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ZEKI contemplated the poster for the Spring Thaw in bemused silence. He noted the date and the list of events, as well as the drawing of the mountains in the background. The mountain imagery had been part of the festival probably since the festival had first begun. Many of the events were the same as the events he’d read about as a kid. What had him confused were the sparkly hearts at the edges and sprinkled among the lettering. It looked like a fairy child had gone at the paper with glue and a bottle of glitter. It looked sweet. It looked pink. In short, it looked like anything but the advertisements for the Spring Thaw Zeki had seen the last time he’d been in Wolf’s Paw.

“Singles dances?” Zeki almost tried to touch one of the hearts through the shop window as he read the list of events aloud. “Date auction? Romantic Ferris wheel rides? Wine tasting?” Werewolves couldn’t get drunk without considerable effort. He doubted they bothered with a good bottle of pinot noir if the mood to drink struck them. But if they were on a date with a human, they might go through the motions. Of course, Zeki had no idea what people did on dates, humans or otherwise. He hadn’t had much time or interest while in school for anything beyond casually hanging out and then going to bed, nothing that qualified as a real date. He doubted he was going to get much of a chance to learn in Wolf’s Paw either, even if the town was depicting itself as “the place to meet your mate.”

Which was all well and good, and again, sweet, except that werewolves had never been very sweet to Zeki, and the Spring Thaw had never been about dates. Not romantic dates anyway, and never with human tastes in mind. Spring Thaw, like many other spring festivals the world over, had always been about feeling wild and sexy, celebrating the end of winter with frisky behavior, or so Zeki had always assumed.

He’d been too young, awkward, and virginal to do much of anything but walk around the first and only time he’d attended the festival. But back in his high school days, the posters had been more generic advertisements for the event, with a few innuendos thrown in about how “wild” and “untamed” werewolves could be, playing on the growing idea among the human population that werewolves were incredible lovers.

Werewolves from outside Wolf’s Paw had always traveled to the festival, but the hints about sex with werewolves had been aimed at non-were tourists, who were starting to believe the hype about werewolf lovers more and more every year thanks to Hollywood and books like the ones written by Ramona Greenleaf.

In almost two centuries of existence, Wolf’s Paw had gone from a refuge for weres and other beings seeking to avoiding discovery by humans, to a mecca of sorts for beings who didn’t wish to live alongside humans after most of the other beings had come out of the shadows. At some point after that, Wolf’s Paw had also become a home for humans seeking to avoid the enmity of other humans, but it had always been first and foremost a place for weres. The majority of its citizens marked werewolf or some form of shifter on their census forms, and though the town had a human mayor, the real power rested with the sheriff, a werewolf, and the proverbial leader of the pack.

Despite a healthy respect, even fear, for the giant predators who called the town home, the tourists continued to be drawn to Wolf’s Paw for the fabled hot werewolf sex. Zeki couldn’t vouch for that cliché personally, but he couldn’t help but be aware of it. Ever since the werewolves and other beings came out of hiding, humans had reduced them to a few stereotypes, usually based on misunderstandings of their respective cultures. Fairies were generally regarded as a joke, imps as evil, although not as slutty as fairies. And weres, well, werewolves were either savage beasts or insatiable, possessive, sexual animals. The latter image appealed to many, and Wolf’s Paw wasn’t above using it to get tourist dollars. In fact, sometimes Zeki thought the citizens of Wolf’s Paw were deliberately misleading.

Even Zeki would have had difficulty explaining the unspoken rules of Wolf’s Paw, and he’d lived there from the age of thirteen until he’d left for college. He supposed that’s what came of being human in a town run by werewolves. If attending high school in one of the longest surviving werewolf refuges in the country had taught him anything, it was wolves were twice as cliquish as humans could ever be—and they justified nearly everything they did with a shrug and the word “instinct.”

“Instinct” explained exactly nothing. Weres had heightened senses, which, as far as Zeki could tell, gave them information humans didn’t have. That was great and all, and humans who didn’t know any weres might be in awe of their abilities, but only because those humans had never had to live alongside creatures who knew things humans didn’t, yet never bothered to explain themselves.

