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I’m a monster.

Not because I can shift back and forth between human and wolf skins at will. Although that part’s true.

And not because I served eight years as Special Ops in the U.S. military. Although that part’s true as well.

My monstrosity doesn’t stem from the fact that I stood taller than the other guys I walked beside, broader across the shoulders due to a childhood spent as a bloodling in lupine form rather than as a fur-less one-body.

No, it wasn’t pure physical brawn that pushed me over the edge. Being a monster is all about state of mind. And when I caught a whiff of strange werewolf within my usual stomping grounds, my thoughts were monstrous indeed.

A headless intruder, flicker, sweet blood pulsing out of the male’s neck and down my throat, flicker, crimson-tinted teeth parting as I howled my displeasure at the moon.

“Did you just growl?” asked my human partner.

I couldn’t be bothered to spare a glance for Stooge or for my other EOD crew mates, all of whom were off duty just like me and enjoying an evening out on the town. Instead, my eyes remained fixed upon the shifter who faced me from the other end of the city block.

Around us, the usual post-work-day traffic flowed, full of city dwellers blithely oblivious to the dangers that stalked through their midst. A child laughed in the distance, a radio flicked on from a second-story apartment, car horns trilled down the street. But my fellow werewolf and I remained locked in a silent battle of wills.

I shook my head to clear it of my own pent-up alpha aggressions. Our territory, my inner animal complained. But by shifter law, I didn’t actually own the streets I walked upon. This city was outpack land, free for all.

Or was that a free-for-all? I bared my teeth, hoping the other male would take the hint and back down before I was forced to track the intruder to his lair and rend him limb from limb. If he accepted my greater dominance and walked away now, I was willing to be the bigger wolf and let him escape with both of our egos—and skins—intact.

“Hunter?” one of my human companions nudged me verbally. “Is something the matter?”

“An old friend.” I forced the words out between curled lips, stalking toward the stranger who was pacing forward just as rapidly to meet me.

To a human or to a run-of-the-mill shifter, my opponent would have appeared to be a tall but otherwise average redhead, smiling cordially as he approached. But my bloodling nature instead picked out the inner wolf hidden beneath his furless skin.

The beast’s ruff was raised aggressively and its teeth were exposed in a near-audible snarl. No, my enemy hadn’t taken the hint. Instead, his monstrous half was wide awake and ready to pounce.

I walked faster, trying to distance myself from my friends. Because while they were burly and well-trained by human standards, the guys were no match for an unfriendly werewolf. So I didn’t glance backwards as I ordered the other members of my crew to: “Wait here.”

Six humans and I had all left the base together an hour earlier. Of those, five now took me at my word, pausing so I could pull ahead and leave them behind and out of harm’s way.

My wingman, though, wasn’t to be deterred so easily.

Paul was more frequently referred to as Stooge due to his tendency to turn every occasion into a circus act. But he was adept at picking up on subtle cues of posture and tone, so he didn’t join our mutual buddies on the corner. Instead, he scurried to stay abreast of me as I barreled toward the other shifter. “Are you in trouble?” my friend demanded.

My opponent was only twenty feet distant by this point, his eyes nearly glowing with unbridled hostility and rage. His lips spread into a wide smirk of preemptive triumph and I could feel the wolf beneath his skin itching to break free and take matters into its own paws.

Yep, the dunce really was planning to launch into a knock down, drag out battle in lupine form right here in the middle of a human neighborhood.

“Not now, Paul,” I said, using my friend’s given name in an effort to dissuade him from continuing to dog my heels. It was going to be hard enough to rid myself of this shifter without cluing in the general neighborhood to our furry natures. And since the law against letting our secret slip to humankind was more of a death sentence for the human in question than a taboo for the werewolf, I couldn’t risk meeting my opponent beneath Stooge’s eagle eye.

“Could you give us a little space,” I continued. “Please.”

Darned question marks. I kept forgetting to add them to my auditory repertoire.

The thinly veiled command did the trick, though. “We’ll be right over here,” Stooge acceded, clapping me on the back before retreating to join the rest of our friends halfway down the block.

