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This is for every lover who refuses to change, give up, or give in.

 


Chapter One

TANNER

 

Tanner McBane ran hard, expertly leaping over rocks and dodging trees as he pushed his body to maximum speed. His paws dug into the ground, kicking up the leaves and dirt of the forest floor behind him. He wasn’t on the hunt. He wasn’t trying to outrun an enemy. The demons chasing him were internal. Tanner was the McBane-pack-Alpha’s son, or at least he was until a week ago.

He had been raised to be the pack’s next leader. He had believed the pack would always be there for him; that they’d have his back. He’d certainly expected his mother to stand by him, but the good Alpha mate she was, she’d remained silent about everything as she stood at his father’s side. His mother’s docile nature annoyed him. Tanner was determined to find a mate who wasn’t afraid to speak up.

Pack bond, loyalty, and respect were solid as long as Tanner had remained exactly like them. As soon as he’d stood up to his father, told him he was gay, and he wanted a male to mate, he’d been disowned. The entire pack turned their backs on him. He was hurt, afraid, and pissed as hell. He was also very much alone with no one but himself to rely on. Tanner learned he liked that. He made his own rules, did his own thing, and he was happy. All he needed was someone to share his life with. Now that he was officially a lone wolf, he could search for the mate he truly wanted, not just settle for whomever his father chose.

Tanner’s need for a mate had been the catalyst for his disownment. He’d announced his sexuality so his father would stop choosing female shifters for him. His father had wanted to find him a mate the minute Tanner had turned eighteen, but Tanner managed to hold him off for a few years. Apparently, twenty-two years old was the limit his father tolerated. He’d been set up with a new female almost weekly until Tanner finally had enough and announced his homosexuality. He no longer needed to worry about his father’s erroneous choices.

A loud, resonating roar of pain ripped through the night. Tanner skidded to a halt, claws digging into the dirt, nose in the air, and ears pricked to the sky. Pinpointing where the scream originated from in the dense forest was tricky. The breeze carried only silence and the faintest scent of smoke and blood. Tanner followed the scent, picking his way silently over the undergrowth, careful not to disturb anything. Heavy breathing interrupted by a growl that rapidly escalated into a roar of frustration once again echoed through the night and led Tanner closer.

Tanner stopped and hunkered down when he came within sight of the scream’s owner. A man struggled on the ground with a large bear trap clamped around his calf. A few inches lower and the massive metal teeth might have severed the man’s foot at the ankle. The scent of blood was strong, but what was noticeably missing was the scent of fear. The man was angry. He was frustrated. But he wasn’t afraid, and that intrigued Tanner. He moved closer, keeping his attention locked on the stranger. His paw landed on a pile of dried leaves, and the man’s head swung to face him. Pain twisted the man’s handsome features, but his gaze was fierce as he stared at Tanner.

Tanner blinked but remained absolutely still. This man…he wasn’t human. He didn’t smell human, and he didn’t act human, but he was amazingly beautiful. Dark-blond hair hung limply over his tanned forehead and curled slightly at his ears. Dark-brown eyes zeroed in on Tanner and narrowed menacingly.

“Come here, pup,” the man growled through elongated fangs.

The man’s voice rumbled, coming from deep within his chest. Tanner took a step back. This man shouldn’t need his help. He was another shifter, and worse, he was a dragon shifter. From his disheveled, fatigued appearance and the fact the bear trap’s teeth were still snuggly buried in his leg, he was a substantially weakened dragon, but still dangerous. Knowing just because the dragon shifter had a steel trap on his leg didn’t mean he was helpless, Tanner backed away without breaking eye contact. The dragon slowly disappeared from view as Tanner moved deeper into the surrounding trees. Once out of sight, Tanner turned and ran.

“Come back and help me, or I will hunt you down and eat you for dinner, you pathetic dog,” the dragon yelled.

The insult was cut off by an agonized scream that filled the night. The shifter must have moved the wrong way and jarred the trap. Tanner wasn’t strong enough in human form to remove the trap, and as a wolf with paws, instead of fingers, he was useless. If the dragon was stronger, he would be able to free himself. Helping a dragon shifter regain his strength was a dangerous proposition. All paranormals knew dragons and wolves didn’t get along well. Tanner often wondered why and considered asking his father on several occasions, but he’d never followed through. Ethan McBane was not one who enjoyed being questioned.

Tanner located the herd of deer he’d been following and hunting over the past week. Dragons weren’t picky eaters, especially when in such a weakened state. Tanner wasn’t all that educated when it came to other shifters, but he vaguely remembered being told dragons preferred their prey be alive until they ate it. With that in mind, he took down a female deer that smelled sick, making sure the wound was debilitating, but not fatal, and dragged her back to the dragon.