Instinct, more than laws or common sense, governed how things were done in this town. Perfumes, while not officially banned, were frowned upon within the county limits. Ditto for scented detergents. There was a field out near the woods that humans—although never explicitly prohibited from entering—were encouraged to avoid. Most restaurants, and the single movie theater in town, closed early on nights with full moons. Sex Ed was a mandatory course for humans and nonhumans alike, and, as it was taught in Wolf’s Paw’s combined high school and middle school, included a course on first aid as well as treatments for exhaustion.

The most traumatizing nonofficial rule had also been the most confusing: Non-werewolves were to approach werewolves if a sexual or romantic relationship was desired. It was never the other way around, no matter how much awkward teen nerd Zeki had wished it was. Considering that werewolves had a reputation as sexual dynamos, it hardly seemed fair to expect humans to do all the asking. It was like the town itself had wanted to make Zeki’s puberty as difficult and lonely as possible.

The rule was especially frustrating since Zeki knew for a fact that werewolves courted each other all the time. They had definite wooing behaviors that he’d witnessed—from a distance, and usually from behind a book—and yet they insisted humans make the first move with them. It was baffling, but it was the law of the land, so to speak, and no one had ever challenged it.

No matter how much Zeki’s teenaged self had wished otherwise, Zeki had no personal knowledge of the sensual nature of weres and how that might apply in the bedroom. But whatever the tourists actually found when they got here had never seemed to disappoint them. And if they did somehow find themselves alone, there was still plenty to do—camping, hiking, an increasing number of restaurants and boutiques, and naturally, the festivals. For the first time it occurred to him that many of these things were ideal for dating, as he’d seen it in movies, anyway. He’d been so awkward and alone in high school he’d never let himself imagine an actual date. Now it was as if the town was inviting him to think about it.

Zeki considered the poster again. He would have found the heart symbol and the feelings it evoked fascinating on any other day. His degree was in magical studies, with an emphasis in practical applications. Symbols and their attached meanings were naturally a part of that. But there wasn’t anyone out on the street he thought would be interested. Discussions with a frustrated former student and currently jobless wizard were not why these people had come to town, and frankly, none of the werewolves he’d known back in his high school days would have given a shit either. Magic, the kind humans practiced, was another thing weres did not do, or even talk about, if they could help it.

Zeki moved from the window and continued down Main Street, checking out the shops, looking at displays of kitschy werewolf-themed merchandise, and keeping an eye out for friendly faces without expecting to see any. He had not been a popular kid. But the move back to town had left him restless, so he’d thrown his things down, smiled as his dad had gone to work, then immediately grabbed his wallet and bolted from the house. He still wasn’t sure why. Zeki had never liked Wolf’s Paw, and the feeling seemed mutual.

He stopped to peer inside Robin’s Egg Café through the large front window facing Main Street. The café, which was really more of a diner, might be the only thing that hadn’t changed during his absence. He’d always liked Robin’s Egg. For a fairy, she was old and remarkably calm. She’d never failed to offer him a smile and extra cherries for his milkshakes.

Actually, now that he thought about it without the haze of adolescent angst and hormones, Zeki had liked Wolf’s Paw. The town was fine. Small, gossipy, but clean and fairly safe, all fresh air and a gorgeous view of the mountains. Carson, a slightly bigger town, was about forty minutes away if he needed privacy or a multiplex theater or a shopping mall, and the city a few hours farther than that if he wanted civilization.

The town wasn’t the problem. Zeki was the problem. Zeki had always been the problem, in any of the towns he and his dad had moved to when Zeki had been a kid. With his unusual name and his questions and his magic, Zeki had been the odd one out. It was due to fate that when he’d been all that and at his most physically awkward, he’d also been enduring puberty amid a school of large, athletic, beautiful werewolves.

