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“YOU CAN SAY IT, VALERIE.” Blake’s pained whisper was barely audible even to Tim’s ears. “Carolyn, my mate, rejected me.” Blake twisted dramatically to face the door again. For a second, Tim thought he was going to howl the way he had when Carolyn’s evil twin had buried Carolyn alive and Blake nearly hadn’t been able to find her in time. But Blake only shut his eyes. “My mate rejected me. Carolyn is gone. There is nothing left for me. Don’t you understand?”

Tim looked at Nurse Valerie, who had been desperately in love with Blake for Blake’s entire story line on Diedre’s Secret.

“But Blake!” Valerie’s human voice cracked. “Can’t you just love me? I mean... us?” Valerie ducked her head and clung to the heavy amulet around her neck. “Everyone in Cedar Falls loves you. Can’t we be your pack? Can’t we help you heal?”

Tim hadn’t been expecting her confession of love, or for her to offer up the whole town as Blake’s pack. Generally Blake’s werewolf nature wasn’t mentioned on the show except for when they wanted to talk about his epic love for Carolyn.

Tim frowned at the TV on the wall across the café. Robin’s Egg, the café’s owner, kept the TV turned to the news with the volume down and the closed captioning on until it was time for Diedre’s Secret to start. Diedre’s Secret was as cheesy as any other soap opera, but the inclusion of a werewolf in the cast last year had been big news. In Wolf’s Paw, heavily populated by weres, Blake’s plotline was discussed as much as the weather.

The actor playing Blake was actually a werewolf, which was even more surprising than a werewolf character’s presence in mainstream human television. On the café’s small TV screen, Blake’s expression was sad, although not too sad, because he wasn’t that great of an actor. “It’s no good,” he told Valerie, already at the door. “There’s nothing for me now.”

Valerie’s gasp hinted at something Tim didn’t get, as if Blake was going to do more than just leave the town, as if he might be about to die. The camera zoomed in on poor Valerie’s face, and then a commercial came on.

Tim blinked a few times. Was Blake going to die because Carolyn, being under Witch Alicia’s spell, had pretended she didn’t want him? Tim turned to Carl, wanting to ask if that was true. Then he saved himself the embarrassment by remembering this was a soap opera where last week someone had survived emergency brain surgery in a stalled elevator.

That had been a confusing episode even with the captioning and Tim’s wolf hearing, which allowed him to hear the dialogue above the noise of lunchtime in the café.

Blake’s story line focused on his love for Carolyn. Tim strongly suspected all that mating stuff between Carolyn and Blake was made-up. Although sometimes it felt like it could be true, because even in Wolf’s Paw, talk of romance—and sex—seemed to dominate the conversation. Some of it had to do with the upcoming festivals, but the rest of it Tim was going to blame on the moon.

He looked up from the souvenir shot glass display to the window, where Robin’s Egg had hung up yet another poster advertising the Spring Thaw. The festival occurred close to the end of May, after the snow melted. It had been pushed back a few years ago to kick off the start of the town’s summer tourist season.

Tucked away in the mountains, Wolf’s Paw had tourists all year round—hikers, campers, and the like—but the summer season was different, or so Tim had been told. Everyone was hoping for an especially busy tourist season and dreading it at the same time. Tim should leave town before it became his problem too.

At the thought, Tim almost knocked over an oversized shot glass marked Alpha Wolf, and quickly closed the display case. He sighed in disappointment as Diedre’s Secret came back on and the episode went to other characters and their stories. Then he turned to consider Carl once again.

Tim cleared his throat, hoping for casual. “So, that was bullshit. Blake’s not going to die because he can’t be with his mate. Weres don’t die of broken hearts.” He pressed for more when Carl didn’t answer. “Right?”

Carl turned the page in the local newspaper he had to have read a dozen times by now. “You sure you’re a were?”

Tim fought the urge to jump. He was used to the big city where he’d passed for human, not this town where everyone knew a werewolf when they looked at one, even if Tim was, as Carl himself had once said, the smallest were ever seen.

Carl turned another page, nonchalant as fuck. “I thought you all had keen senses so as not to miss the obvious.”

“The obvious like, you’re a nosy old man?” Tim retorted.

Carl returned to his paper.

Tim stared at the puff of white hair sticking out from under Carl’s hat and the dark skin of Carl’s neck, visible above his collar. Tim was a disgrace to werewolves because instead of contemplating how vulnerable it made someone to expose the neck like that, he kept thinking of his uncle. Carl was in his seventies and much older than Uncle Silas, but something about Carl reminded Tim of how he and his uncle used to fire remarks back and forth over a chessboard.

Usually when Tim thought of his uncle, it was in moments of panic, when he was sure Silas and Luca were close to finding him. But lately Tim had been thinking of him more often, probably because of this town with its scent of werewolf everywhere, and the pack of little ones who wouldn’t leave him alone, and the mountains, and trees. This town smelled of wild places and secrets Tim didn’t understand, and no one smelled of them more than—

Tim purposefully derailed that train of thought to glance over at Carl and not out the window. He should walk out of this gift shop right now and head to the bus station at the edge of town. Tim considered hopping on a bus at least once a day every day since Ray’s bus ticket had brought Tim here from Los Cerros.

Now Tim was here in Wolf’s Paw, an entire town that smelled like wolves, a lot of wolves, and sex. Wolf’s Paw wasn’t just a town with a large werewolf population; oh no, Wolf’s Paw was also known as the place for humans and beings to come to if they wanted to “walk on the wild side”—a phrase Tim found more than a little offensive, to be honest. The town was wolves and sex, all the time, in Tim’s nose, in his head. He shuddered with frustrated lust and dropped his face to the cool, clean glass of the counter display case. He groaned to himself but stopped when Carl muttered something about “instinct” loud enough that Tim knew he was meant to hear.

“I’ve got your instinct right here, old man,” Tim mumbled, shaking a fist at Carl without raising his head. Tim hated instinct. He hated this town. He hated this gift shop with its sex accoutrements and heavy-duty lube almost as much as he hated the kitschy T-shirts with the werewolf puns and fake claw marks on them. It felt like everyone but Tim was in on some joke. He hated everything—that confusing soap opera, his life, his size, the full moon making him breathe hard and reminding him he was wolf, and that woodsy, sparkling-cool scent on the edge of his tongue when he opened his mouth. That fucking incredible fire-and-snow scent was how Tim imagined it felt to stand amid mountains and redwoods, only it had a current of power underneath it, like sweat and fur, male-scent so strong he could taste it. He groaned again and curled his hands against the glass a second before he realized exactly what was happening.

He raised his head.

The sheriff entered the café.

Tim hadn’t seen him cross the street from the direction of the sheriff’s station—not that he had been watching for him. Though if Tim had been watching, it would only have been out of a sense of self-preservation. Keeping an eye on both cops and alpha weres was a good policy, especially when those alpha weres were cops who seemed determined to keep an eye on him.

Sheriff Neri held the door open for a human who gaped up at him the way people stared at lightning, awestruck and electrified. Then he walked over to the counter to order his lunch. A pack of younger weres eating fries and chocolate ice cream slid out of his way with an eruption of nervous giggles. The sheriff paid no attention to them, though Tim got the feeling the sheriff knew exactly who they were and how they regarded him. Sheriff Neri might look like a beefcake, but he wasn’t oblivious, and those kids weren’t any more subtle than the humans. Hell, the adult weres in the town weren’t much better where the sheriff was concerned. If Wolf’s Paw was the town to visit for hot werewolf action, then Sheriff Nathaniel Neri was the picture on the brochure—literally.

Tim purposefully moved his gaze away from the broad width of the sheriff’s back and the curve of his ass, as outlined by his almost too-tight pants, and ducked over to the other side of the glass case. He looked up through his eyelashes and tried not to listen as the sheriff talked with the server.

He almost couldn’t hear them over the commotion by the counter. The sheriff turned toward the ruckus, so Tim did as well. He paused with surprise when a familiar figure loomed over the other patrons in line, sneering as he pushed them aside.

With tourist season underway, Tim had been expecting the tourists to behave badly, but two werewolves recently hired by the Carillo Hotel to lead hiking and historical tours had managed to piss off everyone they came into contact with. They even annoyed the pixy who worked at the drugstore, who normally never stopped smiling. The two weres were a combination of boorish and aggressive, and they must have been as unused to a town full of other weres as Tim was, because they didn’t take their warnings to behave very seriously. Wolf’s Paw was all about safety and refuge, in addition to the sex stuff, and Tim got the feeling the sheriff took this reputation more seriously than anyone else in town.

The two guides were staying in the same boardinghouse as Tim, and now one of them was harassing people in full view of the sheriff. Line cutting was not a crime, but it was the latest in an escalating series of offenses. Not to mention the guy was careless enough to bully humans and smaller weres in Robin’s Egg’s café at lunchtime, when everyone who paid attention knew that Sheriff Neri would be there to grab his own lunch and to ensure that Tim had enough to eat.

Tim didn’t think the other were had noticed the sheriff. How he hadn’t, Tim had no idea. Sometimes Sheriff Neri’s scent was all Tim could smell. But nothing said jerks had to be observant. The other were didn’t react until the sheriff reached for the radio he almost never used and spoke a single word into it.

“Zoe.” The sheriff released his radio and then, strangely, held up a finger in Tim’s direction in a signal for Tim to wait, as if Tim were about to say or do something. No way. Tim was as breathless and silent as everybody else.

The tour guide started to move, but the sheriff was faster. He was quicker than anything Tim had ever seen. In two steps he had the tour guide by the back of his shirt to turn him around.

With the other were blocking his view, Tim couldn’t see the sheriff’s expression, but it must have been something, because the bullying jackass went quiet, as if somebody had him by the throat.

