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THANK YOU FOR SELECTING this book! If you'd like, there is a bonus prologue, "An Old Acquaintance," on my Substack to read for free. Subscribe and read it first!

https://substack.com/@ggroyale?utm_campaign=profile&utm_medium=profile-page

Possible Trigger Warnings: Alcohol consumption, drugging, death of a parent, captivity and confinement, physical assault, hunting.
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December 25

ATZI

"Can I help you?" the wolf asks me. He sniffs the air, and I worry he might recognize me from scent alone. Would that matter right now? Probably not.

I stand from the bench I was sitting on. I am exhausted, wary, and hungry, but I know I have to tell him what happened last night so he can go to Loni. I owe her that much.

"Last night," I say, "Loni fell in the woods."

"What?" His expression changes from suspicion to worry quickly. "Who the hell are you? How do you know?"

He probably wouldn't appreciate the entire story, but if he'd been upfront with her, he could have avoided what happened last night.

"Not important just now. She's okay, just banged up a bit. I got her home." Should I tell him more? I don't think so.

"Exactly what is going on?"

I try to think of something to tell him, but my mind is blank. Usually I'm more articulate than this, but the last few weeks have taken a toll on me, and I want to get home.

"I want to talk to you later," Vuk demands. "Where can I find you?"

I still don't give an answer, and thankfully he doesn't wait for one, instead climbing into his truck and pulling out.

I watch the wolf go. I breathe a sigh of relief, glad Vuk cares more about his potential mate than sussing out the how and why of me. Last night was a mistake on my part. Saving Loni was the right thing to do, but I should not have shown her my true form. There were probably alternatives; I just couldn't think of them at the time.

I can't believe Vuk didn't recognize his own clothes. They are a tad long on me, but I don't look too awkward in them. He left his bathroom window cracked, and I was able to slip into his apartment in feline form, dress, and let myself out the front to wait and tell him about Loni and her accident. I didn't know, at the time, he didn't even bother locking the front door.

Save that for next time.

And couldn't he smell me? Didn't he know? I certainly knew about him the first time he came to Fox's Rest. He positively projected wolf from his human form, and any of the rest of our ilk could certainly recognize him for what he was. If an out-of-the-loop Loni hadn't been standing there, I would have let him know what was going on right then and beaten the truth out of him.

I hate that I haven't been able to complete the job I was sent here to do. My client will have questions to which I don't exactly have the answers. Not yet anyway.

I don't want to wait too long on the road, drawing attention. I slip back into the bakery, thankful the other businesses are abandoned this Christmas morning. I risk using Vuk's landline to make a phone call, perusing the community phone tree taped to the wall by the phone while I wait for an answer on the other end. Loni's number is there, and I commit it to memory.

I have zero resources, and I have to get out of town before Vuk and Loni put two and two together and come back to ask questions. I have nothing to tell them now. Nothing they want to hear at least.

"Hola?" the voice on the other end of the line says. Relief fills me. I honestly can't believe she picked up an unknown number. I had planned to leave a message and wait for her to call back.

"Abuela? I need to come home."

She doesn't hesitate, instead mobilizing the family immediately.

"Can you make it to Bakersfield? I'll send your tio."

It's over three hours away, and I hate to ruin his holiday, but I can stowaway as a cat or hitchhike as a man. I can make it, and my tio will take me the rest of the way to Los Angeles and the family.

"I'll be there. By tonight."

I hang up and check the cash register, finding it empty. My stomach rumbles. The pastry case is empty too. I'd eaten some kibble and a can of gourmet wet food before leaving Fox's Rest last night on Christmas Eve. Loni thought she was treating me to a holiday dinner, but what satisfied me as a cat doesn't really last in human form. I could raid the rest of the building for any supplies, but I don't want to risk being caught.

The next twelve hours are going to suck.

Without another thought, I head out onto the road, traveling south, my hands in the pockets of my stolen jeans.

Merry fucking Christmas.
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Wednesday, February 5

ANTOINE

Wednesday weekend.

That's what my mama called it when we'd play hooky and go fishing. She'd pack us up some pimento cheese and olive loaf sandwiches—too much sodium for me these days—and we'd hike down to one of the ponds and spend the day in the sun, laughing and talking.