He sighed at the thought and headed for the library, his own personal refuge in a town built as one. No surprise he’d left for college a virgin, considering he’d spent most of his weekends researching, preparing himself for the intensive study that being a fully trained wizard required.

But when he reached the library, he passed the doors without going in. Places could absorb a lot of emotion, and a lot of magic, and Zeki’s high school self hadn’t been leaking a lot of happiness into that building. He didn’t really need to revisit it, not on his first day back. He hadn’t returned to town to get lost in memories.

The bookshop attached to the library had a coffee shop. That was familiar too, mostly unchanged despite the years. Inside were an exquisite old copper espresso machine and a display of sugary treats more suited to fairies than werewolves. The variety and selection of sweet pastries was a change Zeki was happy to see, and he was pleased to see the owner himself behind the counter.

Marvin Elliot had never once minded Zeki sitting alone at his intimate tables for two with his attention on a printout of a grimoire, as long as Zeki bought something first. His surprise when Zeki walked in didn’t seem negative, although he blinked after he took in Zeki’s appearance.

“Zeki Janowitz,” Mr. Elliot greeted him, glancing down to Zeki’s tattoos. The ink was visible on Zeki’s neck and the backs of his hands. Zeki had on jeans and a cardigan over a T-shirt, nothing fancy—no robes ever, despite what humans still thought after years of dealing with open magic practitioners. He dressed better now, with more confidence. In high school Zeki had worn a lot of baggy shirts and loose sweaters, not wanting to be compared with the muscular werewolf bodies around him. Since then, he had lost some weight, mostly when he’d finally had that last growth spurt at nineteen. He almost reached six feet. Not as tall as a werewolf, but enough to mean he didn’t have to look up so much now. Between his height and his tats, he must look almost like someone new.

Good. He did not want to be remembered forever as the dork he’d been in high school.

He smiled. “Hey, Mr. Elliot. A cappuccino and one of those, please. The coffee shop must get a lot of fairy customers to stock that many sugar cookies.”

“You home for good?” Mr. Elliot handed over the cookie on a plate, then went to make Zeki’s drink. “Your dad comes in sometimes. Always gets those cookies too, when we have them.”

“My dad? Really?” Zeki’s dad was the head chef at the Hotel Las Flores and appreciated quality foods the way Zeki swooned over the delicate touches in elaborate spellcastings, but he didn’t generally eat many desserts. Zeki took a tiny bite of his cookie, which had been iced to look like a waning crescent moon. “I have relatives of my mother’s out there where I went for holidays and breaks when I wasn’t working, but he would come out and visit. He would talk about town, but he didn’t mention any new love for desserts....” He trailed off at the rich taste of butter where he’d expected overwhelming sweetness. He licked at the icing and the sugar dissolved on his tongue, leaving him momentarily stunned.

He suddenly, strongly, wished for someone to share the cookie with him, and stared at the half-eaten treat in his hand until Mr. Elliot returned with his cappuccino.

“Patio won’t be free for long,” Mr. Elliot warned him, though there was still enough of a spring chill in the air to warrant a sweater, and sitting outside didn’t sound comfortable. Zeki didn’t get a chance to ask why Mr. Elliot would assume he wanted to sit outside before Mr. Elliot went on. “Glad you came back.” Mr. Elliot’s smile was warm but distracted, and from the way he looked up when the bell over the front entrance jangled, Zeki assumed he was about to get a rush. Maybe he was suggesting Zeki avoid it by sitting outside.

Zeki took his coffee and cookie out to the patio, as recommended. The patio was a cemented rectangle surrounded by a low hedge. Main Street was visible from his position, although the patio faced a side street that ran between the library and the firehouse. A motley group of chairs with a few tables were scattered around, as if the romantic couples might sit together inside but the patio was for groups and loners. That made it perfect for Zeki. He took a seat near the corner and considered Wolf’s Paw as he remembered it and as it was now. Workmen were setting up banners along the streetlights on Main Street, pastel in color, for spring. They looked sweet too. He honestly didn’t know what to make of that. The Spring Thaw was a festival devoted to pairing up, sure, but usually people thought that meant sex. Or at least, Zeki had, when he’d been dying to go and hoping against hope a certain someone might ask him.

