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Wolf at the Door by TA Moore




A Wolf Winter Novel 

Home.

For Jack and Gregor, the exiled Wolf Princes of the Scottish pack, it’s someplace they never wanted to leave. For Danny, who fled as soon as he could, it’s someplace he never planned to return. As for Nick, pathologist and carrion bird, he has nowhere else to be.

It offers only one thing—the Old Man’s help in putting down the bloody-handed treachery from the prophets who dogged them all the way from Durham. The twins’ father is many things, not all of them kind, but not even the prophets would cross him.

But when they finally arrive home, they find the Old Man gone and the prophets’ puppet installed in his place. Outnumbered, bereaved, and haunted by old mistakes, the four of them must discover the prophet Rose’s plan before it’s too late. As the stakes rise and the cold settles into their bones, they find that the old fairy tales hide horrors under their pretty words.

In the Highlands, Fenrir has stirred, and he’s hungry.
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Prologue





For the first time in generations, the Numitor came down from his high perch, crossed the dark waters of the loch, and walked into town. He arrived on four feet, drenched and with ice heavy in his thick ruff, but shrugged his skin back on and padded naked through the empty streets. 

A courtesy he remembered, although to whom had slipped away from him.

Wolves wore the years lightly enough. The Numitor might be old, his hair run to gray and most who’d loved him in the ground, but he was strong and straight. Every full moon he led the hunt, and only a few of his wolves could keep pace with him. But if age couldn’t claim her tithe from his flesh and bones, she’d take her due from his memory.

She’d give him fifty years, a hundred even, but after that, she had first pick. It had seemed like nothing at first—a first kiss whose face was worn down to the scruff of ginger stubble and the idea of love, a brawl he could remember every detail of except it floated unmoored in the “when,” a promise he’d made to someone important enough it was ingrained in his bones even when the idea of them was a ghost—but what was gone was gone forever.

Now, when he looked back over his long, bloody life, it was like an old house someone had started to shut up for the night. Some rooms were lost, bricked off, and others were only lit by a few fairy lights of sweet memories. And every time one of his old friends died or some touchstone wore to nothing under the passage of years, another light went out.

Frost crusted on the thick fur that layered his body even as a human and pinched his toes and the tips of his ears as he walked through the abandoned brick boxes of Lochwinnoch. Most people had left early, locked their doors and drawn their curtains behind them. For a few days after the town was all but abandoned, it still lit up at night, clockwork precise as the old lamplighters, until the wind tore up the electricity pylons. Some villagers had left it until the last moment—the priest, old farmers in their crofts—as though they thought the old gray stones of this place somehow belonged to them.

The Numitor had sent the Wild to the wolves to show them their error. Broken doors and slaughtered herds, supplies that rotted overnight or sprouted like they’d been planted and seen the year through to harvest. He’d no desire to kill them. The people of Lochwinnoch had been tolerable enough over the decades, insular and incurious about their neighbors and the sullen, wild children who came over the lake to have figures and letters drummed into their heads no matter how much they snarled about it.

They were wolves, but they were men too. A wolf had its fangs and its speed, but a man had the brain between his ears and what he put into it. The Numitor had no room in his space for a fool who wouldn’t keep both honed.

Tolerable or not, there was no place for them here but in the ground.

The Wolf Age had begun, and there was no place for men but as prey.

Most of them had realized that on their own. They’d left their houses open to the elements, once-scrubbed hallways full of snow and the things they held precious left to crack and ruin in the cold. Better the things than the people. For now, anyhow.

As for the ones who’d stayed, the Numitor had come to deal with them himself. Some things you didn’t delegate.

The old gray walls of the church were limned with ice. It dripped down from the snow-tipped spire and clotted around the windows and the high peak of the door. The Numitor’s skin stuck to the black iron gate, the metal hinges frost-cracked and broken, as he pushed it open and walked up to the door.

It was unlocked. Not that it would have stopped him if it weren’t.

Candles burned on every surface—thick yellow wax dripped in long trails down the altar and walls, and cast unsteady, gray shadows over the walls and windows.

The priest was still there, seated in black robes and a heavy parka on one of the old oak benches. A black fisherman’s hat was pulled down low over his ears, and white tufts of hair stuck out under it. The head was in his lap, loosely cradled in his arms. It had been severed roughly at the neck, the skin torn in ragged strips and the pink-stained vertebra cracked.

Blood puddled around the old man’s boots, dark red and curdled with the cold as it sank into the stones. It was still fresh, the salt and metal tang of it sharp as it rose off the cold stone.

The bittersweet nostalgia that had dogged the Numitor’s heels like weeds from the lake withered under a raw-meat flash of anger. He had no real desire to murder an old priest tonight, but that someone had dared to snatch his kill from between his teeth made him growl. The sound echoed off the high bare walls.

“So, whose balls dropped?” the Numitor asked. He walked into the church, and his feet left wet prints on the stone as he paced from flag to flag. The air smelled of blood and hot wax, cut with a bitter undertone of some spiced incense that itched the throat. He coughed and spat to clear it. “Or was it your fangs? You here to challenge the old wolf?”

Somewhere in the building, something scraped, metal on metal. The Numitor turned toward the noise and took a step forward. His heel came down in the puddle of blood, unexpected warmth between his toes, and then he heard the heavy rasp of labored breathing outside.

More than one. Had he grown old enough to miss such an obvious trap, he wondered, but then he felt the evergreen tug of the Wild in his bones. He took a deep breath of it—a cold so clean it burned—and let it ripple through the church. For a moment, haphazard old trees, trunks glued together with moss and frost, took the place of the walls. The eerie blue of a sky untouched by smog shone overhead, and a stag’s raw head, antlers glassy with ice, was strung from the branches. Misshapen shadows moved through the trees, snouts wreathed with the wet steam of their breath.

In the Wild they stank of rot, greasy sweet like old pork in the back of the Numitor’s throat, and a hint of that sweet, pickled incense. He let the woods and the trees slip away from him, burst like bubbles on the hard-edged stone of this world, and he could almost taste the smoky burn of perfume on his tongue and something like….

Sickness. The nicotine and sour smell of a sick room, of curdled ulcers and the hopeless sweat of someone who didn’t think they’d get better. The stink of it reached down the Numitor’s throat and stoked the heady flush of anger. Another scent cut through that fetid stink, though—a familiar one.

He pulled the wolf up until it pressed hot and itchy against the underside of his skin, the fangs and ache behind the bones of his skull.

“Jack,” he said. He should have known. What other wolf would walk the Wild to come and challenge him here? Now, at the end of things. The reek of them… there were strange things in the Wild these days. Old things. Maybe they’d killed something foul and rolled in it. “Gregor. Which of you is it, boy? Who’s come home?”

It shouldn’t have been an easy choice. He’d tried to love them both, and he would mourn the fallen, but he knew which son would take something of who the wolves were now through the long wolf age.

The wolf split through his skin. He let the thick, dense hair bristle over his shoulders and crawl down to his knuckles, the sharp nails on the ends of his fingers split to let claws through, but no further. The wolf pushed at the back of his throat, but he scruffed it back. He wanted to say goodbye to his last son.

It was the first time he’d been challenged and not wanted to win. He’d kill his child—again—if he had to. The wolves needed a strong leader, but if Jack, or Gregor, put their teeth in his throat, he’d not curse them for it.

Age had already closed up the windows and boarded the doors of his life. Maybe it was time for him to turn off the lights and leave before winter.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” he said, the wolf’s rasp trapped under his tongue. “Come and give an old man a hug before you try to kill him.”