My mama was great.

Those trips we took were easy, not at all like what I decided to do today.

I still don't know what got a hold of me. I should be back at the office, over three hours away, fielding phone calls and making deals, but I couldn't stop myself. Maybe because Valentine's Day is just over a week away. Maybe because I'm reaching a certain age. I don't want to sit around waiting any longer.

I want Glory.

I slip my car keys into my pocket. Next to me, the motor of my overheated vintage diesel Mercedes pings, clicks, and hisses as it cools in the mountain air. I sigh, not exactly sure whether the old beast of a car, burning used fry oil, will make it out of here alive.

I glance back at the roadhouse. I can hear zydeco pouring out the door, and it immediately draws me in.

Glory's going to think I'm stalking her.

In a way, I am.

About two months ago, I ran into her in a restaurant in Fresno. Imagine the shock, seeing someone from my past, from halfway across the country, right there. I gave her my number and told her to call me. She never did. I don't know why. Wouldn't she want to see me as much as I want to see her? To talk about home, a place that hasn't existed in two decades.

Since then, I've felt as if I can't focus; I can't stop pacing. She's the only thing on my mind. I have to get my head straight when it comes to her, or else who knows where my life is headed?

I may have looked her up on social media, and after a little research, found out about this roadhouse I am now standing in front of in the Sierra Nevada. It's fitting, since her grandfather, who raised her, ran something similar where we grew up.

I passed through the tiny mountain town of Lupine Meadow to get here, and the place impressed me. Tidy, flourishing businesses. So much calmer and green than the city I now called home, Bakersfield. Though I doubted I could find Basque food as good here.

The building housing Glory's bar is completely different from the old Guidry's where we grew up in the bayou of southeast Louisiana, but it also feels a hundred percent like home. Like holding Glory had for that brief time several weeks ago. My fingers twitch, and I fist my hands.

Have I made a mistake? What if there is a good reason she didn't call? Maybe she's married. Maybe she doesn't care about home anymore, since she lives here.

I shouldn't be standing out here waffling in the shade of the pine trees. I should get in there and reintroduce myself. Find out what she's been doing these last two decades.

She probably already knows I'm here. I can practically feel her heartbeat across the parking lot.

I cross the gravel expanse, and the saloon doors swing closed behind me. I give myself a few moments to let my eyes adjust. I don't see her right away. The bar is mostly empty, since it's after lunch and before dinner time, and only a couple of people sit at the bar, talking quietly to themselves.

I hear a sharp intake of breath, and I know Glory sees me.

I turn toward the sound, and there she is, coming through the door to an office, a green half-apron around her trim waste. Her long black braids are pulled back in a loose ponytail, leaving her face open. The shock there is obvious.

"Glory," I say and take a step toward her.

The two people at the bar turn, leveling their gazes on me.

I recognize the woman; she was with Glory when I ran into her in Fresno. She has curly dark hair shot through with silver and a polished vibe, like she lives in a much bigger city than this. The man, though, is a stranger. He's a few inches taller than me and looks like a Slavic god. I keep myself fit, but this guy... He'd give me a run for my money.

He even gets off his stool, like he's going to protect Glory from me, and I take a step back.

Immediately my instincts kick in. He's got alpha written all over him, and I don't mean eats-steaks-and-watches-football alpha. I mean real alpha. The woman with him is all human, but he is all wolf.

I gape.

"It's okay, Vuk," Glory says. "He's not gonna try to stab me. Are you, Tony?"

I wince, snapping out of it momentarily. No one has called me Tony since I was working in the oil fields nearly two decades ago. I have been Antoine solidly once I got my degree in petroleum engineering, moved into an office, and started wearing suits.

But stab her? What kind of place is this if that is her first thought? And where did this other wolf come from?

"Loni, you met Tony in Fresno, remember? And, Tony, this is Vuk. He's an old friend of mine." She walks across the bar and looks back at me. "You want something to drink, or you just come in here to stare?"

Vuk sniffs the air as I approach the bar, and I know he's clocked me now too. I've been a lone wolf most of my adult life. These days, that means owning a little cabin in the high desert where I retreat for the full moon or whenever I feel the need to connect with my canine side. But here are two wolves in the same building. Where am I?