He tried not to frown. He didn’t want to spoil his mood by remembering his dateless high school years. At least one person had been happy to see him and taken note of his new appearance. Shallow it might be, but Zeki had been surrounded by werewolves from age thirteen on. Knowing that people might notice him for being something other than a geeky nerd was a small comfort.

With the brisk spring air and his coffee clearing his mind, it seemed foolish to have been hoping someone from school would see him and... be amazed at his appearance, or something. But that’s exactly what he’d been doing, lingering around town, sighing at window displays. Zeki should be above that sort of thing. As if his high school crush was going to turn the corner and take one look at him, or sniff at him, as it were, and realize Zeki had grown into a sexy and highly educated wizard, and be impressed enough to ask him out. Right.

None of that was ever going to happen. He’d managed to alienate himself from the kids his age on his first day of school by asking what he had thought was a reasonable question, and as a consequence had spent his teen years alone, aside from the other kids in his online amateur witch forums.

Zeki took another bite of his cookie and couldn’t decide if he should have taken a smaller one to savor it or a larger one to get more in his mouth. He chose to eat the rest of it in a single, delicious bite, then wondered what it said about the state of his life that, of all the things he should be thinking about, like his future, finding a job, unpacking his stuff, he was most interested in a sugar cookie.

He didn’t get long to think about it. The patio was starting to fill up. He drank his cappuccino while covertly glancing around at the people joining him, mostly ladies, mostly weres. Several of them appeared to be together, but they all seemed to know one another. They were visibly surprised to find Zeki among them, but he sipped his drink and feigned not to notice while he thought about what he ought to do next.

He was looking forward to spending more time with his dad. Zeki had been so focused on finishing his studies and making the most of his opportunities that he’d taken every extra course and seminar he could, which hadn’t left much time for visiting home. But staying in town meant he’d have to get a job, and there was hardly anything here to suit his qualifications—although he noticed the town still had no official wizard. Witch, wizard, sorceress, brujo, whatever the title, it all meant the same thing, a practitioner of magic, someone with a natural talent and the training to use it reliably. What style of magic depended on culture, more than anything else.

Werewolves probably assumed their strength and healing would save them if any magical unpleasantness happened. Zeki snorted at the thought. He’d read stories of the human version of magic being turned against dragons and demons. Werewolves might think they were invincible, but they were not.

Anyway, if he was going to stay for a few months, he should try to get some kind of a job, even if only to get out of his dad’s hair.

“Anyone sitting here?” a fortyish werewolf asked, then sat down in the empty chair by his table without waiting for an answer. She was followed by several of her friends, who pulled closer until Zeki was surrounded. Every single one of them was his height or taller. Some were wearing plain shirts and jeans, others had on suits or uniforms. The lady next to him was wearing a long dress and chunky jewelry in what looked like the style of some of the tribes in the Southwest, although Zeki didn’t know which one. She had the body of an Olympic track and field champion and brown eyes that reflected gold when she turned her head. “Good choice,” she praised his location, while gesturing across the street at the firehouse.

Zeki belatedly, and with some slight embarrassment, recalled one of Wolf’s Paw’s other traditions.

Once every two weeks when the weather was nice, the firefighters would open the great firehouse doors and come outside to wash the fire trucks. It sounded innocent. It was not. It meant a dozen or so incredibly fit humans and weres slowly, deliberately washing every inch of their gleaming red fire engines, usually while wearing pants, suspenders, tight T-shirts, and nothing else. They used hoses and far too much soap and everything, everyone, had always been left soaked to the skin by the end.

The firefighters made it a rule to never acknowledge the crowd of people ogling them from the coffee shop across the street, although most of them were werewolves and undoubtedly heard every lustful whisper and pounding heart.