I could feel the team hovering, eyes boring into my shoulder blades. But the majority of my attention remained focused on the danger in front of my face. The danger who could so easily shake up the status quo by shifting here on a city street full of innocents.

A city street full of innocents who I was duty bound to serve and to protect.

A family might come around the nearest corner at any moment. Or perhaps Stooge’s patience would wear thin first. Either way, I knew I lacked the time and space for finesse.

So I simply blasted my opponent with such extreme alpha dominance that I could smell the reek of urine as he wet himself. “Get out of my city and don’t come back,” I commanded.

My words were the equivalent of snapping on handcuffs and stuffing a jaywalker into the back of a cop car—high-handed, arrogant, and impossible to argue with. It was overkill, I knew. I hadn’t even asked for the male’s name, hadn’t tried to sit him down and reason with him, hadn’t mentioned the fact that I currently spent 99% of my time on the human-only base and could easily share this city with one outpack drifter as long as he kept his nose clean.

But I’d done all of that and more in the past. The trouble was, my uber-alpha status made me a magnet for weaker wolves trying to get a leg up in the shifter hierarchy, meaning I’d already fielded dozens of out-of-the-blue dominance displays during my not-so-extensive span of adult life. And in the end, it always came down to one simple question—whose wolf was the biggest asshole?

The answer? Mine.

Today, like every other day, alpha assholery worked like a charm. The air around us chilled as the other shifter’s inner beast shrank down, becoming nearly invisible within his human form. His eyes skittered to the side and sweat broke out on his brow as he tried...and failed...to avoid my inescapable compulsion.

We could have stood there all day, the red-headed shifter giving himself a hernia while I relaxed into my intended role in werewolf society. But, instead, I glanced aside at last and released him from my spell.

Immediately, the once-belligerent shifter turned on his heel and ran like the fires of hell were on his tail. Yes, he ran like a bully who had learned the hard way that bigger bullies existed, or perhaps like a six-year-old kid who’d just discovered that the monster under his bed was very much real.

And as the monster in question, who was I to say he was wrong?
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The bitter taste created by my own actions sat heavy on my tongue. But half a dozen beers plus a double dose of Stooge’s antics finally did away with both my regrets and the pain in my gut.

“How about that window?” my wingman asked, gesturing with his beer bottle toward an aperture twenty feet above our heads. The bar we’d selected for our evening’s entertainment had begun its life as a four-story row house and the owners chose to gut the interior and create one huge open space complete with internal balconies rather than renovating all four floors. The neck-risking opportunities for thrill junkies were endless.

No wonder this was our favorite spot to relax after a long day’s work.

“You’re going to get us all thrown out,” I complained. Then I tacked on the clincher: “Again.”

“Aw, don’t be such a spoilsport,” Ian countered. “That just happened the one time when tall, scary dude was manning the bar. Cute, perky girl over there likes me. She wouldn’t evict us for a little extracurricular climbing.”

Our youngest team member waved, and sure enough the bartender in question fluttered her fingers by way of reply. Someone was getting lucky tonight.

Ian was probably right about the lady bartender’s willingness to look the other way too. Still, I kept my wallet firmly rooted in my pocket while twenties rained down onto the table as a reward for the victor. “I’ll stay here and judge the race,” I offered by way of explanation when Stooge paused and glanced back in my direction.

My wingman’s brow furrowed as he assessed the state of my mind. Unlike my other team mates, Stooge knew that my second tour of duty was nearly complete and that I was mulling over the idea of throwing my hat back into the civilian arena. Not that I minded my job as an Explosive Ordnance Disposal tech. I’d just gotten a little bit too good at defusing bombs and had started wondering whether there was more to life than going through the motions every day.

On the other hand, stumbling across an outpack shifter just hours earlier had reminded me why I’d joined the Navy in the first place. Military life might have lost a bit of its luster, but at least I didn’t have to worry about whether or not I could keep my inner beast in check while on the human-only base.