Someone stepped halfway out of the shadows behind the altar. A raw scalp shone red in the candlelight, black charred strings of flesh stuck to it, and a bloodshot eye peered at him from under a scar-wrinkled, stitched-open eyelid.

“If you insist,” she rasped, the inside of her mouth bright and blister raw. “Take him.”

The windows smashed, shards of stained glass bright as they rained down into the church. Splinters of it caught in the dead priest’s coat and lay in bright flakes on the puddle of his blood. The Numitor instinctively turned his head away, one hand raised to shield his eyes, and felt the needle pricks of it against his skin.

“Old wolf,” something slurred, the words wet as though it had to chew them out, “Old man. Easy prey.”

The Numitor dropped his hand. Threads of blood dribbled down his palm and dripped onto the stone. Three raw-boned things—all broken bones and twisted flesh—jumped down into the church. Bones poked out of them at strange angles, broken and taped back together with straps of muscle, and hair sprouted in mangy lines and patches of matted, tawny fur. Inked lines pulled out of true over humps of muscle that bulged at shoulder and hip, sutured lines pulled tight enough to tear and peel. Broken, ragged bone stuck out of their mouths, between and behind small human teeth, and the insides of their mouths were bloody red bags of skin.

He had seen monsters before. When he was young, the Wild had still spread across the world, thin in places, pulled taut over worked stone and mathematics that merchants brought back from the East, but deep as a lake in others. Things had lived in those places, monsters that no human had seen and lived to spread stories about and that wolves were smart enough to hold their tongue on.

Even centuries back, things like this in a town they’d burned. Twisted bones and monstrous stories had been blamed on the plague, and after some thought, the survivors of the neighboring towns had chosen to believe it.

But he’d never seen the ink he’d worked into his sons’ skins strained over the leathered hide of a thing.

The Numitor let the wolf have him. The huge gray dire wolf, built with the shoulders and jaws to take down an Irish elk, to fight off a bear, snarled and lunged for the monster that wore his son.

Or had been his son.
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A Wolf Winter Novel 

The world ends not with a bang, but with a downpour. Tornadoes spin through the heart of London, New York cooks in a heat wave that melts tarmac, and Russia freezes under an ever-thickening layer of permafrost. People rally at first—organizing aid drops and evacuating populations—but the weather is only getting worse. 

In Durham, mild-mannered academic Danny Fennick has battened down to sit out the storm. He grew up in the Scottish Highlands, so he’s seen harsh winters before. Besides, he has an advantage. He’s a werewolf. Or, to be precise, a weredog. Less impressive, but still useful. 

Except the other werewolves don’t believe this is any ordinary winter, and they’re coming down over the Wall to mark their new territory. Including Danny’s ex, Jack—the Crown Prince Pup of the Numitor’s pack—and the prince’s brother, who wants to kill him. 

A wolf winter isn’t white. It’s red as blood.


Dog Days
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Cloister Witte is a man with a dark past and a cute dog. He’s happy to talk about the dog all day, but after growing up in the shadow of a missing brother, a deadbeat dad, and a criminal stepfather, he’d rather leave the past back in Montana. These days he’s a K-9 officer in the San Diego County Sheriff’s Department and pays a tithe to his ghosts  by doing what no one was able to do for his brother—find the missing and bring them home. He’s good at solving difficult mysteries. The dog  is even better.  This time the missing person is a ten-year-old boy who walked into the woods in the middle of the night and didn’t come back. 


With the antagonistic help of distractingly handsome FBI agent Javi Merlo, it quickly becomes clear that Drew Hartley didn’t run away. He was taken, and the evidence implies he’s not the kidnapper’s first  victim. As the search intensifies, old grudges and tragedies are pulled into the light of day. But with each clue they uncover, it looks less and less likely that Drew will be found alive.

Bone to Pick
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 They say it takes a village to raise a child. How about a TV crew?

Single dad Aiden is in a bind. His childminder can't have the kids for the holidays, and there is no one else to take them. He has no family to help, his ex is a deadbeat, and holiday club is full. He's running out of options, or the options are running from his twin terrors. He's not sure which.

Can a trashy reality TV show save his bacon? It's his worst nightmare, but it could also solve his problems.

Carter, manny and reality star for hit TV show Manny SOS, can't complain about his life. He has a teenage son he's raising with his best friend, and he's successful. He's got everything—apart from love.

His new TV family should be just another job, but it's never that simple. Between skinned knees, Aiden and the kids, frog Armageddon, and sneaky trips away from the camera, he's fallen so hard he may have concussion.

Now he just has to convince Aiden that their secret romance is worth being in the spotlight.

MANNY SOS on AMAZON
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Chapter One—Jack





The blade hurt least the first time it went under Jack’s skin. In the moment, as the old bitch sliced him from hip to hip and unzipped him like a coat, he hadn’t thought that was true, not as she pinched the flap of his flesh between bony fingers and peeled it off his bones, the raw crackle of torn fibers lost under the raw scrape of his screams. 

Then it grew back.

Soft skin, raw nerve endings, virgin flesh.

Then the old bitch started again, and it hurt more this time. And the

next. The next….

Jack startled out of the memory. The back of his throat felt caked, thick with the taste of his own pain, and a snarl tried to find fangs to twist over. His heart hammered against his breastbone, alarmed at the phantom threat of pain, and he reached out blindly for Danny.

He was there, curled against Jack’s side under a tangle of blankets. Jack gripped his forearm for a moment—warm skin and muscle under a scratchy Aran sleeve—and then rolled away from him. He sat up, the stink of his own sweat with him, and caught the jet-black glitter of eyes in the dark on the other side of the car.

Wolf eyes saw better in the dark, but even skin-side Jack wasn’t human. It took a second for his eyes to adjust, but once they did, he picked out the silhouette of the little god sitting cross-legged on one of the crates. If Jack had been a god, even a minor one, he’d have picked a better body to steal than Nick Blake’s. Even the heavy wool coat he wore didn’t add enough bulk to his scrawny frame, and he had the face of a ferret behind that nose.

Maybe a bird. Definitely not a wolf.

Yet Gregor loved him. Jack still wasn’t sure what put him on his heels more, that his brother could love or that he loved someone that had been—mostly—human at one point.

“You should sleep,” Jack said. His voice sounded rough as it squeezed out of his throat, and it still tasted of blood. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and was glad it was dark. He didn’t need to see if his dreams had clawed his throat raw again.

Nick smiled wryly and shoved his hand through his crest of dark hair. It had gotten darker since they jumped the train in Girvan, a stain that spread down the strands like reverse aging.

“That’s what he says,” he said. Jack glanced automatically at Gregor, his brother’s body sprawled out as though, even in sleep, he was too arrogant to worry about anything. In disagreement, Nick clicked his tongue behind his teeth and, when Jack looked back at him, tapped his finger against his forehead. “The bird. He wants to roost.”

“But you want to watch me sleep?”

When Nick smiled, Jack could see the old bitch from Girvan in his face. It was in the slightly crooked cant of his mouth, the long crease of a dimple that slashed from cheek to nearly his jaw. The family resemblance wasn’t strong, but it was there. Sometimes Jack wasn’t sure what bothered him more, when he saw Nick’s god or when he saw Nick's grandmother.

“You aren’t sleeping,” Nick pointed out.

Jack grimaced and pushed himself up off the floor in one smooth movement. He wanted to turn his skin and run on four legs, track the slow crawl of the train through the white countryside. Life was always easier in the wolf’s heart, the chaff of regret and doubt shed like a baby tooth. Except he didn’t trust Danny to Nick’s care, not after the old bitch had collared and leashed Danny, bound him into a dog’s skin against his will when even Jack—the Numitor’s own get—hadn’t known that could be done.