Teenaged Zeki had never made it outside to watch, but rather stared through the window from over the top of his book while wondering feverishly if the town was out to kill him. The firefighters had no reason to do it. They could have made a calendar like a normal town when doing a fundraiser. The display was probably some werewolf thing. Some human version of what frolicking, flirting true wolves in the wild might do.

Zeki swallowed the last of his cappuccino. He licked foam and chocolate dust from his lip, and the woman closest to him smiled. Her smile had a lot of teeth in it.

“You’re new.” She wasn’t asking.

Zeki had been sniffed out his first day in his new school too. He hadn’t taken it well then, but he had learned control in recent years. He sat still, reminding himself it wasn’t personal. She was being polite in speaking to him instead of silently communicating with the others over his head. She even made a point to sniff the air in a noticeable fashion.

One of her friends sniffed him too, although he was already talking. “No, he’s not new. This is Dov’s son. He went to school here and he’s been back East studying”—a small hush seemed to fall over the patio crowd at the man’s next words—“human magic.”

Zeki kind of enjoyed the chorus of loud sniffs and how everyone then immediately rubbed at their noses.

“You practice magic,” the first werewolf observed, as if that hadn’t just been said.

Zeki wasn’t hiding anything. He raised his hands, turning them to display the sigils and runes and lettering he’d had inked into his skin to help him focus and offer additional protection with his trickier undertakings. “I’m a practicing wizard, yes, or witch if you prefer.” He met her stare, fully conscious of how weres could react to eye contact like that. He wasn’t challenging the leader of this little pack, but he wasn’t going to back down because weres imagined the way humans used magic made their noses itch.

He was good, damn good. He’d spent nearly every waking moment for five years studying, training, or researching. When he began his work on his own, he would be the best of the best. But he was clearly never going to build a clientele in this town.

He held her gaze long enough to demonstrate his lack of fear at her strength and the strength of her pack, aware his only slightly elevated heart rate would give that credence, and then smiled without any teeth. “I’m staying with my dad while I think things over.”

Perhaps holding his own with her had been a bad move. She studied him with more open interest now, and she wasn’t the only one. Zeki winked at her, outright grinning when she gave a start. Yeah, he wasn’t built like a werewolf, with all that power and defined muscle, the remarkable height, or those fierce, beautiful eyes, but he wasn’t bad to look at, and he’d learned a lot in the past few years.

But the clang of metal and the sounds of activity across the street drew everyone’s attention away as the great doors of the old firehouse opened. Zeki’s heart kicked as it hadn’t when staring down a were a minute ago. His sudden urge to squirm didn’t stop him from watching a series of tall, hot weres half-dressed in their fire-gear assemble outside the firehouse while two other firefighters drove the trucks forward. He was going to look his fill now that he wasn’t thirteen and constantly popping boners.

No one could hide something like that from werewolves who could smell arousal. The only reason he’d never actually died from humiliation was the weres’ complete absence of reaction to natural bodily functions. He’d long suspected the weres in town would have been more concerned if a teenage boy hadn’t sported wood at awkward moments, because not once had any of them so much as twitched in his direction.

In a drunken confession to his sophomore year roommate, he’d admitted it was the one thing he admired about the weres he’d grown up with, aside from their wild beauty. They reserved shame for things truly deserving of it.

Their silence now was slightly unnerving. Obviously this ogling ritual was different from a bachelor or bachelorette party, but Zeki remembered this event involving more talking, casual chitchat with leering. Then he realized the talking couldn’t commence until the firefighters were hard at work and could pretend not to hear it. Not that any of the firefighters as much as glanced their way as they checked equipment or pulled down their suspenders to remove their shirts.

Zeki let out a breath. He’d picked a good day to come home.

Strong, hale firefighters were displaying themselves for the enjoyment of their audience. And maybe it was the spring air, but they weren’t being as coy about it as Zeki remembered the firefighters being in the past. One of the women bent over to pick up a bucket and gave a completely unnecessary wiggle. Others tugged their suspenders into place over their bare chests or pushed them down slowly to let them hang over the backs of their thighs.