Tim’s heart was beating so hard he thought it would burst. His entire body was hot. Then Sheriff Neri said, in the softest, meanest voice in the world, “Shall we?” and without another word, the tour guide began to walk out—to back out—of the café. He raised his hands and kept them up as though he wanted the sheriff to know he was harmless.

Through the café’s big window facing the street, Tim and every other stunned witness watched Zoe appear along with a few of the other deputies, human and were alike, all of them in uniform, none of them smiling. Every deputy had a gun holstered at their hip, although the werewolf deputies were weapons themselves. Their message was understandable, even to Tim, who had never seen anything like it in action. They moved as a pack, even the humans, splitting up to escort the new were—now whining softly—down the street until he was out of sight.

He was probably being escorted out of the town itself. Tim wouldn’t be surprised to learn other deputies were on their way to the hotel to offer the tour guide’s friend the same silent choice: exile or face the pack. Exile would likely mean exile from all other similar towns. Tim didn’t doubt that would be their choice, though.

The sheriff watched until the new were was gone, then turned to consider the café. Tim ducked his head quickly, although he wasn’t the only one staring and, very possibly, wasn’t the only one half-hard at the careful display of authority.

Technically, a threat had never been issued. The whole thing was kind of brilliant, which didn’t help Tim in the slightest. He tried to think about something far less arousing than smart, intimidating sheriffs, and kept his gaze down when the sheriff stepped back into the café and Robin’s Egg flew over to meet him.

Robin’s Egg was one of the few people Tim had seen who had no problem looking the sheriff in the eye, which, considering that Robin’s Egg was a fairy, was saying something. Maybe it was her age; Robin’s Egg had visible wrinkles in the pale skin at the edge of her rhinestone-studded glasses, which meant she had to be old for a fairy, really old. She also dressed like it was still the early sixties—well, on the days when she wore a dress.

Robin’s Egg smelled like man-scent too, underneath the soft perfumes and oily lipstick, but never had any interest in the sheriff. Robin’s Egg was practically married to Cosmo, the elf who worked in the kitchen, but it was still strange. Everyone smelled of want around the sheriff, even if only a little. Even other weres who should have been used to his charisma couldn’t help desiring him. They bared their throats to him without ever seeming to notice how much they did it. The married ones would likely bend over for him. The mayor gave out submission signals in his presence, and she wasn’t even a werewolf.

Weres, with the exception of Tim and his scrawny body, were always physically impressive specimens, but Sheriff Neri was something else. Maybe it was his clothes. Tim looked over the damn near-obscene tan uniform the sheriff wore—with the shirt open at the throat to reveal plenty of warm brown skin, and the pants that fit well enough to give more than a hint of thigh muscle—and then jerked his eyes back up. He expected to see the sheriff’s profile, but he must have turned while Tim had been leering. Tim found himself staring into his eyes.

Tim’s mind stuttered to a stop, and he looked away. “I’m gonna die,” he croaked, excruciatingly aware the sheriff could hear him. It was too close to the full moon, and Tim was a sexually frustrated failure of a were, and the sheriff had just done that. Tim couldn’t handle so much hotness in his space. His pulse was pounding in his ears. Being near the sheriff was so nerve-wracking that the fact Tim was also quaking in his proverbial boots was comforting. It gave Tim something else to focus on besides the sudden rush of blood to his dick.

Unused to the mountain air, Tim was wearing a T-shirt and two unbuttoned flannel shirts. Every other were was showing some skin and glowing with health. Tim was pale and freckled and looked underfed. No matter how much he ate, he never put on the muscle that made other weres look like gods. His thick hair was an unremarkable light brown, almost blond in the sun, and he had no body hair to speak of, except a scattering here and there. Other weres did not have that problem. Other weres had hair that grew out to its natural length, meaning whatever was natural for that were. So some had beards and some had constant stubble. But he’d never heard of or seen a were with such a pathetic display of chest hair as his own. The only sign Tim was a werewolf was his eyes.

He straightened up while the sheriff nodded a polite greeting to Carl, and then Tim bent his shoulders to look less threatening. The sheriff had never responded as if Tim was a threat, but the man kept coming over to check on him, and Tim really needed the sheriff to understand that it wasn’t necessary. Tim wasn’t going to cause any trouble. If he thought there would be trouble, he’d run. No need to involve anyone else.

Of course, controlling-ass weres never saw it that way. Of course, the sheriff kept coming over, the gorgeous bastard. The sheriff wasn’t just sexy, but hot, hotter than smaller werewolves, radiating waves of heat Tim could feel from where he stood. No wonder the sheriff left his shirt unbuttoned; he had to be burning up all the time.

Tim realized he was staring at the sheriff’s chest and raised his gaze. He looked into the sheriff’s perfect eyes, rich brown most days, golden yellow on others, and had to restrain himself from mumbling something about getting lost in them.

“I hate my life,” Tim informed him instead, then winced. Just once he’d like to sound charming or sophisticated. But with the scent of the sheriff so close he was too distracted to even try for cheesy Diedre’s Secret dialogue. Tim didn’t really know scents the way other weres seemed to, but he could feel this scent like it was in his bones, in his cells, and wanted to follow it everywhere. He felt about half a second from burying his face in the sheriff’s crotch.

The sheriff’s nostrils flared, no doubt a reaction to the roll me over and take me scent Tim was leaving all over the shop.

“Fucking instinct,” Tim swore as viciously as a twenty-year-old werewolf virgin could when confronted with the incredibly fuck-worthy sheriff of Wolf’s Paw during the three days surrounding the full moon.

“What?” It took Sheriff Neri a second to respond. He moved his head, not quite cocking it to one side, while he tried to understand Tim’s special brand of weird. Tim had seen that expression aimed at him every day for almost two months. The sheriff would order his lunch, ask how Tim was doing, give him that look, and then order lunch for Tim too, as if Tim weren’t capable of eating without being reminded.

“Nothing,” Tim muttered. Saying “nothing” had never worked on his uncle either.

The sheriff drew his eyebrows together in a slight frown. He seemed more upset about Tim’s mood than about the scene with the tour guide. “I know you don’t like to talk about instinct—”

“No, I don’t,” Tim interrupted. Instinct was what everyone in this town said when anything happened. Instinct was an urge to react to sensory information. It didn’t mean anything.

The sheriff’s eyebrows rose, probably because people generally didn’t interrupt him.

Tim dropped his head again and remembered he was supposed to be small and helpless. “This isn’t about that, okay?”

“The moon.” The sheriff reached out as if to touch Tim, then pulled his hand back. The careful gesture reminded Tim of Ray Branigan so much that he glanced up. The sheriff was using Ray’s quiet voice too, the one that meant What the hell kind of were are you, kid? while trying to also sound understanding. “The moon makes things difficult. I understand.”

Tim let out a laugh. “Sure you do.” The guy who couldn’t touch people without them sporting boners understood what it was like for Tim to stand next to him and talk over the loud rush of blood in his ears? Tim was just grateful the counter was between them.

“You don’t have to stay in your room,” the sheriff remarked.

Last month Tim had stayed in his rented room, wished for porn, and regretted the fact he’d never tried to sleep with a human or practiced his pickup skills, because full moons were enough to make him extra horny even without the sheriff’s scent all over his clothes. He didn’t know how the sheriff had known where Tim had spent that night, but if Sheriff Neri considered all the weres in the town part of his pack, he probably made it his business to know things like that.

“Oh yeah?” Tim looked up at him again, his muscles locked tight to keep him from either tripping backward into a run or falling forward to crawl to the sheriff’s feet.

“Usually the kids head out together.” The sheriff didn’t gesture, but Tim looked over at the young weres at the counter pretending not to watch Tim talk with their sheriff. Nosy little things, though Tim shouldn’t say little when even the youngest, at fifteen, was already taller than him by several inches. The boys were going to be well over six feet by the time they stopped growing.

Two of the girls were putting lip gloss on each other and making kissy faces under the rapt attention of one of the boys. Except for Graham, they were all giggling. Graham, the youngest, was reading as usual. Redheaded, heavily freckled Graham was on his own stool, oblivious to the world except for how he was leaning on Albert, who blinked across the room at Tim and then quickly looked down. With barely a pause, Albert stepped away from Graham and draped himself over one of the girls. Graham raised his head with a startled, vaguely unhappy air.

“I’m not a kid.” Tim turned back to Sheriff Neri, then tilted his head up to meet the sheriff’s eye when he realized he was talking to his shoulder.

Sheriff Neri’s eyebrows went up again, way up. Tim wanted to respond to his alarm and had to remind himself that he was barely a real were and the instinct to follow and help was misplaced. As a distraction, he made himself look for flaws in the sheriff’s appearance, and sighed when all he could see were wrinkles in his shirt and how his hair was slightly out of place. Even that made him more attractive, as if he’d be okay with it if Tim pulled his hair a little.

Not that Tim knew about hair pulling outside of porn, but it seemed like something to do with someone this attractive, something to make the swirling feelings inside easier to take. The sheriff should get messed up for being so incredible. He should get marked up and jizzed on and bitten. He should get messed up by Tim, a lot.

“Honestly, even for a were you are ridiculous. How are you not a dream?” Tim complained, and could have bitten his tongue. He held out his hands. “Or, you know, don’t tear my head off. I’m awkward on a good day, and today is not a good day, so I can’t be held responsible for anything I say. Moon. Instinct. Yes. We can blame it on that. My clothes feel too small... and itchy. Maybe I used the wrong detergent.” They sold only perfume-free soaps in this town built for werewolves, but Tim hadn’t thought to check for anything else on the label, though he didn’t think anyone in this town would sell products with ingredients known to irritate weres.