Tanner tugged the heavy deer through the trees into the small clearing where the shifter lay. It had been more than an hour since he’d left to hunt for food for the man. The dragon appeared even more weakened by the time Tanner returned, no doubt from the continuous blood loss he was suffering. The man rolled his head toward Tanner and licked his lips as the scent of blood reached him. He pushed up onto his elbows, teeth elongating and eyes swirling gold, as Tanner pulled the still-struggling deer closer.

“You brought me dinner. Aren’t you a good pup,” the dragon shifter said.

He latched onto the deer’s leg with surprising force and pulled the animal closer to himself. Tanner growled, deep and low, baring his teeth as he backed away. Even in a weakened state, this dragon was powerful and dangerous. Plus, Tanner didn’t like being called pup. He was a young wolf shifter, twenty-two years old, but he was far from a puppy who needed protecting. The fact he was capable of sustaining himself and feeding an injured, bleeding dragon was proof enough.

The dragon wrapped a strong arm around the deer’s body while the other gripped the head. The animal struggled as the shifter sank his teeth into the neck, snapping it in a swift death blow, and then began to feast. Tanner backed away another few feet, well out of reach, and wondered if he should leave now or wait. He knew, once the dragon had fresh meat to strengthen him, he’d pry the metal trap from his leg on his own. Tanner wasn’t sure he wanted to be anywhere nearby when the man was free, especially after seeing him tear into the deer carcass as if it were paper. When most of the deer meat was gone, the dragon pulled away, blood dripping from his fangs and covering his chin and neck.

Tanner watched from his crouched position among the trees as the dragon closed his eyes, turned his face upward, and the blood soaked into his skin. When the shifter’s eyes found Tanner, they shined a brighter gold and not a drop of blood marred his perfect skin. The dragon pushed the remainder of the carcass away and turned his attention to his leg. Gripping the thick, saw-toothed edge of the trap, he forced it open as he let out a loud roar.

Tanner jumped to his feet, ready to run at a moment’s notice, as the man steadily pulled the sharp teeth from his skin and removed his leg from the iron. He threw the trap into the woods, and Tanner heard the thud as it landed dozens of feet away, testament to the dragon’s renewed power. Tanner’s gaze was glued to the dragon’s leg as the wounds knitted themselves back together. Tanner had an accelerated rate of healing as well, but the wounds the dragon had suffered would have taken Tanner days to heal, assuming he’d been able to free himself in the first place. Tanner lifted his gaze to the dragon’s face. His eyes had returned to their deep, rich brown, but his hair was damp with perspiration, the curl more pronounced, hanging wetly around his face. The man had incredible strength, but the effort of removing the trap had taken a toll.

Distant voices floated on the breeze and Tanner’s ears pricked. The dragon’s acute hearing picked them up as well. He rolled to his knees into a crouch, ready to pounce, his fangs once again elongating, preparing for a fight. Tanner flattened his ears to his head and tucked his tail, his lips curling up to reveal fangs of his own. He bent his knees, the muscles in his legs ready to launch him whichever direction was required. Three men burst through the foliage, rifles in hand.


Chapter Two

LUCA

 

Luca Duray took one look at the hunters who burst into the small clearing and immediately knew they were human. He rose to his full six-foot-four height and quickly retracted his fangs. He had just feasted on deer, and he wasn’t currently hungry, so these men were lucky enough to live out the night. Unless they were the ones who had placed the trap in the first place, and then they would be dead. Luca’s keen hearing made him aware of the wolf’s subtle movement behind him.

Normally, he never allowed a possible enemy to be at his back, but there was something different about this wolf shifter. This wolf had hunted for him, fed him so he could regain his strength and thereby his freedom, all at an increased risk to the wolf’s well-being. No. This shifter was safe enough. Luca straightened his suit coat and brushed off the leaves and debris that had accumulated on the expensive fabric from the recent unfortunate events, then smoothed his drying hair back from his face. He adopted the self-assured businessman persona that was like a second skin to him after so many decades.

“Gentlemen,” Luca said as he leveled an intimidating gaze on the hunters.

“Hey,” the hunter in the lead said. “We’re camping nearby and heard a lot of screaming and roaring—”

“And howling,” one of the others murmured as he glanced at the wolf.

“Everything okay here?” the leader asked.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” Luca said. “I was out for a stroll with my dog when we interrupted something having dinner.”