Some of the firefighters were staying dressed. Zeki was going to lament that until the first spray of the hose “accidentally” got one of them. Suddenly, well-sculpted muscles were displayed through soaked, thin white cotton. Zeki allowed himself a low hum for the width of the shoulders, the earthy brown, strong arms, the sheer height and mass that signaled werewolf more than anything else short of the man shifting to a wolf on the spot. Shiny black hair, long enough to be bundled loosely at the nape of the werewolf’s neck, looked like it would be smooth and easy to draw his fingers through. Zeki wondered how long that hair would be if he tugged it free, if it was dripping with water now, leaving trails down that broad back. The thought drew his attention to the ripple of muscle and the jut of the shoulder blades beneath the wet T-shirt.

One of the other firefighters called out something not exactly apologetic, but the firefighter Zeki had been studying turned to answer with a smile on his face anyway.

Zeki sat up straight and clutched at his knees. His stomach flipped with cold nerves, which he distantly thought was strange, because his fingers and toes were prickling with heat. He swallowed to wet his dry mouth and couldn’t, not with his throat locked.

“I know, right?” the male werewolf closest to him commented, no doubt listening to Zeki’s skyrocketing pulse. Zeki didn’t think he was the only one on the patio breathing hard, but he felt like it, blushing hotly like he hadn’t since his first time touching another person intimately. For the sake of his dignity he tried to look away, but his eyes were immediately drawn back across the street.

Three of the werewolves surrounding him sighed in unison. “Theo Greenleaf,” one of them murmured. Zeki couldn’t tell if they simply enjoyed saying the name or if it was for Zeki’s benefit.

He couldn’t speak to tell them it wasn’t necessary. Zeki was well aware of who Theo Greenleaf was. One year younger than Zeki and so one class below him all the way from middle school to high school, Theo had always been unbelievably attractive. Even for a were, he’d been handsome and tall. But of course he would be. He was a Greenleaf. Greenleaf was the last name many of the pre-Columbian shifter families had adopted in past centuries when the human government had demanded a surname. To most humans the name Greenleaf meant a family of Native ancestry, a tribe deliberately unnamed to create confusion. To weres, Greenleaf meant old blood shifters with tremendous strength, who weren’t necessarily related, who didn’t want the human federal government aware of their exact background. A group of them called Wolf’s Paw home, and all of them were impressive, even by werewolf standards.

Theo Greenleaf, Zeki thought, and nearly squirmed in his chair. Names had power, and that particular name had driven Zeki wild for years. He’d had one class with Theo, AP English his senior year, which Theo, a junior, had been taking because of his advanced test scores. Zeki had managed to avoid speaking to him for the entire school year despite the perfect opportunity. He’d elected to sit in the last row as usual and sneak peeks at the back of Theo’s head rather than approach him.

They’d known each other, or known of each other, he supposed, like all the kids in town did. But they hadn’t run in the same circles. Zeki hadn’t had a circle, and Theo, despite his looks and his name, had steered clear of the popular groups and spent most of his time reading or hanging out with his pixy friend and a few others.

Then Theo had apparently stayed in Wolf’s Paw and become a fireman. A fireman.

Zeki stared until his eyes burned, and not once did his heartbeat slow. Theo raised his arm as he said something Zeki couldn’t hear, and another firefighter tossed him a sponge. Soap bubbles came with it, splashing up his arm. Zeki shut his eyes. No, he told himself, he was not going to lose it in front of everyone. He’d left town as that confusingly ethnic, magical human kid who’d blushed every time he’d so much as thought of Theo Greenleaf. He was an adult now, an adult with too much experience to react this strongly to the sight of his high school crush wet and getting wetter.

He opened his eyes again and heaved a breath when the female werewolf who’d wiggled her ass at the crowd slid closer to Theo and spoke into his ear. Theo shook his head at whatever she said, and she playfully flicked bubbles in his face.