“What?” The sheriff frowned at him and leaned in again, scowling even harder when Tim gasped and inched back. The sheriff couldn’t do that, lean in closer like that. Tim couldn’t react to that with any kind of sense.

“I should have never gotten off the bus,” Tim told him desperately.

“Are you all right?” the sheriff asked, though to be honest it was more of a demand. Tell me what ails you, cub, that I may find it and slay it. Tim interpreted the stern tone in his head hysterically, then sucked in another breath that only made him dizzier.

Carl snorted in amusement. “Littlewolf is never all right,” he commented, only to stop when the sheriff half turned to smile at him, baring his teeth enough to seem playful. Yet that kind of thing wasn’t playful to weres, something even the human Carl would know.

“Even a little wolf has teeth.” The sheriff spoke calmly despite his visible canines and then turned back to Tim before dropping the smile.

Tim stared at him. “Did you just defend me?” he blurted, then widened his eyes to distance himself from that extremely ludicrous idea.

“Little Wolf?” The sheriff used the name Carl had used, the false last name Tim had given his first day in town. Everyone had to know it was a lie, although no one had questioned Tim about it. The sheriff might have asked Ray Branigan about it, since apparently he and Ray were friends, but he hadn’t said anything to Tim. What he did was almost worse; he put a pause between “little” and “wolf” as if it were a nickname.

It could have been Sheriff Neri’s way of letting Tim know he knew the name was fake, but he never said it accusingly. If anything, his tone was gentle. Maybe Ray had called him after sending Tim here, and being cops, they had both investigated Tim, and they already knew everything. In which case it was really strange that they hadn’t turned Tim over to his uncle. There would be money in it for them, if they didn’t want to do it just to appease a Dirus, or out of alpha werewolf pride or whatever.

Or maybe Tim was being overly paranoid. Of course, overly paranoid wasn’t a bad way to be when living on the run with the Dirus family, one of the oldest and most well-known werewolf families, after you. He already knew how tenacious a were could be in tracking down its prey.

Sheriff Neri was watching him. Tim tried to seem as if he wasn’t strung tight with tension and sporting half a hard-on from imagining scenarios in which the sheriff might call him “Little Wolf” up close and personal. His heart was as loud as a freight train to wolf ears. Tim hated this town and every were in it so much.

The sheriff inhaled again. Whatever he smelled made his eyes go dark. “You’re sure everything’s okay?”

“Since you asked me a minute ago, or since you asked me yesterday?” Tim responded without thinking, rolling his eyes for good measure, because he’d been on his own for five years now and could manage without the sheriff.

The sheriff’s head went back so far that Tim watched his throat move as he swallowed. The scents around him were confusing—still warm and wild but also saltier, rawer, similar to blood. It reminded Tim of bruises and made him stumble into the counter as though he was trying to give himself some.

Luca had enjoyed it when Tim had mouthed off at him, because he had seen it as a chance to intimidate Tim into shutting up, not that Tim ever really had. Tim had ended up hurt the majority of the time. Bruises healed, and weres healed faster than anyone but fairies, but Tim still couldn’t think of Luca without a shudder and a cold knot in his stomach.

Tim thought hurt as he inhaled the sheriff’s scent again and held very, very still. Maybe it meant Tim would never lead his family the way his uncle had wanted him to, but he didn’t see the point of needless cruelty, even toward Sheriff Neri, who made him antsy without trying. After almost two months in town, two months of this strange concern for him from the sheriff, Tim didn’t think the sheriff was going to hurt him like Luca had done.

“I’m just bored,” Tim announced, as if he hadn’t been a sarcastic dick.

The sheriff’s shoulders eased down a bit at Tim’s nonapology, though his voice was strained. “You’ll be busy enough once the tourists get here.”

“So will you, I hear,” Tim answered, then shut his eyes at his snippy tone. “Oh my God, seriously, can we blame that on the moon?” He knew his big mouth was a problem, and he didn’t really expect any positive attention from the sheriff, but it would be nice not to endanger his already crappy life by saying something insulting. He nearly asked the sheriff not to kill him, but he’d stopped doing that when it had become clear the sheriff seemed to think it was, well, rude that Tim would suggest such a thing, as if that wasn’t what weres sometimes did, when of course it was.

Although, Sheriff Neri hadn’t harmed the tour guide, who had actually deserved an ass-kicking or two. Tim was still mentally drooling at the memory of that display of power. He couldn’t be alone in that. As everyone kept telling him—despite how Tim hadn’t asked, really—the sheriff could take his pick of lovers during the tourist season. Tim debated covering up his jealousy with his envy at the sheriff’s ability to get laid, then decided to act like he’d never said anything.

“The moon?” The sheriff repeated, his tone blank, as though he had no idea what Tim was talking about, or maybe as though he’d asked it before while Tim had been lost in thoughts of his sexiness. Tim blinked at how close the sheriff was all of a sudden, how hot everything was, how the layered scent of Nathaniel filled his mouth. He realized his head had fallen back to expose his throat and he was staring into the sheriff’s eyes. Distantly, he thought that he might not mind getting eaten if he got to feel Nathaniel’s teeth in his skin. Then he thought if Nathaniel tried, Tim would show him his teeth in return. He’d bite until Nathaniel carried his mark.

He twitched and fell backward, knocked into the stool and then reached out to catch it.

“Shit! I was challenging you again, wasn’t I?” Tim couldn’t look over at the sheriff, not with his cheeks stinging. His heart was beating so fast it must have alarmed the sheriff, because his pulse was just as fast, distracting and intense at the edge of Tim’s awareness. Tim glanced at the smooth brown column of the sheriff’s throat and then away again when he realized he was staring at the man’s pulse point. “I don’t mean to keep doing that. I’m not a ‘challenge an alpha wolf’ kind of guy. I’m a ‘run and hide’ kind of guy, trust me. I mean....” Running was why Tim was in Wolf’s Paw. “Yeah,” he finished quietly and tried to catch his breath.

“Tim.” Sheriff Neri took a deep breath too, and Tim looked up. “I meant what I said.” The sheriff curled his hands into fists at his side. “You don’t have to spend the full moon alone. There are people who would be happy to invite you out with them.” The sheriff stopped there, then cleared his throat before going on in the slowest, most reluctant tone Tim had ever heard from a grown man. “The kids over there, for example.”

Tim waved that off. “I know. They won’t shut up about it.” The kids kept inviting him to some place called the Meadows. But Tim had no idea what werewolves did together for fun and no intention of making a fool of himself in front of teenagers while finding out.

Sheriff Neri curled his hands tighter. “Weres are stronger when they have friends.” He was probably annoyed at having to give Tim a lesson they taught weres in kindergarten. His voice was like a growl suppressed. “The urge to bond is natural.”

Tim shivered. It was harder to keep his gaze up now with the sheriff’s eyes seeming to turn that wolfish gold. He knew what the sheriff was doing by talking this way, but Tim wasn’t a part of this town, not really, and definitely not in the sheriff’s extended pack. Tim didn’t have to listen, no matter how much the sheriff’s low tone and general aura of intimidating hotness made him stand up straighter. The butterflies in his stomach were just hunger. “I am not a kid.” Tim was small, but he wasn’t a child. “I’m older than them,” he added stubbornly, because the sheriff’s impassive expression wasn’t all that scary, not to someone who was actually related to a big, bad wolf.

The sheriff remained unimpressed with this argument. “They know more about weres than you do.”

Tim flinched and glared. He didn’t care about Carl being there; this wasn’t okay. Tim stayed in this town like Ray and the sheriff obviously wanted him to, he kept out of trouble, and in return the sheriff didn’t press him for information about what Tim was running from or why Tim didn’t know anything about other weres. It was practically a contract, and the sheriff was breaking it.

Glaring was another thing to put on Tim’s list of embarrassing things done in the presence of Sheriff Neri. But there was no narrowing of eyes or showing of fangs. The sheriff let out a long, slow breath and then nodded. Tim had to blink a few times while he processed that.

“It might be good for you to learn a few things.” The sheriff was oddly cautious for someone who looked frustrated enough to tear the glass case to pieces with his bare hands. “For your own protection since you won’t—” He cut himself off. Tim wondered again exactly what Ray had told him. “You can trust them,” the sheriff added. “They like you.” He uncurled one hand to rub at his nose, then turned toward the café for a moment without indicating a particular were. His voice carried the weight of another unexpressed growl. “That one especially.”

Tim looked around him to the counter, to Albert at the end. He didn’t inhale, but he wrinkled his nose and looked back at the sheriff. Tim wasn’t going to talk about Albert. Albert was nice enough, already tall and strong at eighteen, with nut brown skin, long, straight black hair, and a wide smile, but the sheriff was frowning down at Tim and talking about Tim’s sex life. At least, Tim was pretty sure that was what they were talking about.

Albert smelled okay. If Tim had to label it, he would have said impatience or maybe eager confusion, and yet he wouldn’t have been able to say why. Apparently the sheriff could.

“You label scents, don’t you?”

Interpreting and following sounds had always been easy for Tim, but scent was different. He’d never been taught to identify scents or to tease out strands of smell from the breeze in order to track them. Tim could, mostly, tune out noises he didn’t like to focus on what he wanted to hear, so if he really wanted to, he could learn scent. All he needed to know was that there weren’t universal names for scents. Of course, in addition to learning a small, helpful thing, he also wanted to distract Sheriff Neri. The sheriff, Tim was convinced, softened in minute ways when Tim asked him questions about were things. Tim wasn’t above using that if he had to. “Each were creates their own names for things, right?”