He flicked his wrist dismissively at the deer carcass. The men looked at the deer, and then collectively moved their gazes to the wolf behind him. The hunters were definitely questioning his explanation, but Luca didn’t have the inclination to put them at ease. He simply didn’t care if these human hunters bought his story or not. In the grander scheme of life, their beliefs didn’t matter.

“Awful late for a stroll,” one of the men said.

“Insomnia.” Luca shrugged as he turned to leave the clearing. “Come boy,” he said to the wolf and snapped his fingers.

Luca hoped the wolf understood enough to follow him like an obedient dog following his master. Luca smiled to himself at the thought of this wolf shifter being his to command. A dragon master with a wolf sidekick would certainly stir up the paranormal world. The sleek black-and-white wolf followed as instructed, his intelligent bright-blue eyes taking in the hunters before giving them his back. The animal was beautiful, lean, and powerful—a creature meant to lead.

Luca listened to see if any of the men followed, but all remained quiet. The night became silent, even the breeze taking leave, as they moved through the trees. He was hyperaware of the wolf following at a distance. Once Luca was certain they were alone, he stopped. The wolf paced in a wide arc around him, never getting too close, but maintaining firm eye contact. Luca got the distinct feeling he was being sized up. He lowered himself into a squat, bracing his elbows on his knees. He smirked and glanced up at the surrounding forest.

The night was clear, warm, and dry. The canopy of branches and leaves filtered the moonlight into small patches of luminescence dotting across the ground. Quiet. He lowered his gaze and watched the wolf with a sideways glance. Powerful muscles moved beneath shiny fur and Luca caught himself wondering what the man looked like. Some wolf shifters were attractive as animals but were plain and sometimes hideous as humans. This one was young and smelled uniquely of the forest surrounding them.

“You’re a beautiful young pup, aren’t you?” Luca asked. The wolf’s ears pinned back against his head, and he bared his teeth. Luca chuckled, resulting in a low growl from the wolf. “I meant no offense, I assure you.”

Luca stood once again and scanned the area around him. When his gaze returned to where the wolf had stood, there was only forest. The shifter had moved so quickly and quietly. Luca found it a bit disconcerting the wolf was able to disappear like that, despite Luca’s enhanced hearing. Feeling eyes on him, Luca smiled.

“Thank you for your assistance…pup,” Luca said to the forest, in general. No response came, but he was certain he’d been heard.


Chapter Three

TANNER

 

Tanner was dressed in his best suit but was still self-conscious. This was his first job interview…ever. Until now, he’d held a position in his father’s firm. With his disownment, he had to consider things as mundane as housing, clothing, and food, all of which required income. For the past two weeks, he’d been living off the savings he managed to keep while under his father’s thumb. Those funds were now running low and he needed to replenish his account soon.

Breathing deeply, he left the hotel room he acquired the day before. The room was chosen because of its close proximity to the office building where Tanner would, with any luck, be working, starting tomorrow. He walked the short distance, adjusting his tie and suit coat frequently, in a bout of nerves. He hadn’t been this nervous in the presence of the dragon last week, though he should have been. The shifter had been in human form, but it would have taken mere seconds for him to achieve dragon form to squash Tanner like a bug. Or perhaps, decide to gore him with a horn or a tail spike many of the more mature dragons developed. No wolf shifter alive had a defense against those.

Tanner shook his head to remove all thoughts of the dragon shifter. He had been obsessing over the man since happening upon him. Every night, Tanner dreamt of brown eyes swirling with gold, wet dark-blond hair, and imagined the shifter appeared that way due to hot and sweaty intimate situations rather than the pain that had actually caused the look. He might have allowed his imagination to run wild and produced a smooth chest and bulging biceps, as well. It was pathetic the most attractive man Tanner had come into contact with since his departure from the pack was a dragon he could never be with and who kept calling him “pup.” So damned infuriating.

Moving gracefully through the mass of humans on the street, Tanner made excellent time and entered the air-conditioned building with fifteen minutes to spare. He checked in with reception and took a seat to wait his turn. Several other people, male and female alike, shared the waiting room with him, all impeccably dressed and looking almost as nervous as he was. Tanner used the time to center himself the same way he did when he was about to initiate the change. His breathing deepened, his heart rate slowed, and a calm descended over his mind, silencing his thoughts. Once he was finally called into the office for his interview, he’d appear perfectly calm and completely in control.

A tingle tripped down Tanner’s spine, alerting him to the presence of another paranormal. He casually glanced around at the room’s occupants, trying to discern who was causing the reaction. No one was looking at him or scanning the waiting area the way he was. The human staff went about their business without the slightest clue a wolf shifter sat in their midst or that another paranormal was nearby. This was why humans made such great prey—they were completely unaware of the predators among them.