The prophets had known. It turned out that the prophets knew a lot of things wolves didn’t—a fact that made Jack even more uneasy than the current company.

“What did your gran tell you about us?” Jack asked.

Nick shifted. “Nothing,” he said. “Before Girvan, I thought she was dead. I hadn’t spoken to her since I was taken into care.”

For a second the horror of the ruined old wolf with the knife and Nick’s smile on her face was cut through with contempt. Every wolf in the Old Man’s territory knew to stay under the radar of the authorities. They went to school enough not to raise alarm in their neighbors, and when they had to go into town, they behaved themselves… more or less.

None of the Scottish wolves cared that much for humans, but only a fool ignored that they could be dangerous if they had the numbers. A fool or a prophet, he supposed.

“She never talked of the wolves before that? Of the prophets? Her plans?”

The bird-bead glitter went out of Nick’s eyes, and he looked simply human again as he hunched down into his coat. He pulled the cuffs down over his hands.

“Nothing useful,” he said. “Children’s stories, about the wolf winter and the wolves who’d come down over the Wall.”

“Is that why you can’t sleep?” Jack asked. “You think we’re going to kill you?”

Nick glanced past him, into the shadows. His eyes flickered as though whatever he could see had moved. “Wolves weren’t the only monsters in her stories.”

Something cold tickled the back of Jack’s neck, a thread from his T-shirt, a rough tag, or a single ragged nail. Jack tried to ignore the itch. He couldn’t stomach it for long and snarled in frustration to himself as he spun around to see what Nick saw behind him. Nothing. Even when he tugged at the Wild, the smell of cold heather sharp in his nose, there was nothing there, just a faint stink of old meat and old milk that clung to the tarred oak walls.

The smell hadn’t been there before. After a few days in the car, doors pulled shut against the sporadic inspections of the armed escorts, Jack knew what every corner and board smelled like. The faded stink of human sweat, fresh—or it had been yesterday—blood from the man who’d tried to catch a ride on the train and went under the wheels instead.

Nothing like milk. “What was it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Nick said. His eyes still looked human, unusually dark but without the obsidian glitter of an animal. There was something sad in the set of his mouth, and there wasn’t anything of his grandmother in that. “An old grudge.”

Jack shook himself. He was a wolf. The strangest thing he’d ever met was himself, but the wolf winter had brought more than snow and blood out of the Wild. Maybe the prophets knew what. Nick’s grandmother had certainly known how to open the way across… even if they had stopped anything at the threshold.

It had been an insult originally, the prophets. The wolves only sent the dregs of their kind to parlay prayers, the caitiffs and the degenerates, to show what they thought of the gods. In hindsight that might also have been a mistake. The prophets knew more than they told in the catechism or read in the auguries, and they hadn’t shared all of it with the wolves.

At least—Jack thought grimly of Job’s claim that the Old Man had full knowledge of all this—he hoped they hadn’t told.

“Go to sleep,” Jack ordered roughly, as though there wouldn’t be anything there if Nick didn’t get to see it. “We’ll reach Irvine tomorrow, and there’s no more free ride after that. We walk.”

It was the god who laughed, a caw of scratchy amusement as Nick tilted his head to the side. “You’ll walk.”

It wasn’t the Wild. Jack knew the Wild—the smell and taste of it. Whatever it was that flickered around Nick was something… else. Something that smelled like the charred bones and long dead of the bonefires on the beach.

Whatever it was wiped Nick away and let the bird out. The coat dropped in a heavy puddle to the crate below. An empty sleeve dangled limply over the edge, and a black crow-like bird mantled a thick ruff of feathers. A black eye glittered at him down the pickax length of bone- white beak, old words carved like scrimshaw along the smooth plates, as it turned its head to watch him.

It was only the human gods the wolves had issue with, the ones that had made them and used them and then shat on their long service. The gods of fur and feather—the coursers and feasts of their masters—they were neutral too. In theory. As the first wolf in centuries to come snout to… beak… with one? Jack felt no kinship with it. There was something essentially alien behind that bone-carved beak.

Maybe that was because it was a bird. And at least it didn’t look like the old bitch.

He curled his lip in mute warning he wasn’t roadkill for its breakfast and then went back to his nest of blankets and lover. Jack wrapped himself around Danny, who turned sleepily into him with a yawned “What?” and an arm curled over Jack’s hip.

“Nothing,” Jack said. He tangled his fingers through Danny’s hair, grown out in messy curls after his days being leashed, and brushed a kiss over his forehead. “Don’t worry about it.”

Danny grunted something skeptical but let himself slide back into his dreams. The soft huff of his breath was warm against Jack’s throat, a metronome to count down until dawn. He’d told the bird to get some sleep, but Jack had no intention of taking his own advice. Not until he had to.

Wolves didn’t dream like men did, or—Jack absently stroked Danny’s hair—like dogs, but Jack didn’t want to dream at all. He already knew what the Wild wanted to show him, but he didn’t feel like doing what it wanted right now.

In Durham—with Danny back in his bed and Gregor at his back instead of his heels for once—he’d plotted a hero’s return to the Scottish Pack. Whatever the wolves thought about where Jack put his cock, the Wild had chosen him. Even the Old Man would respect that. Then the old bitch had carved the pride out of him, and the Wild had let her.

Without the Wild’s seal of approval, Jack was just another exile, come to beg for scraps.

Jack laughed a dry choke of noise, as he rolled away from Danny and stared up into the dark at the ceiling. The rattle of wheels over frozen tracks vibrated through his bones and hummed between the plates of his skull. He ran his hand up under his shirt and spread his fingers over hard muscle and healed, naked skin. No, not just another exile. One who had taken the time away to double down on what made him unwelcome. Not only had he refused to fuck one of the women in the Pack, he’d taken a dog as his mate. He didn’t even have proof of his rank anymore.

What else could the Wild show him to make it worse?
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Soldiers in gray-and-white winter gear ignored them as they spread out along the tracks. They kept their guns trained on the white wasteland that spread out from the tracks. Nobody talked much. Their patience for small talk had been worn down to nothing by the time they stopped briefly near Girvan.

They’d had to use them twice yesterday, once to warn off a pack of scruffy dogs who slunk up out of the bushes. They’d probably been pampered pets once—some of them still had grubby, once-glittery collars around their necks and one had the rags of a bandanna—but hunger and grime had replaced domestication. At some point between abandonment and the tracks, they’d slipped into the Wild, and the passage had rubbed the bred-in differences down and brought out something more essentially… dog. They were still tame, though, somewhere down under the gnaw of empty bellies, and the angry voices and crack of bullets made them scatter.

The man who burst out of a house along the tracks—flushed red with fever and duct-taped into a quilt as a makeshift coat—hadn’t been so wise. He’d put his faith in the envelope of cash he tried to shove into the engineer’s hand for passage. When he wouldn’t take no for an answer, the soldiers shot him in the foot and dragged him away from the tracks. They left him in a puddle of red-stained snow, his curses futile as they bounced off the train.

The wolves’ catechism predicted that “no man would have mercy on another” during the wolf winter, that men would set to killing each other without the wolves even setting fang to the task. It was hard to say if that was prophecy or just prediction.

“The train’s probably full of supplies,” Danny muttered as he shifted his balance on the frost-covered coupling underfoot. They were squeezed in between two cars, pressed shoulder to shoulder as they waited for their chance to make a break for the houses behind the iced- over fence. “There must be bunkers up here for rich people—politicians, businessmen, the Queen—to ride out the disaster.”