“How we interpret things is personal, different for each were. Some can’t determine meanings and some can. For those that can, it’s like having a better understanding of a language.” The sheriff relaxed his other hand, his full mouth almost forming a smile for a second before he frowned again. “But in Albert Greenleaf’s case, I can tell what he wants because he’s watching you.”

“He’s watching you, like everyone else here. You’re their fanta—” Tim started to say, but the sheriff abruptly broke eye contact, leaving Tim to flounder and deal with the feeling that he should do something to get the sheriff’s attention back.

Tim didn’t want his attention. Yet he was still talking. “Was the traffic accident bad? The one that made you late,” he explained in a rush. “Not that you have to come in here at the same time every day, or I was watching the window for a sign of you. I mean, on your days with later shifts, you eat at different times, so it isn’t a big deal. Carl said there was an accident on the highway, and I thought it must have been bad. I hope everyone was okay.”

Tim was pretty sure he sounded like an idiot. But before he could try to explain or use his big boy words, the sheriff answered.

“One person went to the hospital, but he isn’t critical. We arrested one of the drivers for suspicion of DUI. Everyone else was checked out and was fine.” The sheriff’s voice was level, but he was looking at Tim like he wanted to touch him again.

Tim ducked his head at the flare of heat he felt at that thought. “That’s good, then, no one really hurt,” he agreed, then brought his head back up. “Drunk in the middle of the day. Someone started early.” Maybe if it didn’t take so much alcohol for werewolves to get drunk, they would understand the inclination to drink like that.

The sheriff nodded. “It happened this morning, so someone started very early.”

“Tourists go wild before they even get here,” Carl muttered. Tim ignored him, though he had a feeling Carl was right and Tim was going to start getting irked by out of control tourists soon too.

“Very early?” Tim pressed, not sure why. Maybe the phases of the moon were a werewolf’s alcohol. “You must be exhausted.”

“And starving.” The sheriff stretched and scratched his belly through his shirt. Tim spent a delirious moment imagining the man’s ab muscles and then another trying to guess what his claws would feel like. The sheriff didn’t seem to notice. “My lunch should be ready. Robin’s Egg should bring yours over soon.”

“I don’t need you to get me lunch.” Tim wasn’t going to forget a meal. But Sheriff Neri didn’t even acknowledge his protest, and it was no good bringing it up to Robin’s Egg. She’d call him a puppy.

“Tim.” The sheriff was staring at him with the unblinking, commanding gaze of a werewolf who had a pack the size of an entire town. Tim kind of forgot his own name for a second. “Tim.” The sheriff inhaled, then lowered his voice. “When the festival starts, it’s going to get crowded in town.”

“Yeah, yeah, people will be jumping you left and right,” Tim snarled softly and then flinched to realize, in addition to snarling, his eyes had narrowed. He hoped a bad mood and jealousy were indistinguishable to the sheriff’s nose. All Tim could detect in the air, aside from the brown gravy Cosmo put on almost everything, was the sheriff’s arousing scent and Tim’s own anxious sweat. “Just kidding, oh great and powerful sheriff,” Tim tried weakly. The sheriff let him panic while his gaze skipped over Tim’s face again, as if he was counting every nonintimidating freckle across Tim’s nose. Tim stared back until Carl cleared his throat.

The sheriff lifted his chin before changing the subject. “Once it’s crowded in town, I won’t be able to keep an eye on you. Not the way I’d like.”

“Oh.” Tim wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t going to ask for help, if that’s what the sheriff was after. It was amazing the man hadn’t ordered him to either get out of town or to stay under his protection, because he wasn’t going to get an invitation from Tim.

The sheriff waited, as if he expected Tim to argue or at least keep talking. When Tim didn’t say anything, the sheriff expelled a breath. “I’m letting you know that my offer stands.” He put a hand behind him, probably to preemptively shut Carl up.

“Live in your house?” Tim had to swallow to keep speaking. “Be in your house? With you?” He couldn’t help but sound horrified at the idea, of not only living with another were, but this one. “You offered that before.”

His first day here, after the sheriff sniffed and studied Tim in front of every single person in the café, he had asked about Ray Branigan and if Tim needed a place to stay. Tim had thought he’d been about to be mauled or mounted or some equally horrible fate that would have done Luca proud and had quickly shaken his head no. Then he’d gone back to gawking at the king werewolf in front of him.

It had not been Tim’s proudest moment, not that the sheriff had seemed to notice. The sheriff had let out one disturbingly quiet, almost surprised growl and then asked if Robin’s Egg knew of any rooms in town available for Tim and if she’d hired anyone to work in the gift shop for the summer. Just like that, before Tim could explain that he wasn’t going to stay long, he’d had a place to live and a job.

For a second Tim thought he heard that growl again, but the sheriff was only staring at him, the familiar frown darkening his expression.

“I can’t live with you,” Tim finally answered. “But I’m sure your house is, uh, nice.”

Sheriff Neri didn’t respond to that pathetic attempt at manners, which probably meant the invitation was something to do with the town, or, of course, some damn instinct. After all, the sheriff had made the offer before, and there was another were already living in the sheriff’s house in the woods with him—because the town of Wolf’s Paw wasn’t just some touristy, werewolf-centered resort, it was also some kind of sanctuary for lost weres.

“Don’t worry about it,” the sheriff said, as if Tim had said something, when Tim was reasonably sure he hadn’t, not out loud anyway. As Tim was relearning, weres didn’t always use words to speak. Tim frowned into the sheriff’s lickable face and tried to silently communicate independence and confidence. The sheriff gave him another intent stare. If Tim didn’t know it was the sheriff of a goddamn town full of werewolves in front of him, he’d have said the man was hesitant. “Just be careful.”

Tim couldn’t decide what to call the flavor of the sheriff’s scent. He was debating between wood-burning pizza oven and the skin on the inside of his wrist after he jacked off, which was the closest thing to what sex tasted like that Tim knew, except for the taste of his own come, and that he knew because he was werewolf and the urge to lick wasn’t something he denied when he was alone. Things rarely tasted gross to a were’s tongue, but even so Tim had a feeling the taste of sex and come on Nathaniel’s skin would be divine.

He tried to stay focused on the conversation, but all he could seem to notice was how the sheriff’s chest moved as he breathed heavily in and out. “Me?” Tim remembered to speak again. “I have no need to be careful. First sign of anything and I’m out of this weird, flea-bitten, sex-obsessed town.”

“So you’ve said,” the sheriff remarked and stepped abruptly away, taking his face and his eyes and his mouth with him. Tim stopped imagining his tongue and his fingers and his dick in that mouth and tried to calm down by thinking of the things the sheriff would likely do to him if he tried anything, if the man didn’t die laughing first. He waited until the sheriff was across the café at the counter and then took the longest, steadiest breath of his life.

His life that he hated. Like this town. Like the moon. Like alpha weres who had to know what they did to Tim and came around anyway out of some misguided pack mentality.

Tim was small, but he wasn’t a follower. He was a lone wolf by inclination. He clutched at the charms he always wore around his neck, the ones designed to help keep him hidden from any forms of Seeking magic, and reached out for the cleaning rag without taking his eyes off the sheriff’s back. His heartbeat was so out of control it almost felt like he was hearing two hearts, both of them wild and scared.

Carl coughed significantly.

“Shut up,” Tim told him in a firm voice. He ignored Carl’s offended harrumph and went over to dust the bookshelves, a job that, coincidentally, took the sheriff out of Tim’s line of vision and gave Tim time to calm down.

A few moments later, Robin’s Egg brought an absolutely massive plate with an open-face roast beef sandwich on it, fries on the side, all of it smothered in brown gravy. It was a freaking platter of food. Robin’s Egg winked and called it “The Full Moon Special.”

She didn’t need to say anything for Tim to understand that the sheriff had ordered more food than usual for Tim’s lunch, but Tim didn’t look up, because he didn’t want Carl to see his red face.

“It’s perfect,” he whined. The food would definitely satisfy at least one of his immediate needs, as the sheriff had known. Tim turned to find the sheriff and blinked to see him gone. The TV was still on near where the sheriff had been standing, the scrolling Diedre’s Secret credits informing Tim he’d probably missed an important plot point. Again.

“Fucking instinct,” Tim complained to the universe and put his hands to his face when the sheriff turned around in the street and stared at Tim through the window, as if he’d heard that.

Tim ducked and ate his lunch.
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Chapter Two
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TIM RAN TO WORK LATE the next morning with his jeans open and his hair a mess, only to find the café busy with the breakfast crowd and the gift shop empty as usual. He flopped onto the stool behind the counter, anticipating another eight hours of boredom. Staying up until dawn to stare at the moon and jack off had been a mistake, because Tim felt really tired now, more tired than he’d felt in his life, enough to be worried that something might be wrong with him. Weres healed so quickly when they did get hurt that illness was a foreign concept. Human sickness never touched them.

Maybe he needed to eat. It would probably help him feel better faster. At least he was slightly more relaxed now that the moon was waning and he’d come his brains out a few times. The only way to be more relaxed would have been if he’d come that much with someone else in the room. He looked up at the thought, but it was early, and Sheriff Neri never came into the café in the morning. He must get breakfast at home. With Zoe.

Tim sighed. His jealousy wasn’t entirely to blame on the full moon. Like his crush, it seemed to be here to stay, like Tim.

That settled it. No more feeling so edgy and desperate that he fixated on the alpha werewolves around him, and no more nights jerking off and going without sleep so he could listen for the sound of a far-off howl. He needed to leave this town. As soon as he had money and an idea of where to go next, he was out, and maybe in the next town, he might have a chance to settle in and get laid. He’d have to pick up a human, but if he watched enough people this summer during the sex festivals, or whatever they called them, he might figure out how to be with a human without hurting them. There was no way he could try with another were. The minute another werewolf saw Tim’s scrawny ass naked, they’d laugh.