I take a seat on Loni's side, leaving a stool between us. I can tell by the energy in the air that she is Vuk's, and I will not do anything to threaten that.

"What the hell, Glory?" Vuk asks her quietly across the bar, as if I can't hear him from only a few feet down.

"What's going on?" Loni asks, eyeing her companion and Glory. Glory looks at me, then back at Loni, in a way that says it's not her story to tell.

But as I gauged earlier, Loni appears to be rather intelligent and has put two and two together very quickly.

"Oh," she says, drawing it out.

So she knows? No, I should not assume. But if she is Vuk's mate, she would have to know.

"A beer," I finally say. I make it a habit to be prepared for nearly anything, but finding Glory in a den of wolves, literally, had not been on my radar. She always needed family, and I expected she'd found some form of it, but not with another pack. Never with another pack. It almost feels like a betrayal. What would her grandfather think?

"IPA, lager, Mexican lager, porter, sour..." Glory lists.

I blink, hardly paying attention. There's a chalkboard over the window to the kitchen listing a slew of local brews, and I pick one based on its low APV rather than any particular flavor profile. I need to relax, but I also need to get my head on straight.

She pours it from the tap and slides it across the bar toward me. "So stalking me, huh?" she says, propping her elbows on the bar and her chin in her hands.

"I wouldn't have to if you'd called or texted me," I say, then take a sip of my beer. It's cold and crisp, exactly what I needed. I set it down and level my gaze on her. "How could you ignore me after two decades?" Yeah, I was going in hot, but I'd stewed over this since December.

She sighs and turns away.

"Do you two need some time to yourselves?" Loni asks.

Someone comes from the swinging door to the kitchen with a basket of french fries and sets it down in front of Loni.

This one is also a wolf, probably in her thirties with light blond hair in a braid crown, covered in a hairnet, and bright blue eyes. She stops and stares at me too.

"Helle, this is Tony," Glory says.

"Antoine," I correct.

"Sorry," Glory tells me.

"Is he...new?" she asks. She has a very slight northern European accent, fitting her stature and pale features.

"New to what?" I respond.

Helle looks between me and Glory, then goes back to the kitchen.

"What is going on here?" I ask.

Glory straightens, cocks her head to the side, and sighs. "You never met Vera? She never, like, came for you?"

I furrow my brows. "Who is Vera?" Came for me? What does that mean?

"She should probably know about this," Vuk says quietly. He gets up, taking his cell phone out of his pocket as he leaves the bar.

"Who is Vera?" I ask again.

Glory and Loni exchange a glance this time, and a lot passes between them.

"Welcome to Lupine Meadow, Antoine," Loni says, a bit of sarcasm in her voice. "A sanctuary for you. For werewolves."

I blink. I've been living a few hours' drive from this for how long and never new about it? "You've kept a good secret," I say to Glory. There will be some emotions to process later.

Loni chuckles, eats a fry, and watches me. Then she says, "It is a good secret, isn't it? You're handling it a lot better than I did when I found out."

Vuk comes back to the bar and nods slightly at Glory.

I take a larger drink of my beer now, giving myself some time to process, though I doubt I can put all my mental ducks in a row right now. "How...how many of us?" My voice is quiet as I try to label the emotions I'm feeling. Bitter, maybe, if this Vera never sought me out and brought me here. How would my life have been different? Relief, that maybe I won't have to be a lone wolf for much longer. That's all I wanted when I came to see Glory. Some companionship. Sure, there are a few wolves in Bakersfield, but Glory is from home, and that counts for something. "Are there others from...?" I can't finish.

Glory shakes her head. "I've kept in touch with a few cousins, but they've opted not to join us." Her eyes go wide. "What about you? What about your mom?"

The pain of losing the most important person in my life, so long ago now, bubbles fresh to the surface. All I can do is shake my head.

"Oh, honey, I'm so sorry."

I can see the pain of her loss appears unannounced and unwelcome too. We have so much in common.

"You hungry?" she asks. "Food helps."