Jack grunted as he shrugged his pack onto his back. He unfolded the strap so it lay comfortably over his shoulder.

“It will be a long wait,” he said. “Three more years of winter, and then the gods will have found their home.”

The mention of the gods made Danny grimace. He started to push his glasses up the bridge of his nose and fumbled as he remembered they were gone. The prophets hadn’t planned to let him be human again, so they hadn’t bothered to keep them. Even after the Wild’s intervention and the prophet’s monsters, Danny clung to his skepticism like a miser to his gold.

He always knew wolves were real—the Sannock Dead he’d seen, like moonlight, storm wrack, and rot on the beach by the bonefires—but gods? He wasn’t ready to believe in them yet, not until he saw one with his own eyes.

And without his glasses, Jack thought wryly, they’d have to be quite close.

“Ma always said don’t borrow money or trouble,” Danny murmured. He leaned against Jack to steal warmth from him, and his breath smoked around his lips. “Add gods to the list. Worry about it when—if—we have to.”

Fair enough, Jack supposed. The gods could wait. Although it did feel strange to hear those words in Danny’s mouth. The future had been all Danny ever thought about when they were teenagers. It was why he’d left to chase the future he’d set his mind on among the humans.

Maybe the future was more appealing when you thought you could do something about it.

Snow crunched under heavy boots on the rails outside. Jack stiffened and pressed himself back against the cold side of the carriage, his shoulders damp as the sheath of ice melted enough to soak into his shirt. Adrenaline scraped under his skin, twitched in his heels, and he exhaled slow mist into the air.

He could change. The idea sunk into his brain, and he couldn’t deny its appeal. Wolves had kept themselves from humanity for centuries. The last time they’d trusted a man with their true nature had been when they still served Rome, and he’d exiled them over the Wall for it. What difference would it make now, though? The age of men was almost over, his da’s authority was fractured or gone, and Jack had already been banished once.

The temptation swelled inside him and then washed away as the soldier stepped into view. A balaclava was pulled down over his head, the gray fabric crusted with ice around mouth and nose where his breath had frozen, and heavy, black-lensed goggles hid his eyes. He carried the black semiautomatic rifle with the butt tucked into his armpit, gloved finger flat against the trigger. The smell of gun oil and sour anger washed off him like BO as he paused in front of Jack to scan the scrub on the other side of the fence for any signs of life.

As a young wolf, Jack had been charged by a stag he’d brought to bay. It had smashed his ribs and broken his jaw when it trampled him. His ribs popped as they broke, a hollow sound as his side caved in, and he hadn’t known whose fear he could smell—his or the stag’s. It tumbled him ears over tail on the hard stone, and by the time it finally made a break for the tree line, he’d not known where his feet were to get them under him. Da had stood back and watched so Jack would learn the lesson. Just because something was prey didn’t mean it was weak.

A bullet wouldn’t kill Jack, but it had taxed his wolf to keep him alive under the old bitch’s knife. Then he’d dragged it into the icy Irish sea—fur frozen in spikes—to drag a half-dead dog back to shore. With the prophets to defang and a showdown with his da on the table, it wasn’t the time to test the limits of his recovery. He’d still heal, but it would take longer than usual.

Danny folded his arm over his mouth to hide the evidence of his breath and pressed back into the narrow threshold of the door.

The soldier stood for a moment, then rasped a rough “All clear” into his radio and trudged back up toward the front of the train. Jack listened for a moment as the crunch of snow and huff of tired breathing retreated, then he reached over and tapped Danny’s elbow.

“Now?” Danny mouthed as he shifted his weight forward.

Jack shook his head and leaned in to steal a kiss from cold lips. He buried his fingers in the matted curls at the back of Danny’s neck and pulled the long, lean body into his. For a second, he could taste the disapproval on Danny’s mouth, and then it softened into something else. They hadn’t been apart since Girvan. The back of Jack’s neck crawled every time Danny was out of his sight for more than a minute. They hadn’t fucked either, too cold or too tired or too bloated with nightmares.

His cock had been the one thing the old bitch hadn’t cut off, for all her threats, but it felt like she had somehow. Jack had never lain down with Danny and not gotten hard.

The tug of tempted heat in his balls was welcome testimony that everything down there was intact. Badly timed as gunfire cracked suddenly in the background, but welcome.

Although, a small voice in the back of his head murmured greasily, in some ways it would have been… simpler.

Jack told himself he didn’t know what that meant, and he ignored it. He roughly shoved Danny away and flashed him a hard, sharp-edged smile.

“Now,” he said.
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Chapter Two—Jack





Danny, mouth tender and cheeks flushed from the kiss, the cold, or both, stared at him in confusion for a moment. He’d catch up. He always did. Jack spun on the balls of his feet and jumped off the train. The snow around it had been pressed down under the soldier’s feet, compacted into a hard, slick-frozen crust of ice. Jack’s boots slid when they hit it and nearly went out from under him. He spared a second’s remorse for his decision not to shift—a wolf’s feet were made for the snow—and caught his balance. 

“Hey!” someone yelled. Surprise and alarm cracked in their voice, no authority. One of the brakemen, then, not the soldiers. “What the hell…! There was someone on the train! Fuck. Fuck me. Lieutenant!”

Jack bolted for the fence, and some instinct made him glance to the right. They’d made no agreement about when to break for the fence before they split up, but it didn’t matter. They still made the break from the train at the same time, almost in step as they ran through the snow.

Except Gregor was alone, and Danny was at Jack’s heels.

Or the other way around. Long legs and a coursing dog’s turn of speed, even in human form, sent Danny past Jack at a sprint. Snow kicked up from his feet in grubby arcs of white and off-white. It sprayed into Jack’s face, wet and musty with an aftertaste of smoke and oil from the trains.

“Stop!” a man barked behind them. “Stop right there and put your hands up.”

Danny hunched his shoulders up and head down, as if that would help. They’d go for the center of mass, the biggest, steadiest spot on a moving target.

Gunfire stuttered across the ground in front of him. The bullets churned up the snow and threw up chunks of hard, gray concrete. 

“Fuck,” Danny spat as he zagged away from the line cut through the snow in front of him. The cultured vowels he’d picked up down south had slipped and let the Scottish out. “I thought I’d at least get home before someone tried to kill me.”

Jack barked out a laugh. The air was cold as ice water as it hit his lungs. “If you don’t stop…,” the man barked. Jack glanced around and saw the soldiers running awkwardly toward him. Heavy boots and thick thermal gear kept them warm enough to function but made them lumber through the knee-deep snow. The man at the front jerked his gun up to his shoulder as he stopped. “We will fire.”

Nick swooped on him from above. The huge, black bird dropped out of the sky and onto the soldier’s head. He dug his claws into the balaclava and jabbed down with that thick, bone-cracker beak. The Wild—or something like it—caught between the blue-black feathers of his wings as he flapped to keep his balance.

The soldier yelled in surprise and swatted at his head with one hand. The gun swung loose from the other as he tried to drag the bird off his head.

Despite his distrust of Nick and what went on behind those bird- black eyes, Jack laughed. Ahead of him, Danny reached the fence. He jumped up, grabbed the top of it to haul himself up, and kicked with his heavy boots at the frozen metal struts. Chunks of ice and snow dislodged as he scrambled up. A gunshot zipped past Jack’s ear and hit the metal post inches from Danny’s knee. The post rattled with the impact, and the sheath of ice cracked from top to bottom.

The sharp stink of fear punched through the cold air. Danny gasped out a curse and jumped off the fence. He landed clumsily on the other side, on his hands and knees in the snow, and then scrambled back to his feet.