In other words, I was far too deeply engrossed in mental gymnastics to take proper care of my physical body, which is why I chose to remain glued to my seat rather than joining my numbskull companions in a pointless game of one-up-manship. Waving Stooge back to the challenge at hand, I added a healthy dose of forced enthusiasm into my voice as I counted down for the six remaining participants. “Three, two, one...go!”

Five men swarmed up the wall like a herd of monkeys, but Trevor chose a different approach. Taking the stairs two at a time, he dashed for the nearest balcony, then clambered over the railing so he could work his way horizontally toward the target.

Smart move.

Before I could get a handle on who was likely to be the final victor, though, a heavy hand fell onto my shoulder. And when I swiveled with a polite smile on my lips, a seemingly harmless older gentleman met my gaze. “May I help you?” I asked.

I hadn’t bothered to wake my wolf and sniff at the air when faced with what appeared to be a middle-aged businessman out for drinks with work colleagues. But once the older male’s teeth sharpened ever so slightly and a spark of territoriality came into his eyes, I inhaled deeply then wrinkled up my nose in distaste.

Yep, this was yet another werewolf nosing around my butt. 

Sighing, I rose to my feet while carefully placing my beer bottle on the table behind me. I’d want the refreshment when I was done, if only to soothe the resulting case of self-loathing. Because I knew what was coming next—yet another shifter dominance battle.

Words this time, I resolved. But the older werewolf didn’t even give me the chance to get my mouth open. Instead, he speared me with an alpha glare much like the ones I’d withstood from every other male shifter I’d ever come in contact with.

Annoying but not unexpected.

After all, stare-downs had become a regular fact of life ever since I entered werewolf society as a young teenager. And I had to admit (albeit grumpily) that the dominance contests made a certain sort of grim sense. Establishing relative ranks based on willpower instead of on teeth and claws meant that the weaker wolf only slunk away with a virtual black eye rather than with a real one.

Still, the inevitable staring contests were annoying because I always won. Couldn’t the males around me learn to take a hint?

My current opponent was no exception to the insta-challenge rule, but it soon became evident that he was pretty powerful. Out of the corner of one eye, I caught movement as a pair of lackeys I hadn’t even realized existed shuddered in the face of the mere overflow of energy originally intended to cow their chief’s opponent. In fact, I think I saw the youngest one lose control over his knees for a split second before the male peered pointedly in the opposite direction and found the strength to remain erect.

I, on the other hand, was bored stiff by the dominance display. And since matching my opponent’s aggression only required about a quarter of my brain power, I was able to expend the rest of my computing energy assessing the older male the way I really should have the moment he entered the room.

My enemy was obviously a pack leader, merely passing through the city that I called home. He was well-dressed and apparently cultured, and I had a sneaking suspicion that the two henchmen flanking his broad form were the least of the entourage waiting on his beck and call. No wonder he’d figured a stare-down with a younger wolf would be an easy battle to win without breaking a sweat.

Unfortunately for my opponent, he was long past the sweating stage and fast approaching the time of whimpering for mercy. And as I took in the aromas emanating from the weaker shifters hovering behind his back, I realized that their leader’s bad judgment was going to have serious repercussions.

Because while a lone wolf might submit to a stronger alpha with impunity, my win over an established clan head would likely set the male before me up for a long line of challenges from within his ranks. Meanwhile, the younger of the two bodyguards boasted the same square jaw and sandy hair as his boss. A son being shown the ropes of alpha asshole-dom? That plan would definitely backfire if our current contest continued to its inevitable conclusion.

Well, old guy’s in luck because I have better things to do with my time than to beat up on a shifter who’s already crested the hill of middle age and is now rolling relentlessly down the other side.

So instead of crushing my opponent beneath my metaphorical boot heel, I held the other alpha’s gaze just long enough to ensure he wouldn’t attempt to come after me in a dim alley later in the evening. Then I rolled my eyes and turned aside.

I expected my new companion to flee once released from my scowl just like every other shifter I’d ever traded stares with. But, instead, his hand landed on my shoulder yet again as I sank down into the hard metal chair, back exposed to an enemy who I deemed too unimportant to monitor as he walked away.