He sucked in a breath when Robin’s Egg swept by, her beehive hairdo making her barely taller than Tim. It was only among their own kinds that she would seem small and Tim would seem freakishly small. Tim was the only were male under six feet he’d ever seen. At about five foot nine, he wasn’t even close.

Robin’s Egg brought him a coffee and a muffin and swept out again. Tim stared after her with the muffin already in his mouth and then called out, “Marry me!” as Carl took his usual spot. Carl chuckled and then straightened out his newspaper. Robin’s Egg hadn’t brought Carl his coffee, Tim noticed. Instead she’d sent a waitress over. Tim smirked about it in Carl’s direction and buttoned up his pants while devouring the rest of his muffin. He didn’t bother with his hair, though the way it stuck up now made him look like an eager pup.

It wasn’t a comforting thought after a night that had almost made him feel thirteen again. He scrubbed at his cheeks and started to head through the café to get another muffin, but Robin’s Egg appeared again with a plate of fried eggs for him.

Her wink and remark about him needing protein made him blush, not that it stopped him from taking the plate. “Known a few weres in your time, huh?” Tim mumbled around a mouthful of toast dipped in egg yolk and, of course, brown gravy.

“Hunger is all over your face, sweet cheeks,” Robin’s Egg teased him, with a look in her multicolored eyes that made Tim want to hide.

“This town is obsessed with my sex life,” he moaned at her, and she touched him, a gentle pat on the back of his hand that didn’t raise his hackles.

“No such thing as privacy around here, but there’s no such thing as judgment either. You get used to it,” Carl commented without looking up from his reading. “You’d better, anyway.”

Robin’s Egg gave a delicate shrug. “Privacy is more of a human notion,” she added, then patted Tim again before pointedly withdrawing her hand. “Wouldn’t do to upset him any more.” She smiled and took Tim’s empty plate with her when she left.

He didn’t remember cleaning it, but he must have. He licked his lips, feeling full and confused and not any less tired than he’d felt before.

“Big news day.” Carl shook his paper again. “Everybody and their mama was out last night, causing all kinds of mischief. There wasn’t a were in town that didn’t have to be, except you and maybe the sheriff, from the sound of it.”

“From the—” Tim started to ask but caught himself before he could make Carl’s day by admitting yet another aspect of were life that he didn’t understand. “The sheriff was working last night?” He scowled. “He worked all day yesterday. He shouldn’t have worked last night too.” Tim was more agitated than he needed to be. A few people in the café glanced at him. Tim couldn’t see much of Carl’s face because of the hat Carl usually wore, a baseball hat with gold leaves and numbers embroidered on it, but he assumed Carl was keeping his head down because Tim was embarrassing himself. “I mean, that’s his business.”

Tim was the world’s smallest werewolf and the world’s biggest loser, fact. But Carl didn’t jump all over the chance to make fun of him. He was still pretending to read the paper.

“The man takes on too much.” Carl made an old man noise. “Between his job and the strays like you, it’s no wonder he had nothing planned. Damn shame if you ask me. If I looked like that, I wouldn’t have so much free time.”

Tim was actually hearing this. “Carl, are you trying to tell me that if you looked like the sheriff, you’d be knee-deep in pussy? And you a happily married man.” He couldn’t believe he said that out loud, but anything was better than imagining the sheriff thinking of Tim as just another stray, or the sheriff picking up the dozens of men and/or women who hit on him daily.

Carl ignored Tim’s feigned shock and looked right into Tim’s eyes. “But the sheriff isn’t like me. He isn’t like most everyone.”

“He is considerably hotter,” Tim agreed, too tired to argue.

Carl’s fierce eyebrows got even fiercer as he frowned. “Boy, I am starting to wonder if you’re worth it. Stop pretending to be slow.”

“Hey.” Tim huffed at him, more offended than he probably should have been for something Carl was saying to bug him. But Carl kept on frowning, as if he was waiting for Tim to get a clue or grow a pair, until Tim finally scratched his nose and tried to sniff out what it was Carl was trying to tell him.

All he got was coffee and newspaper and irritation, with a mix of old man smells. He finally rolled his eyes. “You’re very interested in his love life, Carl. Got a crush I should know about?” It wasn’t as much of a joke as Tim wanted it to be, not when he was fighting off a snarl, as if some part of him was pissed about the possibility of anyone else chasing after the sheriff, even an old man with a wedding ring on his finger.

Not that Tim was chasing after the sheriff; he wasn’t foolish enough to think he had a chance there.

Carl harrumphed, distinctly unamused. “That smart mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble someday.”

Tim hummed in agreement. “You are not the first one to tell me that.”

“Good for deflecting things you don’t want to talk about, I bet.” Carl went back to staring at the paper. Tim was about to call him on his whole “pretending to read the paper while harassing Tim” act when Carl took a noisy sip of his coffee and glanced at him again. “The sheriff is working today. Letting his werewolf deputies sleep in.”

“What the fuck?” Tim glared out the window in outrage, startling someone who happened to be passing by and had looked in. Tim transferred his glare to Carl. “What is Zoe thinking? I knew I didn’t like that girl.” To be honest, Tim wasn’t sure exactly what Zoe was to the sheriff, since, according to rumor that Tim had no reason to doubt, the sheriff took a lover or two every summer. Zoe might be the sheriff’s pet, living in his house and working as one of his deputies, but she either didn’t know how to look out for the sheriff or she was a total self-absorbed douche, because the sheriff shouldn’t work this many shifts in a row.

Maybe they weren’t a couple. Tim had gotten the impression that werewolves were more possessive—well, until he’d overheard those two moms talking about their teenage children’s sex lives last night when he’d gone to the store to buy himself dinner. Now he didn’t know what to think, except that Zoe didn’t appreciate what she had—if she had the sheriff. He let out a harrumph of his own and felt about five years old when Carl shot him a knowing look. Tim’s uncle had been a master of that look, though he’d usually followed it with a disappointed sigh before dismissing Tim from the room.

“You are a bad human.” Tim straightened. “Do you torture me because you’re bored, or do you have some objective in mind?” His uncle believed in always having an objective; Tim just wanted to be left alone. He flung a hand up when Carl opened his mouth to answer, and turned away before sitting on the stool to wait out his shift. He let Carl call him a drama queen without comment.

After an hour of watching weres, and a few humans, stumble into the café with dazed, sated expressions on their faces, Tim gave up and went back to dusting. Then he started making notes on which lube needed restocking. He found more condoms too, all expired, and made a note to order some.

Then when that left him with nothing to do, aside from going through the cabinets and not glancing toward the window as it got closer to lunchtime, he paced in front of the bookshelves and pulled out a book at random. The small volume was about the history of the town, printed by a local publisher and written by the current mayor, a human who was also a frequent customer of the café. Most everyone in town stopped by Robin’s Egg’s café. It was more of a hub than town hall.

Tim flipped the book open and walked to the counter. If anyone asked, he was prepared to say he had to know what the book was about to recommend it to customers, if he ever got any. At least it answered some of his questions about the town. In the old days when weres and other beings had still been hidden and hunted, there had been communities where they could hide and keep one another safe and form new families if their own had been destroyed, and the tradition had continued in some places even though beings no longer lived in the shadows.

Ray had known that, and he must have thought Tim had known it too when he’d bought Tim the ticket for this place, but Tim didn’t need a giant werewolf foster home, or refuge, or whatever. There was no such thing as sanctuary when a wolf was hunting you. He doubted other weres would leap to his defense against another were, even if Ray had.

Ray was unusual. He had worn a suit like Luca and Uncle Silas, but Ray’s had been wrinkled, as if Ray sometimes let someone rumple him up. Ray had smelled like predator but also playful somehow, like caramel popcorn, and he’d always looked right into Tim’s eyes and waited for Tim to speak. Somehow that had translated to Tim staying in Los Cerros, though he wouldn’t have said he and Ray were friends until Ray had bought him the ticket to Wolf’s Paw.

The act had been meant to protect Tim. Ray couldn’t have known it would confuse Tim so much he’d have to resort to a guidebook to figure things out.

Tim was deep in the history of Wolf’s Paw during the Gold Rush when he realized he was being watched and lifted his head. He straightened at the broad chest in front of him and gasped at the discomfort of twisting bones and emerging claws. He immediately put his hands—paws—behind his back and tried to recover from his surprise.

He blamed it on adrenaline as he looked up into the sheriff’s face, because his heart was rabbiting, and the hair on the back of his neck was raised. Tim was supposed to be able to hear leaves falling to the ground. He was not supposed to be snuck up on, ever, and he certainly wasn’t supposed to lose control and partly shift. He wasn’t a teenager anymore.

His face was flushed, and he was pretty sure he’d yelped. “I am so smooth.” He closed his eyes and immediately reopened them at the warm exhale from the sheriff that might have been a laugh. An actual laugh. From the sheriff. Mortified or not, Tim had to see that.

Nathaniel’s expression was pleased as he stared at Tim. He had crinkles at the corner of his eyes, and his lips were parted. He was so pretty Tim almost missed it when he spoke. “You’re reading about the town.”

“What? Oh I uh....” Tim looked down and was startled to see the book there, but his gaze went right back to the sheriff. The sheriff was about as exhausted as a werewolf could be, and yet the soft circle of his mouth wasn’t something Tim could ignore. He smiled back, because in some way Tim couldn’t explain, the sheriff was smiling at him without actually smiling. He forgot whatever he had been going to say. “Town, right.” They were talking about the town, not what Tim had done to make the sheriff so happy. “It’s nice here... if I ignore everyone’s intense interest in my life.”

The sheriff agreed, at least with the first part of Tim’s statement, with a humming sound that made Tim shift in place.