Jack turned to flash a growl at the soldiers, a flash of white human teeth and a throaty roll of something not human at all in his throat. The Wild was weak here, buried deep under the worked-iron-and-rail skin of the world, but for a second, it flickered green and sharp in his nose. Somewhere, not quite here, he caught the stiff creak of long-frozen trees and the distant thread of a wolf’s howl in the wind.

One of the men shuddered and stepped back. His gun sagged between slack fingers and he looked around nervously, as though it would help to have something solid to blame the chill at the back of his neck on. The other soldier, balaclava gone and tracks of blood over his forehead, didn’t have the same vestigial awareness of… something. He set his jaw, tight under a few weeks of salt-and-pepper stubble, and tightened his finger on the trigger.

The magazine exploded off the gun in a spray of broken bits and unfired bullets that flew over the snow-packed station. Splinters of metal tore up the soldier’s sleeves and shredded his face with small, razor burn cuts. Drops of blood welled and dripped down his face.

“Son of a bitch,” the man yelled in shock as he flung the deconstructed gun away from him, trigger guard twisted and the innards of the rifle exposed. “What the hell is going on here?”

Jack laughed. He turned and ran at the fence. One smooth leap got his hands on the top of it, and he swung himself up and over. He landed in a crouch on the snow and then toppled head over ass as the crust gave way under him and spilled him down the bank in a miniature avalanche.

The Wild giveth, and Winter taketh, he supposed as he sat up and shook chunks of ice and grass out of his hair.

“Show-off,” Danny accused as he offered a hand.

Jack grabbed it even though he could have gotten to his feet on his own. He kept a grip on cold fingers as he dragged Danny away from the tracks and along the high-walled gardens that backed onto it. Halfhearted gunfire chased them, stuttered across the ground and bounced off the trees behind the same way they’d chased off the dogs. Even though he knew it was stupid, Jack found himself vaguely offended. He was a wolf, and definitely more of a threat than a feral mongrel who used to feed from a dish and wore boots when it went for a walk.

He ignored the brief urge to prove that to the soldiers and instead thumped ice-locked garage doors and rattled padlocks on the way past until they finally fell through a broken blue gate into someone’s abandoned garden.

“Leave it!” one of the soldiers ordered behind them. “Crazy bastards didn’t have anything with them, and they’ll freeze soon enough. Get back to work. We need to get moving again.”

Danny swore breathlessly and bent over, hands braced on his thighs. Steam wreathed his face as he panted, the smell of spent adrenaline thick and musty on his skin.

“All that time I was gone,” he muttered as he wiped his sleeve over his mouth. “Not one person tried to kill me.”

Jack laughed and grabbed Danny’s jacket to drag him up into a quick, cold kiss.

“I always knew the south was fucking boring,” he growled against Danny’s mouth and tasted the reluctant tilt of a smile. For the first time in days, he felt like himself again.
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“Fuck,” Nick muttered, and his voice slid thickly Glaswegian as all those practiced vowels deserted him. He turned and pressed the back of his hand to his mouth as he gagged. The hunch of his shoulders tried to conjure disgust, but Jack would smell the sharp nutty sweetness of hunger off his skin. “Are those…?”

“Dogs,” Danny said flatly. “They’re all dogs.”

The soldiers on the train wouldn’t have trouble with any feral packs for a few miles from the look of it. The streets of Glengarnock were full of dead dogs. They’d been slaughtered in the streets, blood spray left to dry on the churned-up snow and the gray walls of abandoned houses. Skinned carcasses were hung from street signs and splayed out over cars.

“Your grandma left us a message,” Jack said, the words rough as he dragged them up out of a dry throat. “Or maybe it was a packed lunch for her darlin’ boy?”

Gregor glared at him, green eyes cold behind frost-flecked lashes. Whatever fragile ceasefire they’d cobbled together since Durham, it was still tainted by years of resentment and competition. If it came to a choice between Jack and the bird, Jack wouldn’t win.

Not that Jack would pick Gregor over Danny, if it came to that, but that was different. Danny had been Jack’s since the first time he saw him, and Danny wasn’t a carrion god in a bony man’s skin.

The crack of Nick’s laugh, more tension in it that humor, broke the silence. “If it was for me, she’d have left the eyes.”

Danny made a wet sound in the back of his throat. “That’s disgusting.”

Nick hunched his shoulders up to his ears and grimaced. His voice was dry as bones as he admitted, “I know.”

The body of something that, in life, had been a mastiff of some sort was lying curled neatly in the middle of the road. As though it was asleep. Jack walked over and crouched down, cold jeans pulled tight over his knees.

“Careful,” Gregor said as Jack reached out of the dog.

It should have been ridiculous, but after the last few months, Jack supposed Gregor had a point. Every wolf pup in the Scottish Pack had been raised with the wolf winter as the bloody golden ring at the end of their long exile. Hadrian had sent the wolves he found in his legions up over his Wall, and Fenrir would lead them back down again. It had always sounded simple enough, but now the wolf winter was here, nothing had gone as Jack expected. Nothing that had come out of a prophet’s mouth could be trusted as fact, and even a dead dog couldn’t entirely be taken at face value anymore.

Jack touched the dog. It was solid. That’s why they hadn’t smelled the charnel house on the way into the town. The flesh and muscle were frozen solid and furred with a light coat of hoarfrost. The warmth of Jack’s fingers left wet, red prints on the shoulder of the corpse.

It had been a quick death. At least the animal’s throat was slit from ear to ear before they skinned it. The skin was gone, the canines and guts.

And the eyes.

“Sacrifice?” Gregor suggested as he crouched down next to Jack. Other than his hands, the backs still riddled with slow-to-fade thick white scars, he was Jack’s mirror image. For a while there’d been differences between them that Jack had relished and resented in equal measure, the side effect of too much time spent as a wolf. They’d faded since the prophets had cut Gregor’s wolf out of him, reset him to the template they’d both been cut from. Identical twins, always a bit interchangeable. “Whatever she wants, it’ll have a price.”

“What’s a dog worth?” Jack asked.

Gregor shrugged. “To the gods, who knows? To me? Nothing,” he said. There was a thread of cruelty in his smile as he glanced over Jack’s shoulder at Danny. It was an unexpected courtesy that he dropped his voice. “To you? We’ll find out when we face the Old Man.”

That made Jack flinch. Sometimes he forgot that no one, not even Danny, knew him as well as Gregor. Understood him, hardly ever, but

they’d shared a womb and grown up cheek by jowl. They’d never been able to read each other’s minds, but they didn’t need to when their thoughts were written on the same page with the same pen.

Yet somehow a neutral thought always turned shitty when the other read it aloud.

“Go to hell,” Jack said quietly.

Gregor smiled sourly. He scratched at the scars where they clotted between his knuckles.

“I’ve been there,” he said.

Something dark flitted through Gregor’s eyes as he said that, shadows under the green. Jack looked away before he had to acknowledge the familiarity. So, they’d both suffered. That wouldn’t change anything. One day he might have to kill Gregor—he’d known that since he was a pup, a fact of life like the moon or the cuff of his dad’s hand—and he couldn’t let sympathy make him hesitate.

Not when he knew Gregor wouldn’t.

“I hoped the Sannock Dead’s prison would hold her longer,” Jack said instead as he pushed himself to his feet. The warmth of his body near the dog had been enough to thaw the outer layer of frost. He could smell the stink of the raw meat. “It held them long enough.”

“Wolves are better,” Gregor said. “Otherwise it would have been our prison, while the Sannock Living walked abroad and told their children horror stories of us. Who else would do this?”