A gorgeous man with shoulder-length brown hair and incredibly light-blue eyes exited the hall, catching Tanner’s attention. The man stopped outside an office door, looked directly at Tanner, smiled slightly, and then turned to enter the office. Tanner was certain the handsome man was the other paranormal he’d sensed, but he didn’t have time to investigate.

A pretty blonde woman in a blue skirt and white blouse stepped behind the rounded mahogany reception desk and spoke in low tones to the clerk. Tanner’s hearing picked up every word whispered between the women, and he prepared himself to be called. He slid his hands down his slacks and straightened his suit coat again. The blonde woman walked out from behind the desk and called out to the room in general.

“Tanner McBane.”

Tanner pushed to his feet. “Yes, ma’am.”

She looked him over head to toe before nodding. “Right this way.” She turned and led him down a long hall with glass walls, allowing everyone a view of the offices on the other side. “Do you have a copy of your resume and references?” the woman asked, glancing down at his empty hands. Prickles of anxiety punched holes into Tanner’s calm façade.

“No. I sent my resume in with the application, but I didn’t bring a copy,” he answered. More than a little concerned, he asked, “Will I still be able to interview?”

“Of course, but your chances of being hired are fairly low.”

“Why?”

“You came unprepared.”

Her tone suggested Tanner was better served not bothering with the interview, but he refused to give in so easily. His resume wasn’t fantastic in any way, and he really only had one reference: his father, whom he had no intention of ever using. As they reached the end of the hall, another reception desk appeared, this one of glass and metal, occupied by an average-looking young man. Behind him was an ornately-engraved, opaque frosted-glass door. Upon seeing them approach, the man lifted the phone and announced their arrival. He hung up the receiver with a nod, so the woman opened the door and stepped aside. Tanner smiled at her as he crossed the threshold, but she didn’t return the smile. She turned on her heel and left the room, closing the door behind her with a soft click. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves as he stepped farther into the expansive room and froze. His fight-or-flight instinct flared to life, zinging through his system and threatening an uncontrolled shift. His gaze was riveted to the man standing in front of the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the city.


Chapter Four

LUCA

 

Luca inhaled the scent of forest deeply into his lungs and smiled. He kept his gaze on the cityscape beyond his window, though he no longer saw any of it. Every molecule in his body was aware his wolf shifter had entered the room. He had read and dismissed the short, lackluster resume of one Tanner McBane seconds before the applicant was brought to the office. Luca closed his eyes. For the hundredth time in the past week, he pulled the image of the beautiful wolf to the forefront of his mind. Shiny black-and-white fur and brilliant blue eyes had haunted him most of his waking hours since their unfortunate meeting the week before.

Aware any sudden movements might result in an undesirable confrontation given the strong scent of adrenaline filling the room, Luca slowly turned to face the shifter. His breath caught in his chest when he saw his wolf pup was an incredibly handsome young man. Tanner McBane was as gorgeous in human form as he was in wolf form. He had wavy black hair that barely touched the top of his ears in a sexy disheveled look. Bright-blue eyes narrowed in wariness and tracked Luca’s every move. Luca chuckled, unsure how to proceed with this meeting since it was no longer a traditional interview.

“Take a seat, Mr. McBane.” Luca sat in the plush executive chair behind his desk and quirked an eyebrow. “Or may I call you Tanner?”

“Um…Tanner, please. Mr. McBane brings up unwanted memories,” Tanner answered with a shake of his head.

He sat in one of the leather chairs across the desk from Luca. Unlike all the other applicants, whose eyes looked at everything but Luca, Tanner’s gaze never left him. Given the chance, Luca would stare into those beautiful blues for the entirety of his eternal life. He wondered what reaction Tanner would have to that news, as he smiled at the young man. Tanner lowered his eyes to his lap.

“Shit,” Tanner said under his breath. Thanks to Luca’s keen hearing, he heard Tanner’s expletive quite clearly. “I wasn’t prepared for this.”

Luca rested his elbows on the desktop and leaned forward. “You don’t need to be prepared for anything. The job is yours.”

“You don’t know anything about me yet. You haven’t asked me anything,” Tanner said with eyes narrowed to slits. “I’ve never done an interview before, but I’m pretty sure that’s how it’s supposed to go.”

Luca leaned back in his chair and gripped the armrests. “I don’t need to. The job was yours the moment you walked through my door.”

“Why?”

“Because I know who you are, pup. I’d recognize your scent anywhere.” Luca smiled broadly as irritation creased Tanner’s forehead.
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