“But you didn’t go out last night,” the sheriff went on.

If Tim had been flushed before, he was flaming red and radiating as much heat as the sheriff now. He looked at the sheriff’s mouth and then into those beautiful eyes, and couldn’t think of a thing to say.

He managed a nod. It was better than, I stayed home and thought about you while rubbing a few out. Which, if Carl and Robin’s Egg knew, Nathaniel was going to know with one sniff. “The kids invited me. But... it wasn’t what I wanted,” Tim mumbled. At least Tim’s embarrassingly puny and half-formed paws were finally shifting back into hands. He brought them out from behind his back, then smoothed his palms down his sides. He bit his lip.

“I understand.” The sheriff murmured out the words in a rougher voice than Tim was expecting and then shook his head. “Good morning, Little Wolf,” he said formally and then took a deep breath and held it. Tim was fascinated, okay, obsessed with the rise of his chest and the fall when he finally exhaled. His eyes were heavy-lidded.

“You look tired,” Tim told him, then realized how rude it was. “And gorgeous, but yeah. That’s you all over. The tired is not. Uh, good morning, I mean. I’m a little tired too. It’s weird actually.”

He should ask if it was normal. Now would be a good time, but the sheriff took that deep breath again and leaned in to look down at Tim’s hand. He made a small growly noise and then glanced across the café at Robin’s Egg.

“Fairies,” the sheriff murmured, then released a puff of air. “I thought you seemed quiet.”

Tim gave him the same glare he’d given Carl. “Sorry. Is there some post-moon sexy thoughts etiquette or—” Tim bit his tongue on purpose, hard enough to make him wince and draw a little blood. It put a whole new tang in the air, like adding a dash of pepper to a dish that was already delicious. Tim shut his mouth, but he had to breathe; there was no avoiding it.

Nathaniel’s breathing was becoming more noticeable. Tim kind of hated him for his ability to take in air when it was so thick with all of Tim’s feelings.

“Are you and Carl ganging up on me?” Tim wondered out loud, trying to figure out why he always meant to think of the sheriff as the sheriff and yet sometimes he was Nathaniel.

The sheriff stared at Tim for a second, clearly lost, then blinked. “You’re pissy too,” he mused. “Did you not eat?”

“It’s not even lunch yet!” Tim protested in disbelief, only to look around at the growing crowd in the café and realize it was well after noon. He’d missed his show and hadn’t noticed either, dammit.

“I’ll be right back with something for you,” the sheriff told him and then headed into the café, where, naturally, the sea of people parted for him. Tim stared after him, without ogling his ass, much.

“I know I’m tiny, but really, I can look after myself,” Tim informed the sheriff when he returned with what was probably someone’s phone order BLT. The sheriff drew himself up and gave Tim an odd look, which made Tim remember that he was dealing with an alpha wolf who didn’t have to fetch anybody lunch if he didn’t want to.

Tim fell onto the stool and took the sandwich with the meekest “Thank you” he could manage. Anyway it smelled good. Bacon was the best smell in the world, next to Nathaniel’s natural scent.

“Just eat,” Nathaniel grunted at him. Tim figured that was his cue to eat in order to make the alpha were go away. He ate, glancing up once or twice with an increasingly pissed-off glare when the sheriff seemed sort of zoned out, like he might fall asleep on his feet.

Tim finished eating with a burp that brought the sheriff out of his daze. He looked down at Tim and smiled, really smiled, not just hinting at one. It did slow, low, shaking things to Tim, as if his body took it as his reward for doing as he was told. Tim beamed at the sheriff before he could stop himself.

He quickly turned it into a stern frown, because if he was tired and acting dopey, the sheriff was being so much worse. He had fetched Tim a sandwich. There were humans out there who would have made dog jokes. Nathaniel had his reputation to consider.

Tim narrowed his eyes and made like he wasn’t blushing. “You should get some sleep.” He took a breath and gestured at the door. “Go home.” He made himself stare at the pages of the book and felt like he had forgotten everything he’d just learned. Then he twitched and squeaked, because he had told the sheriff what to do. Holy shit. He raised his head and swallowed. “Eat first, I mean, but go to bed. If you want to, is what I meant to add there and didn’t for some reason. I am not challenging you.”

Nathaniel’s eyes seemed bright next to the shadows under his eyes. His mouth stayed soft and slightly open. “Okay,” he answered quietly.

“What?” Tim demanded, stupefied. He wasn’t even holding the book, and he still almost knocked it to the floor in total surprise. “You can’t just say ‘okay.’ You’re... you.” Leaders of packs, like most Type A personalities, did not take orders from others without at least some kind of fight about who was in charge. Not according to Tim’s uncle, who was the A-est of Type A’s, the most alpha of alpha weres.

“I’m ready to crash,” the sheriff explained, watching Tim’s freak-out with his head tilted to one side.

Luca would have had something to say about Tim giving him orders, even orders for things he’d been planning to do, but suddenly Tim wasn’t sure if it was Nathaniel or Luca who was the odd wolf out. There was a real chance that Ray and Nathaniel were normal and Luca was just an asshole. For half a second, Tim wondered what Nathaniel would think of his uncle, if he would be awed and then stare at Tim as if trying to imagine where he had come from, but then he pushed the thought away while he watched the sheriff stretch. His body made cracking sounds as though he needed a massage or a good night’s sleep or both. Tim got distracted imagining himself participating in either activity.

Tim wasn’t sure how to classify the panicked, then calm feeling he got at the idea of watching Nathaniel sleep, except that it made him breathe a little harder. And yeah, the sheriff noticed. He stared at Tim with his lips parted, giving Tim a glimpse of his tongue.

“Thank you,” Tim told Nathaniel breathlessly and then jerked himself out of reach, which really meant keeping Nathaniel out of his reach before he did something else humiliating. “Why aren’t you home right now?” Tim asked him. He’d spent a whole night devoted to thoughts of the sheriff, but apparently his body wasn’t satisfied. He wasn’t tired anymore. He was going to start pacing soon just to do something that wasn’t pouncing. Pouncing. On the sheriff. It was such a bad idea.

“I had things to see to before I could rest.” The sheriff’s voice was getting quieter, Tim would swear to it, almost like a low rumble tuned to were ears. He said it like Tim was one of those things. Tim’s body chose to interpret that sexually. Of course it did. The moon was still full and fat, but Tim was pretty sure Nathaniel would get him aroused any day of the month.

“I hate you,” Tim muttered. It was directed more at his dick than the sheriff, but the sheriff lifted his head.

His eyes narrowed and something in his expression made Tim swallow. “Is this in regard to those ideas of yours that we’ve never talked about?”

Nathaniel was holding back a growl; Tim knew the signs now. He’d had plenty of time to learn them since their first meeting, when Tim had looked up to see this epic werewolf and felt a frightening response echo from deep within him. He had successfully banished the feeling by yelling, “Back off, asshole! Just because you’re a big alpha wolf doesn’t mean you can push me around! You can find some other wolf to maim or mount!”

Yeah, Tim had ideas about other weres, ideas that he was less and less certain about, but he wasn’t going to talk to Nathaniel—the sheriff, about them. “No. Nope, this is not about that.” Tim felt like he’d put his foot in it every time he thought about accusing the sheriff of wanting to hurt him or, er, have his way with him. “No, I have work to do. Stuff....” He waved around. Nathaniel narrowed his eyes and let the silence drag on. Tim held his breath, sure without knowing why that this time Nathaniel—the sheriff—was finally going to ask why Tim was so afraid of him and everyone else.

Then the sheriff stepped back. “Yeah, this much nothing won’t do itself.”

Tim was so startled at the humor he didn’t know what to do. “Is this what you’re like when you’re tired? You get smiley and make jokes like a real person?” He caught a glimpse of the unhappy line of the sheriff’s mouth, and then Carl said, “Boy,” in a warning tone, as if Tim had done something else wrong. Tim opened his mouth to taste the bruised scent in the air and turned a confused look on the sheriff. But for once the sheriff didn’t seem to feel like explaining.

Maybe, Tim thought quickly, maybe he wasn’t supposed to crack jokes to the wolf who ran the town. There was a mayor and a town council with a fairy and some humans on it, but everyone knew that wasn’t how weres worked, and it wasn’t who they would answer to, ultimately. Maybe this was like those old medieval laws banning jokes at the king’s expense.

But the air didn’t taste like a stung ego, and if wounded pride had a look it wasn’t how the sheriff stood away from the counter. He had been leaning against it, sleepy and at ease.

Tim looked from the sheriff to Carl. “I have a big mouth,” he whispered, not even sure why he said it, because obviously he couldn’t shut up when he should. It was his defining trait, aside from his size. “I talk too much, but you....” It seemed wrong to imply that the sheriff had gotten his feelings hurt and was hiding it, and yet Carl was staring at Tim like Tim could vaguely recall his mother looking at him when he’d been six and had accidentally knocked over a human child and sent the poor kid flying into the pavement.

“If you’re talking like that, you must be fine now. The food did its job.” The sheriff ignored what Tim was trying to say, and Tim scowled. The sheriff continued on, all of a sudden as talkative as Tim usually was. “Hopefully those books will convince you to take part in our festivals. You will be busy in here, but you should have time to have fun too. The Full Moon Festival in August... you should stick around to see that. But the Spring Thaw is more traditional. You should go with someone.”

“Okay,” Tim agreed, still trying to figure out where the relaxed sheriff from a few minutes ago had gone. He hadn’t thought the man’s shoulders could get any straighter.

“That’s good.” The sheriff unbent enough to glance at Carl again, who was an unabashed voyeur, and then gave Tim a nod. “Tim....” He paused. “Remember, if you have any questions, you can always ask me.”