It was a good question. There were plenty who’d have seen their absence as an opportunity and who wouldn’t be thrilled to see the pup princes back to stake their claim.

They would have tried to kill them, though. Maybe from ambush with the weaker wolves as backup, as though the twins were prey, but honest enough in its way. It would have come down to the simple question of who lived and who didn’t. Not… this. Cats played games, and toothless prophets.

“People do terrible things,” Nick said. He’d turned back around, but his chin was tilted up so he could stare fixedly at the horizon instead of the carnage. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his coat, and he shivered under it as he nervously shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I was a pathologist. My gran’s a wicked old woman, but she wasn’t the only monster in the world, even before the… the Wild… cracked open.”

Jack glanced around skeptically at the slaughterhouse explosion of what had once been a quiet main street. He’d seen humans who liked to kill. Like any other animal that had a sickness, Da either had them chased off or put down if they came onto his lands. Glengarnock didn’t seem the sort of place such a thing could go unnoticed until it exploded like this at the first opportunity.

“He’s right,” Danny said in a stiff, distant voice. He used the side of his boot to scrape bloodstained snow up over a nearby corpse. “People can be worse than any wolf, but it doesn’t matter anyhow.”

Gregor curled his lip. “After what the bitch did to Nick? To Jack?” he rasped. The old growl wasn’t there, the wolf’s hackles behind human words, but he made do. “I know you’re a dog, but even a cur’ll bite a hand raised to it eventually.”

“Jesus, Gregor,” Nick blurted in surprise, the divinity offended right out of him. His eyes were dark and indignant as he dropped them down from the skyline to glare. “That was—”

Danny interrupted him with a harsh laugh. “Thicken your skin, Dr. Blake,” he said. “If you want to run with the wolves, you’ll hear worse than that out of them. And it doesn’t matter who did this, Gregor, because it doesn’t change anything. If Rose dragged her mangy hide out of the Wild or a madman with a butcher’s knife decided to play dogcatcher, we’ll still need to get over the loch to tell the Numitor the prophets have turned on him… if they were ever for him. And we’ll never get there if we stand here all day, playing Columbo over a dead dog.”

“Who?” Gregor asked blankly.

Danny rolled his eyes and stalked away. He picked his way through the corpses, careful of where he stepped, but he couldn’t avoid the bloody snow. It caked his boots in heavy, stained clumps and soaked the lower legs of his jeans.

“Sometimes I wish I’d left you back in Durham,” Jack said flatly.

“Danny’s right.”

“No surprise you think so,” Gregor said, contrary out of habit as he stood up and brushed the snow off his knees. “That dog’s nearly been the death of you already, and you didn’t even learn anything.”

“I learned I’m not a prophet,” Jack snapped. He could still taste the sour bite of the prophets’ brew as they poured it into him, feel the burn of shackles that pinned him out in human form like a sacrificial goat. The stink of the prophets’ monsters, only enough of them left to suffer, still woke him gagging at nights. Children’s stories and myths. That was what the wolf winter had always been, but somehow he’d expected the advantage to belong to the wolves. “I learned my catechism, I hated the gods, but I never talked to the prophets or went to their rituals. None of us did. That’s how they managed to betray us with nobody any the wiser. Maybe Da will know what this means. Or not. Either way, a dead prophet can’t plot anything.”

There was a pause, and then Gregor smiled at him—a hard, humorless slant of his mouth. He inclined his head slightly. “That, little brother, is one thing we can agree on.”

“Go fuck yourself,” Jack told him.

Gregor laugh was a bark of amusement that disturbed a handful of crows from the rooftops. They flew away, shadows cruciform and gray on the snow, and Jack hoped it was coincidence they were headed for the loch. He looked at Nick, whose attention clung to the tails of the birds until they disappeared behind the tree line.

If his face could be trusted, he hoped the same thing. But it couldn’t, so that didn’t help.

Jack shook himself. He missed… the wolf who’d come down from the Wall, he supposed. Back then, he’d been sure of his place in the world, sure of his da even after exile, and he’d never woken up with the taste of fear and his own blood in the back of his throat.

He’d trade a lot to have the wolf back.

“Start walking, Gregor,” he said grimly. “The prophets won’t kill themselves.”

“You don’t know that,” Gregor said. There were knives in his voice. “They’re supposed to be able to see the future. Maybe they’ll take the easy way out.”

Jack hoped not. Maybe if he killed enough prophets, he’d find the certainty they’d carved out of him. He gave the dogs one last hard look, in case there was a chance Da would know a cause for the butchery, and loped down the street after Danny.

Behind him he heard Gregor question Nick, “Columbo?”
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Chapter Three—Danny





Danny clenched his jaw, the ache in his teeth from the cold a new constant as he struggled through the knee-deep snow that drifted across the road to Lochwinnoch. His jeans were crusted with slush and the wet denim chafed against his cold skin. His breath had frozen against the collar of his coat, a thin skin of frost where he tucked his chin down behind the zipper. 

It only took a couple of hours to walk to Lochwinnoch from Glengarnock. It had taken Danny less when he’d left home with a backpack and an acceptance offer to the university, even with how many times he stopped and almost went back. A wolf could have done it quicker than that, even on two feet.

They’d already been on the road for half a day, slowed down by the wet resistance of the snow and the ice-needled wind that pinched ears and worked its way through every zipper and seam. It pushed them back until they had to lean into it like mimes to make any progress. Danny tried not to think about the Hunt in Durham, when he’d caught the Wild like a tailwind as he ran. This was just weather. If the Wild didn’t want them back on the Old Man’s territory, then Jack or Gregor would have said something.

Instead they took point, grimly silent as they broke a path through the snow for those not lucky enough to be wolves. All Danny could see without looking up was their sodden jeans and old, ruined boots as they kicked the fresh-fallen snow out of the way. Their uncomplaining stamina made him feel guilty for the sluggish weariness that dragged at him.

He could feel the dog’s restlessness in his bones. If he shifted, he could cut across country and move faster. The cold wouldn’t bother him as much, and the dog didn’t need glasses.

Danny grimaced at the reminder and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

He’d gotten his first pair of glasses when he was eleven, old enough to realize his ma couldn’t deny he was a dog, but she wouldn’t accept any other defect in him. The fact he couldn’t see farther than the end of his arms, the way he sneezed the spring away, and his habit of being too tall to go unnoticed all had to be character flaws. Something he could overcome if he worked hard enough.

He hadn’t blamed her, not much, anyhow. She’d wanted him to live, to thrive, and that was how she thought she could make it happen. But he wanted to see, so he bunked off school and went to the optician.

The sharp edges of the world had amazed him. His ability to land a punch in the right region impressed his ma enough she’d let him keep them. For a while, in Leeds, he tried contacts, but they’d never felt right. The glasses always had, the weight of them on his nose the evidence he didn’t belong up here.

Now they were gone, and Danny still didn’t belong.

He refused to belong. Even if sometimes—when Jack pulled him into a kiss or slung a lazy arm over his shoulders—he wanted to. It was easier that way. If you didn’t want something to start with, no one could take it away from you.

He went to push his glasses up his nose again and huffed out a misty sigh of exasperation when he poked his eyebrow. At least there was nothing along this road he’d miss out on seeing. Even before he lost his glasses, Winter had blurred the edges of the world. It was long stretches of white and the pencil scrawl of bare trees that lined the road. They stood out black against all the white, stripped down to the bark. Ice coated the branches and hung down in long, glittering spears. The trees groaned and creaked under the weight, and occasionally one of the icicles would break free and drop down to break into brittle sprays of needles against the ground.