Zeki half frowned, but then Theo turned his head in a way that was almost bashful, and Zeki caught a glimpse of another soft smile. Zeki sighed for his tingling extremities and the hot tightening deep in his belly. The past five years hadn’t made him immune to that smile.

He could have cursed himself for not approaching Theo in high school. He should have done something to get Theo to notice him while they’d both been shy teenagers. Now he’d stand no chance at all.

“You all come here every time?” Zeki asked the others with him, who answered in grunts that seemed affirmative. He resisted the urge to also ask if they came for Theo Greenleaf. Some of the people on the patio were old enough to be Theo’s parents, but many of them were younger. One of them had to have tried some of that silent, long-distance werewolf flirting with Theo. Hell, Theo’s boyfriend, or wife, or mate, or whatever they called it, could be on this patio right now.

Zeki furrowed his brow, thinking of Wolf’s Paw’s strange courtship rules. He didn’t know if Theo had chosen a non-were for a partner. Weres were allowed to show interest in humans and other non-weres, but it was up to the other person to follow through and make the first real move toward a date or sex, whichever was wanted. He suspected it was supposed to counteract the way werewolves could sometimes be too sure of themselves. Wolves had all that instinct, scent or whatever, telling them this human would be good to fuck or date or settle down with. Meanwhile, as far as the human knew, a total stranger came on to them or proposed marriage. Waiting for the other party to decide was supposed to ensure no one felt pressured, even accidentally, by overenthusiastic, physically intimidating werewolves.

But if the interest was between two weres all bets were off. Zeki had no doubt all kinds of information was being exchanged silently between the firefighters who were werewolf and the weres at the café, since werewolf language seemed to be partly nonverbal. Maybe Theo was smiling for the benefit of his special someone. That female firefighter could be with him for all Zeki knew.

He felt like he had after taking the first bite of his sugar cookie, as if he’d found something good but was already sad because he couldn’t hold on to it and had no one to share it with.

There was no shame in Wolf’s Paw, or, at least, not in a crowd of horny coffee drinkers enjoying a free show. They all already knew what Zeki wanted. No point in hiding his curiosity. “So,” Zeki drew out the word while they all watched firefighters bend over and scrub gleaming chrome. “Is he with someone?”

His stomach flipped again. His feet and hands still felt hot, like magic at work when Zeki wasn’t casting a damn thing.

Again the weres around him sighed. “No, sadly,” one answered in words.

Those had likely been sighs of longing, so Zeki went with his next question. “He’s available?”

“No,” he was told, by a werewolf not sitting anywhere near him.

Confused, Zeki turned. The first werewolf took a moment to consider him. “How long have you been gone?” She said it significantly, as if something had happened in the past that Zeki should have remembered.

“About five years.” Zeki zeroed in on Theo across the street and kept him in view. The other firefighters were attractive, but Zeki was no longer interested in anyone but Theo. It was high school all over again. “I did come home once, for a week, but I was working on a research project and barely left the house. Mostly I studied and trained and worked. Gotta pay the bills, and my dad works overtime during the big holidays, so there wasn’t any point in coming home for them. Anyway I didn’t want to come back until I was—” He cleared his throat. “Why?”

“So you weren’t here,” another werewolf remarked knowingly, then leaned in to speak in a whisper. The others leaned in too, as if they all couldn’t hear pins drop on a crowded street. The werewolf dropped his voice even lower. “Theo Greenleaf had a mate.”

Zeki’s chest, his lungs, seemed to momentarily seize. He sucked in a breath, but it only made it worse. It was like something went wrong internally, something not exactly painful, but big, big enough to squeeze his heart against his ribs until it felt like it stopped beating. It wasn’t in his imagination, judging from the sudden blinks and series of concerned looks shot his way. He took another, longer breath and stared at the back of his hand, focusing on the patterns of ink in his skin.