Carl snorted but quickly looked at his newspaper when Tim and the sheriff both shot him a glare.

“Okay,” Tim said again a second later, though his own personal alpha sheriff tour guide through a sex-crazed town might actual kill him from the loss of blood to his brain.

At his answer, Nathaniel inhaled, then turned on his heels with no warning to go over to grab his lunch from Robin’s Egg. It was to-go, so he’d been telling the truth about being on his way home, but he had to stop on his way out to talk to someone Tim didn’t know. He put one hand on the door to hold it open and then moved it to the other person’s shoulder as they were talking.

They were talking about parking tickets. Tim eavesdropped and didn’t pretend otherwise. After listening for a while—without agreeing to do anything to get rid of the tickets, Tim noticed—the sheriff left, heading toward the station and probably his truck. He sighed as he left, a slow, tired sound, and didn’t look back.

Tim watched him until he was gone and then collapsed onto the stool and stared at his book without seeing a single word.

“Tired?” Carl asked innocently.

Tim flipped him off without looking up, then frowned and nodded.

“Yeah, actually,” he admitted, and Carl snorted again. Tim considered him for a good long while. “Since you have all the answers,” Tim said, then sighed at him after he’d had enough considering, and asked, “how pathetic am I?”

“Want an honest answer?” Carl waggled his eyebrows.

Tim gave him his best fierce stare, then jumped in shock when Carl broke eye contact first to mess with his newspaper.

Tim watched him, thinking about the reports of wolf antics that had to be in there, and then wondering again why the moon should do such things to weres. But he didn’t ask. He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer, and Carl seemed nervous. Tim didn’t want to know about things that would make a tough old guy like Carl nervous, so he slumped over the counter and stared out the window.

––––––––
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THE GIFT SHOP WAS BLISSFULLY quiet, if boring, for the rest of his shift. Everyone kept telling Tim he’d earn his keep soon enough, but between all the meals and his slow eight-hour shifts, Tim knew he was a drain on the café’s profits. He felt so guilty about another day of no work that when Robin’s Egg tried to feed him before he left, he decided to buy himself dinner somewhere else.

He should have been starving, but the heavy exhaustion was back in his limbs, and nothing in the cool air smelled appealing. Tim looked over the various restaurants down Wolf’s Paw’s wide Main Street—touristy places and local favorites—then tramped to the corner store and bought a bag of chips and a steak. The cold meat wasn’t nearly as appetizing as it had been yesterday with the full moon, but he was too tired to bother with even warming it up, and ate it as he walked home.

All the weres who had been out the night before must have turned in early tonight, because the streets were quiet even though it wasn’t fully dark yet. He glanced toward the sheriff’s station. There was a familiar truck out front with the rest of the official sheriff’s department vehicles, making Tim viciously crunch his chips.

But he steered clear of the station and finished his dinner by the time he got to his boardinghouse. He wished his landlady good night before heading upstairs. He didn’t feel like watching whatever the other tenants were watching in the living room; he wanted to sleep. Or more likely, lie in bed while thinking about Nathaniel. Tim had to stop thinking of him as Nathaniel, or sooner or later he was going to say it, and saying it might be followed by something even more embarrassing, like jumping up to try to kiss him, or wondering if Nathaniel would be willing to show Tim around their Spring Thaw.

Tim sighed at the idea, then shivered and stopped dead at the top of the stairs, every hair on his body standing on end. He didn’t turn, didn’t move, didn’t even breathe as he took in the apparently undisturbed door to his room. Magic had been there, Seeking magic, distending the flimsy wards he’d put up.

He had felt the sensation before, in the city before he’d run to Los Cerros, and a few times before then. He must have made some mistake, something that had led whoever his uncle or Luca had hired to find this place, this room, this town, or his uncle had started hiring someone better. Tim wasn’t sure which it was, but in the end it didn’t really matter.

He had to go and he had to go now, before his uncle sent Luca to get him.

He shut his mouth hard and unlocked his door with shaky hands. He clutched at the charms on his neck as the sensation of a spell nearly broken hit him like shattered glass. He pushed away the phantom pain of it as he threw his clothes into one of his two bags and then filled the other bag with the few things he’d collected in his life. Not much—an old picture of his mom, a library book or two he’d never returned.

There wouldn’t be any buses this late, but Tim couldn’t stay in this room another second in case the witch or wizard they’d hired did another Seeking spell with a narrowed focus. That left the woods, which would have had Tim quaking with fear any other time. He gathered up all his money and then hefted his bags out of the window and watched them fall to the alley below. It sucked to be skipping out without paying another full month, but he was going to need his cash until he got another job, and it wasn’t like he could hunt for food in those woods. Squirrels had more survival skills than Tim did, at least in nature. Put him in a city, and Tim could always find work somewhere they were willing to pay him under the table.

He was going to have to walk for days to get to another town. That wasn’t much of a head start if Luca and his uncle were still in Los Cerros.

Tim might not have felt the magic searching for him at the time, but he’d known his uncle and Luca had come to Los Cerros because they had tracked him down, not for any business deal. Uncle Silas would be grateful that Tim was using an alias, so Tim wasn’t shaming the Dirus name any more than he already did by existing. But Luca, Luca would find Tim because his uncle had told him to, but what he would do once he found Tim was entirely for himself.

Tim started to shake at the memory of Luca, and the possibilities of what Luca would do. He took a long, deep breath, then went downstairs, past everyone in the living room.

“Still hungry,” Tim explained himself with a smile he knew was twitchy, and moved faster once he was out of their sight. He crept around the building to get his bags and then hurried forward with his nose in the air, trying to scent out anything that said Luca might be near.

The magic always came first, but Tim wanted to be prepared. He’d see Uncle Silas’s lieutenant before he’d see his uncle.

Luca’s scent, what Tim could remember of it, wasn’t on the breeze, only the town itself: people and mountain air, wolves, gravy, garbage, food. The woods were all around him, the bus station to the west. Tim started moving, very aware of the sound of his heart beating in the quiet night and of the people out, closing up shops, heading to the few bars, how many of them knew him, or knew of him. If Luca sent other weres or investigators, the witnesses could tell them what direction Tim had gone.

Tim changed direction, following the scent of pine. For the first time in his life, that scent might lead to safety. He forced himself to slow down and not attract attention. He’d gotten soft, first by staying in Los Cerros for almost a year and then by being here, where he’d mooned and lusted and generally acted fifteen again instead of saving up and planning his escape routes. All this time he’d threatened to leave, but he had stayed, just because... just because....

He ended that thought there by reminding himself of Luca and the delight Luca would take in seeing Tim afraid. There was no such thing as safety around other werewolves. They had no reason to stick up for Tim, even in this town, even if Tim made them smile. He hadn’t even done that for very long before he’d fucked it up.

Tim had to get out of town, get to the safety of the trees and the mountains and the amazing smell of warmth and pine and safety that was so close he could taste it. He could taste it and stopped abruptly, blinking as he looked around and saw that he wasn’t outside on his way to the town limits, but inside a building. Inside the sheriff’s station. The freaking sheriff’s station.

His nose had led him here, he got that much, but he was confused as to why. The station was the opposite of safe, and, as if to prove that, his pulse spiked and he flushed with heat when a door several yards away opened to reveal Nathaniel.

Nathaniel’s gaze swept the room until he found Tim. At the sight of him, Tim froze, more terrified than he had been a few minutes ago. It was as though his heart was seizing in his chest the way it did whenever he thought of Luca and how Luca had enjoyed showing Tim how strong he was. There was no telling what Luca would do in a town of potential challengers. There was no telling what Luca would do if he ever saw Nathaniel looking at Tim the way he was right now.

Tim felt a growl slip out, and then Nathaniel was in front of him, moving too fast for Tim to have a chance to stumble backward over his own feet.

“I hunted you down,” Tim wheezed at him, so shocked it was all he could say, which was fine because it was all his tight chest would let him say at first. “I’ve never done that. That’s good. I mean, no, it isn’t, unless... is it?” He had sought out safety, and his instinct had brought him to the sheriff. Staring up with wide eyes and failing to catch his breath seemed to be all he could do about it.

He could tell the very second Nathaniel noticed his bags, because Nathaniel let out a sound that made the others around them stop.

The sound wasn’t a word, at least not a human word, but Tim heard himself trying to answer it. “I have to go. They know I’m here, or that I was here. It’s why I have to... I have to go.” The stream of words was almost too fast for Tim to understand, and he was the one who said it, but he could hear the fear in his voice and the way he repeated himself, as if he was asking for something. “Nathaniel, I....” He couldn’t seem to shut up. “I have to go.”

Tim barely had the realization that what he was really doing was asking Nathaniel to help him, and then Nathaniel spread his hand out on Tim’s shoulder, his fingertips at the collar of Tim’s shirt, close to his skin. Nathaniel’s hand was a steady, warm pressure until Tim swallowed and raised his head, and then Nathaniel stroked his thumb over Tim’s Adam’s apple before he exhaled and let Tim go.

Nathaniel’s handsome, ridiculous face was locked into a frown, and he was looking at Tim as if he was afraid to blink. It was a ludicrous thought—Nathaniel being afraid of anything—but Tim stared back at him until his eyes burned.

“I have to go.” It scraped out of Tim, making him notice how quiet they had both been, and wonder how long they’d been like that. “I didn’t have the money for my room this month yet, I mean, I will need it. But tell Mrs. Pinsky I will get it to her. And tell Carl, I really.... Anyway, I came here because... to thank you, I guess. You’ve been decent, considering how annoying I was.” Tim felt the heat from Nathaniel’s hand fading away and hurried on, because it sounded like he was saying good-bye and he didn’t actually know how to do that, or why he felt the need to try it now on someone who couldn’t possibly care. “Someone might come looking for me. So it’s better if I go.”