Abandoned cars lined the road. A few of them—left behind in the first days of winter—had pulled in crookedly to the verge and locked the doors behind them. Others had been left where they stopped, ice crusted up around their tires and doors left open, so snow filled the inside.

Danny paused for a second next to an old green Ford. There was someone inside, propped up in the driver’s seat. Danny pulled his sleeve down over his hand and scrubbed it over the window to dislodge snow and a layer of loose ice.

There was a woman inside, wrapped in a heavy parka and a tartan wool blanket. Faded red hair was clipped up top of her head and her eyes, glazed gray with death and ice, stared blankly forward. Danny wanted to say they’d been blue.

“Do you know her?” Nick asked. He’d struggled even more than Danny since they left the train. The long black coat he refused to abandon was matted with snow from hem to knees, and the cold pinched the end of his nose white. He still sounded sympathetic, in the slightly distant way that people who dealt with death—pathologists, funeral directors, very bad doctors—tended to approach grief. Danny supposed that carrion gods would have the same polite remove.

“Maybe,” Danny said. She looked about the right age to have been one of the Lochwinnoch kids he’d practiced his humanity on back then— his friends. It was Scotland. A lot of the girls had been redheads thanks to nature or a bottle. He hadn’t bothered to keep in touch with them when he left. It hadn’t even occurred to him. But with Nick’s attention still on him, that didn’t feel like something he could admit. So, he lied. “Heather, I think. I went to school with her.”

“She didn’t suffer,” Nick said. The obvious lie gave him pause, and he amended it quietly. “Not for long. If that helps.”

Ahead of them Gregor and Jack realized there was no one at their heels and stopped to listen. Jack scowled at Nick’s statement. He did that at most things Nick did—talk, shift, breathe. Danny understood the reason for it—he had no fond memories of the prophet either, and Nick shared the sharp bones of his face with her, the relationship unmistakable—but that didn’t make it easier.

“Freezing isn’t a good way to go,” he said. “We’ve seen that.” Nick shook his coat out around him, like a bird fluffed its feathers.

He stuck his hands in the pockets and hunched his shoulders and collar up around his ears. “She didn’t die of the cold,” he said. “It was quick enough.”

“He should know,” Gregor said smugly. “He’s a doctor. A real one.”

Danny scowled. It was stupid to care. He’d never wanted to get into medicine, and the only reason Gregor even cared was the fact he could use it to get under Jack’s skin. There wasn’t much need of medical care when what didn’t kill a wolf would eventually heal. Danny knew all that, but it didn’t help. The jab still rankled.

He’d grown up a dog among wolves. They’d been bigger, stronger, and healed faster. All Danny had was that he was clever and that he fought dirty. The idea that he’d lost that advantage to someone who could love Gregor, bothered him.

But one thing he had learned from the wolves was how not to react when something drew blood.

“I hope he was a good one, then,” Danny said. “I’d like to believe him.”

“That’s not how I knew,” Nick said quietly, his eyes still focused on the face behind the frost-trail-obscured windshield. He blinked and looked away with a nervous twitch of his shoulders and pulled up a dry smile from somewhere. “But I am good at what I do.”

“Did.” Jack’s curt correction dropped like a stone. “What you did, before you died.”

Nick winced at the reminder. He rubbed his chest absently with a gloved hand, dislodging a fluff of snow that clung to his coat. “I’m not sure it counts,” he said. “If you come back.”

A growl trickled between Gregor’s lips, the scrape of sound thinner than Danny remembered. He grabbed the back of Jack’s neck and pulled him roughly close. “If you drop that in front of the Old Man,” he warned as Jack shoved him away, “this truce will be over before the prophets are.”

It was an empty threat these days, but it took Gregor longer to lose a habit than it had to lose a wolf.

Danny flinched as he caught the cruelty of that thought. It was hard to pity Gregor—and unwise, there was nothing more guaranteed to rile his temper—and easy to resent someone who couldn’t be bothered to use Danny’s name. Still, as often as Danny had resented what he was, he couldn’t imagine being without his dog, alone in his skin. The discomfort of the idea made it hard to enjoy Gregor’s fall from grace.

“You’ve taken a bird to bed,” Jack pointed out with a snort. He scrubbed his hand over his nape as he stepped back. “I think Da’ll notice that all on his own, even if I don’t mention he was dead.”

The potential for violence hung in the air for a moment, brittle as one of the icicles that dangled from the trees. Then Gregor snorted out a laugh.

“Look at that,” he said. “After all these years, I’ve finally outdone you. Da’s going to hate mine more than yours.”

Reluctant humor warmed Jack’s expression as he thought about that. After a second, he inclined his head in brisk acknowledgment, his dimple a faded mirror of the deep, crescent slash that scored Gregor’s lean cheek.

“When you put it that way,” Jack said. “You win.”

Nick clicked his tongue. “I’m glad I’m good for something,” he said dryly, a hint of something rough under his voice. If Gregor noticed it, he didn’t think it mattered enough to apologize.

Danny used his nail to scrape a porthole in the smear of ice on the windshield. There was an empty white bottle of pills clutched in the woman’s hand. He couldn’t read the label, but it was unlikely to be vitamins. It looked like Nick had been right.

“We should get going again,” Jack said as he looked up at the sky. “If we can, I want to get home before nightfall. The Wild’s gotten strange as it’s gotten stronger, and there were things in it that always liked the dark best.”

They all, even Gregor, looked at Nick.

He scowled at them. “My world was perfectly normal until you came into it,” he said.

Gregor laughed at him. “You cut up dead people to weigh their brains and read their past in their guts,” he said. “You love a wolf. What’s normal in that?”

“You love that wolf,” Danny corrected, with a jab of his chin toward Gregor.

Muscle memory made him shift his weight, ready to run. Clever had been an advantage, but his smart mouth had only ever gotten him into trouble. Gregor took a step forward, but Jack put an arm in front of his chest before Gregor committed to the chase.

“Enough,” Jack said. “If he hadn’t said it, I would.”

“You’re my brother, like it or not. He’s a dog,” Gregor said. “He should remember his place.”

“He does,” Jack said. He dropped his arm. “That’s always been Danny’s problem. Let it go.”

Gregor gave Danny a narrow, green-eyed stare of warning, and Danny cowed as he hunched his shoulders and looked down. His chapped lips stung as he licked them in polite submission and gave Gregor enough of an excuse to back down.

“Fine. Let him run his mouth dry out here where there’s no one else to hear,” Gregor said. “He does it in front of the Pack, though, you won’t be able to save him from a beating.”

He turned and stalked away along the road. After a second, Nick coughed uncomfortably and followed him.

“He’s right,” Jack said. “You have to play the part.”

Danny crossed his arms and tucked his hands into his armpits. “I know,” he said as he walked away from the dead woman who he might have known if he’d bothered. “Don’t worry. I’ll be a good dog.”

There had been a time when Jack would have accepted that at face value. Now he knew enough to look resigned as he waited for Danny to catch up with him. He caught Danny’s arm and pulled him into a rough embrace, his lips rough with stubble as he grazed a kiss over Danny’s mouth.

“It won’t be that bad,” he said. “You’ve just been gone too long, but once you get back, you’ll get used to it again.”

Danny supposed it would. He almost had before—whole weeks of time where being a dog in a wolf pack had seemed worth it if he was Jack’s dog. Except he didn’t plan to stay that long. It was a wolf winter and, like Nick’s gran had told him as she collared him, the only place for a dog in it was skinned and butchered for meat.

There was no point telling Jack that, though, any more than there had been in his conviction that the dead dogs, whatever other use they had, had been left as a warning for him.