After a moment he nodded to show he was all right. “He had a mate?” His thoughts were stuck on that word. He raised his head. Theo was concentrating on his work, but he could have been listening. He could know he was under discussion. This would hurt him if he heard it. Mates, and everything that meant, were very serious indeed to werewolves. Zeki didn’t pretend to understand the concept, and werewolves had never explained it to him, but he knew it was complicated, a relationship not unlike a marriage, only more immediate. Supposedly werewolves could smell their future together, or something, the second they met their mate. Matings didn’t happen to every were, but they weren’t especially rare either. One day a were would get a whiff of a happily ever after, and they’d know they’d found their life partner, or, as he’d once heard it, a life partner better for them than anyone else.

But even a mating was not a guarantee of happiness. Even mates could die, leaving their surviving partner in a situation similar to that of a human who had lost a spouse of fifty years.

“Oh, Theo,” Zeki said, while Theo kept his head down and ignored more gentle teasing from his coworkers.

Theo hadn’t been friends with Zeki, but he hadn’t been friends with the jerks who’d messed with Zeki either. Theo had been oblivious, but never deliberately mean or cruel. He didn’t deserve the kind of loss he’d suffered. Zeki didn’t want to think of the guy he’d crushed on in high school, the guy with his face buried in fantasy and science fiction novels half the time, being destroyed by grief.

“But he found someone at least,” he murmured. It didn’t make him feel any better.

The others shook their heads before he was finished speaking. “No, not even that.” Their leader, at Zeki’s right, looked from side to side before coming in closer. She was barely audible to his ears. “His mate rejected him.” Her voice trembled with what could have been fear.

“What?” Zeki embarrassed himself with the shocked screech. He settled back down, eyes on the werewolf next to him and not on the startled firefighters across the street. Zeki was a disciplined wizard now. He wasn’t going to get indignant and angry on behalf of a were he’d only spoken to once. He waited to go on until the fire department was again pretending they didn’t know they had an audience on the patio. He was furious for unknown reasons. “That never happens.”

“Oh it happens,” the male werewolf on his left informed him, a touch bitterly. “Why, the other week the sheriff went into Robin’s Egg’s café and....” He went silent with a grimace, as if what had happened with the sheriff was too painful to even be mentioned. Zeki vaguely recalled the old sheriff but then remembered his dad writing to him and mentioning a younger deputy had taken over a few years ago. Whatever. The sheriff’s heartbreak didn’t interest him. Theo’s, on the other hand, had apparently been something his father hadn’t felt the need to mention.

“What did Th—” For some reason Zeki couldn’t say Theo’s name out loud a second time. “What did he do?”

“Disappeared for a while. Stayed at home, among family. He was such a young thing, always so sweet-natured.” The first werewolf now unexpectedly sounded like a disappointed mother. “Came back a few months later, finished school. He took some classes at the community college in Carson, but his heart wasn’t in his studies anymore, poor child. He became a firefighter this past year.”

“He volunteers, you know.” This time the sigh from the weres was definitely one of longing. Zeki made a face none of them saw.

“All that free time,” another offered in the same tone. All of them were broken up about it. All of them would likely have leapt at the chance to soothe Theo’s wounds.

The male werewolf spoke again. “His cookies are to die for, never too sweet. You can buy them here, in the mornings, unless he’s been....” The were paused to make a gesture Zeki assumed meant “out fighting fires.” “But he bakes so much that more often than not you’ll end up with some for free. He gives them away. I’d marry him for his peanut butter and jelly bars alone.”

“He bakes?” That was something Zeki hadn’t known, or wouldn’t ever have guessed, about Theo Greenleaf. Writing, teaching, he might have expected that. Not heartbroken baking firefighter. Although now that he had the thought, it made Theo seem even more perfect than Zeki had once imagined he was. He stared hard at the curve of Theo’s spine. “And he doesn’t date anyone? At all? Ever?” Zeki tried to keep what was left of his dignity. “I mean, I’m not staying in town long, probably. Just for the summer. I’ve got to see how the festivals have taken off. Catch up with my dad. That’s all. No longer than that.” There were bubbles in Theo’s hair, resting on top of his head like a crown.
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