I'm not, but I know I should eat, and I trust her to put in an order for me, so I nod.

In the silence, Loni eats her fries, the zydeco plays, and I let my thoughts get the better of me. So I've stumbled into a small town in the mountains that just happens to be a safe haven for werewolves. I can't even fathom how they could do that.

"How many are there?" I ask. "Of us?"

"Oh, about twenty or so," Vuk says. "Numbers change here and there. A child born, a new refugee added. Someone might leave because..." He doesn't finish, and I wonder what the rest of the story there is.

Twenty? We had more in the bayou, but most were closely related. My mom's family came from farther west in the previous century, but the Guidrys and their clan always welcomed us. Here, though, wolves from everywhere? How can all these different bloodlines live together? I wonder about this Vera woman. Who is she?

A plate of catfish appears in the passthrough, and Glory grabs it and places it in front of me.

I know old man Guidry's catfish when I see it, and tears threaten. I've spent plenty of time in Louisiana, Texas, and Southern California in the last two decades, trying to find a plate of fish that compared at all, but nothing ever came close to that man's fried catfish.

"She makes the gumbo too," Vuk says as if he knows exactly what I'm thinking. Maybe he does. It would make sense for an Alpha.

I look up at Glory, and she nods. In this moment, I couldn't be more grateful.

The first bite burns my mouth, and it is heaven.
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GLORY

Vera walks in just as Tony—Antoine, I mean—is nearly licking his plate clean. I haven't seen a man eat like that in forever. It does my heart proud, truly, and Grandpa is probably smiling down at Antoine too.

She's come alone, which probably means Bertha and Scavola—the other two that make up the Weird Sisters, our town matriarchs—are busy with business elsewhere. She walks in wearing her furs, a large tote slung over one shoulder. She doesn't drive, but whoever brought her doesn't accompany her in. She stomps right up to the bar, stops, and tilts her chin up, taking in Antoine.

"Antoine Livaudais, this is Vera," I say.

Antoine turns on his barstool and looks down at the centenarian. She sniffs the air, then turns to go sit at one of the tables. She motions for him to follow. He looks at me, and I nod, telling him to go.

When Vera levels her gaze on me too, I know she wants me to join them, even though I'd rather do anything else. I take off my apron and throw it on the backbar, then take a seat at the table.

"Welcome to Lupine Meadow," she says to Antoine, her voice carrying the tones of a dowager countess, which isn't too far off the mark. One rumor is that she used to be titled royalty in western Russia before the last czar was executed. I don't think it's true, but it could be.

I wonder what Antoine is feeling. Clearly he was never really in need of sanctuary if Vera never located him. Very rarely do we get wolves just happening upon us, so I don't know what the precedent is. Welcome him with more than words? Swear him to secrecy and send him on his way?

"So Loni told me this is a refugee settlement, basically?" he says, and I cringe. Vera won't like that reductive characterization, let alone it coming from the most recent human to be allowed in on our secret.

She glances at Loni, who is clearly trying to avoid eavesdropping and doing a horrible job. "Ms. Chambers has only been with us a couple of months, and she is still learning about our little...settlement." She wrinkles her nose when she says the word. "But essentially, yes. I've brought our kind from around the world to settle here, to find peace and companionship."

Antoine doesn't follow up with another question right away but looks down at his hands, folded in his lap, like he's trying to figure something out. "Can anyone join? Move here? Get a place?"

"We like to vet our citizens, Mr...?"

"Livaudais."

"Mr. Livaudais," Vera finishes.

"So Ms. Chambers there was vetted?"

I can't help but snort.

"Yes, however, we are not always successful in our choices," Vera says carefully.

I hear Vuk and Loni laugh from the bar. I'm glad we've all gotten this far with Loni. Not much longer and maybe she would really be one of us. I sometimes wonder if Vuk has brought that up at all, that she could be changed. It's not my place to ask though.

"We'd love to have you get to know our town," Vera continues. "You may yet find a place among us. What is it exactly you do?"

"Alternative energy."

Vera's eyebrows go up. "A noble occupation in our current climate. One tick in your box." Then she stands, readjusts her tote bag, and marches to the door of the bar. "Vuk, you may take me home."
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