“I’d like to offer you a job,” the older shifter told my unyielding shoulder blades. This time around, his fingers barely grazed my shirt before retreating out of harm’s way. Nonetheless, during that short contact, he’d managed to leave something behind.

A sharp-edged business card fluttered through the air to settle on my right thigh. No first name, just a surname and phone number. Stormwinder, the embossed lettering read.

All day long, I’d been tossing around the idea of turning in my uniforms and exploring the wider world. But now that the opportunity had literally landed in my lap, human thoughts fled and lupine emotions rose to the fore. Flee, flee, flee, demanded my wolf.

The beast was right. Why would I willingly work for an asshole who considered an attack an appropriate greeting? Was the preceding pissing contest really what Stormwinder thought passed for a job interview?

So I growled out a single word by way of reply, all I could manage with my wolf at the fore. “No.”

The bar was as loud as ever, but our little corner of the room became a bubble of silence as I struggled to prevent my beast from ripping free and lunging for the other male’s throat. We won, the beast groused. Why is he still in our territory?

Because Stormwinder was lingering behind my back. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel the electricity of his presence. And I could smell his powerful aroma mixing with the more pitiful scents of his more weak-willed entourage.

Still, there was nothing to be gained from expressing my exasperation physically. So I soothed my wolf, focusing on the way a cold water droplet was presently rolling off my beer bottle and down onto my encircling hand.

I didn’t deign to peer back over one shoulder either, even after my wolf had been brought back into line. No, I just waited for the opponent I couldn’t see to gather his addled wits and leave.

But Stormwinder didn’t leave. Instead, he tried to reel me in. “There are better options than this so-called life you’re leading as a lone wolf,” the older male said, as if I hadn’t already shut him down with a single word. “If you ever change your mind, just give me a call.”

Okay, so the guy was a little bit dim. “Not interested,” I elaborated, thrusting a healthy dose of alpha compulsion into my words this time around but still keeping my gaze firmly affixed to my rapidly ascending teammates rather than glancing behind me to meet the other shifter’s eye.

And, finally, the hairs on the back of my neck lowered as the older male retreated. Alert and focused on the shifter world once again, I was able to gauge the pack’s withdrawal by their fading scent, an aroma that was finally cut off at the same moment that the door to the street whooshed open and then clicked shut.

Then, from above my head, Trevor belted out his best rendition of a howler monkey’s call. Sure enough, brain had outsmarted brawn and our geekiest crew mate had won the prize.
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In or out? In or out? As I pondered the question two days later, my thumb sought the already worn edges of Stormwinder’s business card. But my hand skimmed across Kevlar instead of fabric, returning me to the present with a jolt.

Shit. I’m letting down the team.

Okay, so the day’s work was merely a training session and the day’s bombs were really just hunks of inactive plastic and metal. But the EOD truism still carried weight—a careless EOD tech was a dead EOD tech. None of us could afford lack of focus while on the job.

Sure enough, Stooge nudged me and raised one eyebrow before addressing the team as a whole. “Ready?” he asked.

In stark contrast to our antics the night before, our responses now were subdued—a few muttered “yes”es and half a dozen head nods. As a unit, we turned to gaze at the imitation Middle Eastern village located a couple of hundred yards away. People were absent, but the blazing heat of the afternoon sun combined with the trucked-in sand set the stage nicely. Our mission of finding and disarming a simulated bomb before hidden explosives took us out felt very much real.

I could almost feel the calmness hovering over our group as every human took a deep breath and centered himself in the present. Yes, my team mates were pros...but I couldn’t say the same about myself.

Usually by this point in a mission, my wolf would have been scenting the air in search of danger while also lending a little additional agility to puny human muscles. After all, the bomb suit Stooge and I traded off wearing was heavy and hot. So when, like today, it was my turn to disarm, a dual-species approach had proven to be the best method of ensuring our entire team made it out of trouble zones alive.

This time, though, my wolf was intent upon driving his point home. Our pack is here, he whispered, continuing the silent argument we’d been slogging through ever since rolling out of bed that morning. 