“Well, like you said,” he noted dryly as he leaned into Jack’s warmth, “at least they’ll hate Nick more.”

Jack chuckled his agreement as they walked. He didn’t get it. The wolves might distrust Nick for his gran’s sake or kill him because that’s what they’d done with everything else in Britain that wasn’t them. But he was too different to hate. People saved that for the things that were almost like them but not quite.

Like wolves hated dogs.


      [image: image-placeholder]They didn’t quite make it before night. The faded winter sun didn’t seem to give much heat during the day, but in its absence, the cold chewed down to the bone. Every time Danny stopped to catch his breath from the wind, he could feel his clothes stiffen and crack as they froze. Overhead the moon was a fat wheel with a single bite taken out of it, and he could feel the dog tug at the back of his throat as it wanted to howl. 

Not yet.

He swallowed the sound as he stopped at the shore of the loch and stared over the dark, half-frozen water. Even without his glasses, he probably couldn’t have picked out the landmarks he’d known. Under the snow, even the cottage he’d grown up in was lost among the crags and drifts. If he squinted, he could see the Old Man’s run-down farmhouse, where it squatted halfway up the hill—gray walls and corrugated iron roof stark against all that white, the smell of generations of wolves worn thick and musty under the wood and mortar.

Old stones, mortared together in the old way. It was drafty as a barn, plagued with damp and vermin. Squirrels had given the stink of old predator a wide berth, but rats and mice, as it turned out, were no respecters of the Numitor’s dignity. It had been Danny’s job to set traps in the rafters and basements, his fingers blistered from the springs and bloody from the teeth of not-quite-dead rats when he cleared them.

Back then, Danny thought it stacked up poorly against the houses of his friends from school, with their hot-water boilers, radiators, and microwaves. Now….

Danny snorted to himself, breath white as hoarfrost as it smoked out of his body. If someone could offer him on-demand hot water and a pot of coffee, he’d still trade every hand-carved old block of granite from under the Old Man’s nose for it.

The farmhouse would weather the wolf winter. The frost might crack the mortar or burst the old pipes—probably still lead, Danny had always darkly suspected—but the structure would be left intact. There was nothing there that the Wild objected to. In fact, rumor had it among the wolves that the Old Man’s den stood unchanged in the Wild itself. If you could find it, of course.

Danny had never wanted to. He never planned to come back at all. The pipe dreams that other kids at university had—of going home in a BMW with a beautiful wife or handsome husband to rub their bullies’ noses in it—had never worked for him. Wolves didn’t value any of that.

Yet now he was here, and as he squinted across black water at the place he’d grown up, it didn’t feel like home.

Danny was surprised to discover he didn’t know how he felt about that.

“I should go,” he said as he turned back to the others. “Alone.” 

“No,” Jack and Gregor snapped at the same moment.

It made Danny blink uncomfortably. He’d never had trouble telling Jack from Gregor. Even though they had the same face, they wore it differently. It was moments like this, when who they were ran in lockstep, that caught him off-balance. Even if they’d reached that stop from different directions.

“What if Rose is there?” Jack asked. “Or the prophets are there to stop you from reaching the Old Man.”

“So you can put Jack’s side first?” Gregor said. “Get Da to back him?” 

“Why?” Nick asked. He brushed snow off a rock and sat down with a sigh of relief. Once they left the road, he’d limped most of the last few miles. Birds and pathologists didn’t do much hiking. He tucked his hands between his knees and looked curious. “I’d think this Numitor would want to see his sons first?”

Danny’s cheeks hurt from the cold as he smiled grimly. “I forgot that you don’t know him,” he said. “Jack was told to leave, and now he’s come back. Gregor was told to stay, and he left. No one told me to leave or asked me to stay. The Numitor probably won’t be happy to see me, but he won’t be angry either.”

“That’s what you think,” Jack corrected as he stalked over to poke a finger against Danny’s forehead. “You think he won’t be angry. You think the prophets won’t be ready for you. But thinking isn’t knowing, Danny-dog.”

Danny moved his head away with a flicker of annoyance. “What I know is that the Old Man doesn’t like to be defied. He’ll at least hear me out, long enough for me to convince him he needs to listen to what you and Gregor have to say.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

Sometimes Danny could still feel the choke of the prophets’ collar on his throat, so tight that every time he swallowed it made him retch and strangle. The prophets had never cared one way or the other about him when he was a boy, but either that indifference had been an act or they’d coarsened themselves with their rites and rituals. They’d taken great delight in the petty torment of a dog.

It had cowed him. He didn’t know why, maybe because, for the first time, he couldn’t fight back or because he’d realized he was going to die before anyone came to get him. It turned out he’d been wrong about that, but…. If the prophets got him again, would they have to start from scratch or where the fault lines already were?

A wolf would have survived… better. Bounced back without scars. Danny hadn’t, but he wasn’t going to betray that to Jack. He wouldn’t be the liability, especially not when others had suffered more than he had.

So he shrugged as he dropped his backpack to the ground.

“You get to play the hero again.” He cast a glance toward the black, sullen waters of the loch, the ice crusted outward from the rocky shore. “This time, try and get me out before they dunk me in the water.”

Jack growled under his breath. “If you get yourself in trouble again,” he threatened as he scruffed the back of Danny’s neck, “maybe this time I won’t bother to get you out of it. Think about that before you dive headfirst into a fight.”

Most of Danny knew that wasn’t true. Even when they were kids, Jack was always there when Danny needed him. Even if he couldn’t always interfere—some of the fights Danny had gotten into were ones he picked— Jack was always there to drag Danny back to his feet afterward.

But most wasn’t all. There was always that cold sliver of doubt somewhere in his heart that believed his ma instead. She always told him to never depend on Jack, “You need him, he wants you. One day you’ll both realize it’s not the same thing, but you’ll be the one left bleeding.”

Danny never paid any attention, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t listened. “Good thing I can swim, then,” he said as he stripped down to his skin. Then he turned it for another. “Take the long way around. By the time you get there, they’ll have either listened or not.”

The dog sneezed and shook itself from ears to tail to shed rough gray hairs onto the snow. Everything that had worried at Danny sloughed away like dead skin, too full of stuff to fit into the dog’s thoughts.

It knew where they were—for Danny, for later—but the dog was built for now. What mattered was the bite of cold in its nose, the itch on its back leg, and Jack’s hand as he rubbed its ears. Tomorrow and yesterday, the prophets and their monsters, heartbreak and longing—it would worry about them when they got here. The dog leaned against Jack’s legs and grunted happily as Jack scratched under its jaw.

“Be careful,” Jack said. “Don’t get killed.”

The dog thought about that for a second and then dropped it with the rest of the things that were for its Danny-self to handle.

It knew it was to go over the loch to find the Old Man. Once the dog had done that, it would do whatever came next. If it got stuck, then it would pull its skin back on and let Danny worry.

The dog pushed its cold nose into Jack’s palm, snorted wetly between his fingers, and then scrambled down the side of the loch and onto the ice. The dog could feel the distant echo of Danny’s exasperation as it slid over the frozen sheet and into the frigid water, but it ignored it as struck out for the far shore.

Halfway over, it realized there was already someone there before it. A figure crouched on the rocks, half hidden between them and with their scent deadened by the cold and the water, watched the dog get closer.

The dog barked, but the sound was lost in the wind that rippled the water. It hesitated for a second, tongue dangled out between its teeth to trail in the water as the wind pushed it toward the far shore.

Stubbornness was part of the core kernel of identity that passed between skins. The dog laid his ears flat to his head, sneezed out water, and forced cold-numb legs back into motion.

The stranger waited.
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