather made a frustrated noise. “Talk him out of it then, please. I have to get back to Lewistown or my cat won’t recognize me anymore. If you’ll excuse me, I have an idiot to interrogate.”

The investigator turned on her heel, then paused and looked back over her shoulder with a much softer expression than any Neil had yet seen from her. Did he detect a tinge of sadness in the faint lines at the corners of her eyes? Maybe regret in the slight downturn of the sides of her mouth? “Don’t make me come back to Missoula, you two. Just be happy and behave. You look... magnificent... together. Don’t ruin it.”

Neil’s jaw hung open as he watched Heather walk away.

“What was that supposed to mean?” Neil said.

At the same moment, Juli said, “How does she have a cat? They hate werewolves.”

They turned and stared at each other. “Something is going on in Lewistown,” Neil said slowly. “You sure you don’t know anything about it?”

Juli sighed. She shrugged her shoulders, took a deep breath, then took his hand. “You know what, Neil? I don’t have to. I’m here in Missoula with you, leading my father’s pack. We’ve got plenty to do right here, and I don’t plan to go anywhere. How about we let Lewistown take care of itself?”

“Sure thing,” Neil said, but it took an effort to smooth the slight frown that wrinkled his forehead. He couldn’t shake the feeling that more trouble with Lewistown lay in their future. For the time being, however, Juli was right. The pack had been through a lot the past few months, between Darrow’s sickness, and the struggle for leadership, and the Lewistown invasion. They couldn’t go looking for problems when they had plenty of responsibilities of their own right where they were.

He kissed Juli’s forehead slowly, then paused to stroke a strand of hair out of her face. The beast inside him, always close these days, longed to rise up again and take her, play with her, run with her, be with her.

They walked toward where Juli had left her truck. Longing stabbed Neil’s chest. He didn’t want to drive anywhere. He wanted the shift, the thrill of the run. It didn’t seem so terrible as long as he and Juli paid attention to where they indulged. Lewistown’s regulations had never seemed so unjust as they did now that he’d mated with Juli. He’d always counted the days until full-moon exemption, but now the waiting time threatened to drive Neil mad. It couldn’t be long before they cheated again, as they had last night. Nothing could compare to the passion and freedom he felt joining with Juli while their bodies cycled through myriad forms. He could read her emotions by the form she took, touch her in a way that brought passion literally ripping out of her. When they did shift again, he didn’t plan to feel guilty.

Neil smiled at the stirring within, knowing Juli felt it too. She gazed at him adoringly with those big blue eyes. Thanks to his mate, Missoula held more than responsibility for Neil. It also promised years of joy to come.

Neil leaned in for a kiss that led to growling and groping. “I don’t know if I can go someplace where I have to control myself.” He nipped her ear, and she shrieked. Lust clouded her eyes when she blinked up at him again.

Juli grinned. “Sarah Edmond is probably having coffee right about now, and I’m sure she’d understand what we’re feeling.”

“We’ll probably have to hear some stories about how it was for her.”

“I’m okay with that,” Juli said, slipping her arm around Neil’s waist. He mirrored the action, enjoying the feel of her body hot against his.

“It would be good to talk with her anyway. She’s probably got plenty of ideas about what we need to do for the pack.”

Juli nodded. She stopped walking and bit her lip. “There’s still so much we don’t know,” she said, “so many things we have to figure out.”

“That’s okay.” Neil gripped her hip. “I think Darrow must have known it would be this way. I’ve been thinking about why he passed the pack on to you, and why he didn’t tell me ahead of time. I think he wanted us to figure out how we stood with each other, and he must have suspected how that would end up. He knew we needed each other, and that neither of us could handle leading the pack alone.”

Juli sighed. “He told me he thought you had a lot to learn from me. Maybe he was saving his words, but I have a lot to learn from you too. I have to admit I couldn’t do this without you.”

“I couldn’t lead the pack by myself, either, no matter how much I tried to make you think otherwise. I need something in my life besides responsibility.” He squeezed her suggestively. “I think I would have buried myself under duty until I snapped, and I wouldn’t have given myself any way to feel pure pleasure.”

“Pure pleasure, eh?” Juli’s lips curled up. The tip of her delicious tongue darted out. She shook her head. “We need to lock ourselves in a room for thirty days. I can never think straight when I look at you.”

“We’ll manage somehow. We might not get any sleep, but we’ll survive anyway.”

Juli laughed. Neil allowed his mind to drift to his mentor. He hoped Darrow would approve of their union. He planned to do everything in his power to care for and support Juli, to stand by her as steadfastly as he had her father. “I think your father would be okay with this. I know he would be proud of you.”

Juli tilted her head and kissed Neil’s cheek. “He would be proud of both of us.”
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