Because while I’d turned Stormwinder away earlier in the week, I hadn’t been able to forget the other shifter’s offer. And now, as I watched my crew mates prepare for the simulated danger of a mine-laden combat zone, I realized for the first time that my wolf and I were very much on the outside looking in. How had I not noticed previously that I was the only one on the team who lacked a call sign?

“Duckie, you’re in charge of border security. Romeo, you’ll lead the extraction crew. And Hunter, Banana, and I will defuse and disarm. Let’s go!”

We set off toward the apparently deserted village at a trot, crew mates peeling away at intervals to follow predetermined routes. The sun’s heat, pleasant half an hour earlier, now pounded down upon my padded body armor and baked rivulets of sweat out of my skin. I flared my nostrils to catch a hint of our commanding officer’s odor, knowing he’d been the one to set up any potential booby traps. But my wolf refused to assist by catching the tiny tendrils of scent particles that I knew were currently diffusing through my protective helmet.

Cooperate, I chided my inner beast. If they’re our pack, then act that way and watch their six.

The wolf growled silently, but obeyed. Abruptly, the stuffy air within our suit became redolent with sensations. Saltwater and seaweed from the nearby bay mirrored the scent of our own sweat. The soft crunch of feet on sand and the call of a distant fish crow filled our ears.

And there beneath the surface, far too minimal for a human to notice, lay our CO’s distinctive cologne. Old Spice to the rescue, I thought, mouth quirking up into a smile.

“This way,” I told my companions, leading Stooge and Banana around the edge of what I knew was a mine buried in the ground mere inches away from our booted feet. Rain had washed the sand smooth, but some indefinable change in our CO’s aroma prompted me to pull out a flag and mark the spot so no other team mate would accidentally stumble over the simulated explosive.

Well, the mine wasn’t entirely simulated. Our CO had a sense of humor and he’d rigged our booby traps in the past to spray out a mixture of red paint and cheap perfume. No one wanted to spend the rest of the day scrubbing pigment and old-lady scent off their uniform. The danger was very much real.

“One of these days, you’ll explain how you noticed that,” Stooge murmured, eying what appeared to be an entirely untouched patch of earth. But he and Banana both followed my lead, skirting the danger zone before padding deeper into the apparently abandoned village in my wake.

See, Stooge trusts us, my wolf murmured, worrying the issue the same way we’d gnaw at an old bone during the rare periods when we were able to sneak away to run four-legged through the woods.

He trusts his human partner, I countered. Stooge and the rest of the crew were our brothers. But would they be so inclusive after catching a hint of our deep dark secret?

I doubted it. No, they’d see me for the monster I truly was and cast me out.

“Wait a sec.” Stooge pulled me up short with a hand on my arm. Instantly, I paused with one foot raised, head swiveling as I scanned the nearby buildings.

There. The shiny black box had escaped my navel-gazing attention and I snapped my brain back into the job like a rubber band against bare skin. My wolf and I could argue later. For now, we needed to track down the primary explosive and ensure our entire team made it out of the war zone intact.

“Good catch,” I commented. It would have been better to notice the camera before it provided the enemy with an eyeful of our presence. But a piece of electrical tape over the lens did the trick to protect later team members.

Unfortunately, we were now racing against the clock, having been sighted and almost certainly targeted by the opposition. I only hoped Romeo had done a better job of paying attention to his surroundings and was marking a safe exit route that would make up for my own bad judgment. Because we’d need every second remaining if we hoped to defuse the bomb before it blew.

Luckily, my wolf worked well under pressure. Close, he murmured, turning my human head toward the west where our CO’s scent was strongest. We couldn’t afford to sprint, not with possible incendiary devices around every corner. But I upped the necessarily waddling pace mandated by my bomb suit from walk to trot while my companions flanked me in more graceful, unimpeded lopes.

“Bogies in route, four minutes until estimated arrival,” my ear piece crackled in Duckie’s distinctive voice. But the deadline didn’t matter. No, the pressure plate of an improvised explosive device was already in sight and the design looked awfully familiar.
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