“Do you want to go?” Nathaniel finally spoke. He stared at the room behind Tim. Tim turned to see why, then let out a breath when he realized Nathaniel was looking for threats, threats to Tim, probably so he could crush them.

“Do I want to go?” Tim repeated, because that wasn’t a question he had ever heard. Not even Ray had ever asked him that.

Nathaniel looked away from the imaginary predators before putting his hand back on Tim’s shoulder to drag him forward. Tim flailed and touched Nathaniel’s chest, then yanked his hands away with a hurried apology.

Nathaniel stood straighter and enunciated every word. “Do you want to go?”

Tim wet his lips and shook his head without thinking. Thinking, he decided faintly, was impossible when inches away from Nathaniel Neri and inhaling so much of him that he was dizzy with it.

He tried to glance around, because they must look strange like this, talking intensely in the middle of the station, with Tim barely keeping from plastering himself to the sheriff and telling him everything. But although people were watching, they didn’t seem shocked. They looked intrigued if anything, so Tim turned to Nathaniel and his glowing eyes, brown and gold and incredible.

“Then don’t go,” Nathaniel said, like it was a counterproposal, offered it really, as his fingertips glanced over Tim’s bare skin, making Tim’s pulse go faster.

Tim felt his mouth drop open. “That isn’t an option!” he sputtered. Thinking was difficult at the moment, much less talking. He used his hands to help get his meaning out. “So easy for you to say that when you are you, but I am me, and even if I was you, I wouldn’t stand a chance, don’t you see?”

For whatever reason, that speech seemed to calm Nathaniel down. Not that he had been as panicked as Tim, not that other people would have noticed, but Tim had felt the death grip on his shoulder and could hear the racing beat of Nathaniel’s heart. Nathaniel took a breath in that way people did when they hadn’t been breathing regularly for a while. Then he leveled a look at Tim that would have seemed annoyed if his eyes hadn’t been reflecting all the light in the room.

“No, Little Wolf, I don’t see even a little bit. What I do see is that you’re scared, you’ve been scared, but you won’t let me....” Nathaniel stopped again. “You won’t let me help you.”

“Help me?” Tim blinked and sank down onto his heels. “What?” The words ran right out of his head. He stared up, feeling every inch of height he didn’t have and yet too confused to be upset about it. “I’m not—”

“Little Wolf.” Nathaniel was using a calm tone, but he was showing his teeth.

Tim swallowed, thinking distantly that one really shouldn’t be uncertain and turned-on by something like that, at least not at the same time.

“Tim.” Nathaniel said his real name, making Tim straighten up. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

Tim shook his head again, like a five-year-old with a secret, which was about how old he felt. He should have run, except he had run, and he had run here. That probably wasn’t even instinct, or if it was, it was instinct tripping over his dick, because there was no other reason for his subconscious to have sent him into the sheriff’s arms.

Except this entire town was devoted to helping weres in trouble, and Nathaniel Neri was the kind of wolf who might have even made Tim’s uncle sit up and take notice, the kind of were who might make Luca feel small and insecure.

“Tim.” Nathaniel said it again, not quite threatening. Tim scowled. He wasn’t standing in front of his uncle, and he didn’t plan on ever doing that again. He bared his teeth right back at Nathaniel, this time aware he was doing it and not especially giving a shit. His instinct had brought him here; it could deal with the fallout.

“Stop making me feel like a kid,” he snarled.

“Then stop running and let us help you.” Nathaniel didn’t even blink.

Tim opened his mouth to argue, then shut it. He had a vision of Luca coming into this place, finding him and then finding Nathaniel. Not the sheriff, Tim had the sudden confusing thought. Not the sheriff, but Nathaniel, who tolerated Tim and joked with him and defended him to Carl even when Tim didn’t need defending. Tim imagined the things Luca would have to say about that, and then what he might do, especially with his uncle’s money to back him up.

He stuck his chin out without maintaining eye contact, arguing with Nathaniel’s chest. “It wouldn’t be safe for anyone in town if they came here.” His uncle could probably buy and sell this town, though there was a chance he wouldn’t if he respected the werewolf traditions it had been founded on. But Tim felt like his belly was showing, and shivered. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. Don’t tell Carl.” Carl would probably die laughing at the thought of Tim giving a crap about this town. Which Tim didn’t, exactly. He just didn’t think anyone deserved too much interest from a Dirus, especially not people who had been nice to Tim when they didn’t have to be.

There was a long enough moment of quiet to make Tim glance up, and when he did, Nathaniel’s eyes were fierce with some emotion Tim didn’t understand.

Nathaniel spoke softly. “Little Wolf, you think this town can’t defend itself?” He actually seemed relieved that Tim was telling him they were in danger. Tim was never going to understand him. He tried anyway, only to get indignant that Nathaniel wasn’t taking the threat seriously.

“What? You asshole, don’t get all badass right now when I’m trying to tell you it’s dangerous to help me,” he yelled. The people around them jumped collectively, probably because he’d called the sheriff an asshole to his face.

“Because of who is after you?” Once again, Nathaniel didn’t seem too put out by the insult, doubtlessly because Tim was no kind of threat to him. His thumb was still at Tim’s throat, and he had to feel every frightened, aroused rush of blood while Tim thought about an answer. He’d never touched Tim before. Tim had the sudden suspicion that Nathaniel was touching him on purpose to get a rise out of him and trick him into explaining more, and the worst part was it was working.

Tim couldn’t even get that upset, and when he did it was to lament that of course someone that good-looking had to be smart too.

“Yes,” Tim agreed finally, without explaining who was after him. After coming in here and freaking out, after freaking Nathaniel out, he knew Nathaniel deserved more of an explanation. Maybe it was the thumb stroking slowly over his skin, but he suddenly wanted to give it to him, more than anything. He bit his lip and considered. “I can use human magic, a little.” He was essentially admitting there was human blood in him, because everyone knew werewolves didn’t use magic, but Nathaniel didn’t react to that, no matter how much Tim looked for the disgust or contempt on his face. Tim swallowed and continued. “So I put wards around my room, wards to protect me from Seeking magic. They weren’t strong, but they let me know that someone broke them tonight.”

Nathaniel ran a touch over Tim’s skin, smoothing his thumb up along Tim’s carotid, then down to the string of charms. Nathaniel lifted them for a moment as if weighing them. Tim nearly closed his eyes.

“And now you want to leave?” Nathaniel’s voice seemed to get even gentler. Tim wondered if Nathaniel would try to stop him if he left, then couldn’t imagine why he would bother.

“Um....” Tim couldn’t imagine much of anything actually, except for fantasies of Nathaniel wanting him to stay. “No?” Tim was pretty sure he was hallucinating, because there was a hand at his throat, petting him softly.

There was a hand at his throat.

He jerked at the realization and stumbled backward. Nathaniel brought his hand down while Tim continued to struggle to breathe and not look at the people around them who had witnessed that.

“But I have to leave,” he insisted quickly. “You don’t understand.”

“So tell me. Did you do anything illegal?” Nathaniel had to know the answer to that, since he knew Ray had helped Tim before, and Ray wasn’t the type to let a criminal go.

Tim scowled at him. “No.” He raised his chin to look more convincing. “But I don’t want them to find me.”

“Will they hurt you?” Nathaniel would not blink first; Tim knew that like he knew he didn’t have to answer out loud, because Nathaniel could hear the way the memory of Luca made Tim’s heart pound with panic. But Tim didn’t let his fear show on his face; he had learned that much from Luca at least. Nathaniel probably wouldn’t be impressed, but it was a skill Tim was proud of.

“I’ve done okay so far,” Tim said instead, insulted at the way Nathaniel lifted one eyebrow. Tim immediately protested. “You said even a little wolf has teeth!”

Nathaniel stepped forward into his space, intimidating and big and knowing it. “If they knew how to use those teeth, that would be useful.” And Tim was the sarcastic one? Tim straightened, but he wasn’t even close to taking up as much space as Nathaniel did. Nathaniel explained himself without sounding any less doubtful of Tim’s ability to defend himself. The fact that Tim couldn’t really defend himself made it more infuriating. “If you knew anything, which you don’t, you would know that without other weres around you, you are more vulnerable.”

Pack talk. Tim put a hand to Nathaniel’s chest but shook his head. Tim hadn’t seen Ray with a pack, and that proved how they weren’t necessary. “I didn’t have a choice.”

“Maybe.” Nathaniel narrowed his eyes, like Tim was being an idiot, then huffed out a furious breath. “But you do now.”

“What?” Tim gaped. Someone around him made an actual tittering sound, but he didn’t turn to see who it was. “I don’t take orders from you.” Not even when he wanted to. Although, of course, Nathaniel hadn’t actually ordered Tim to do anything, he had just said that Tim could choose. Tim got to choose whether or not he wanted into a pack. “Wait. You’re inviting me to be in your... family?” He finished the sentence in barely a whisper while he tried not to feel anything at all, definitely not the heady rush that made him sway.

Nathaniel snorted, as if all of this had been obvious for months and Tim was slow. Tim supposed he was. He shook his head until he could see clearly again. “But you don’t want to get involved in this. Trust me, you don’t.”

“That’s my choice.” Nathaniel Neri was an evil mind reader, or just very, very talented at picking out scents and knowing what they meant. Tim glared at Nathaniel for that, out of spite, exuding Read this, bitch, as he crossed his arms. Of course he wasn’t going to stay. There was no advantage to staying, except for having a way to earn more money and his own personal sheriff alpha were bodyguard who happened to be the hottest thing on both two and four legs, probably, and possibly even an entire town full of people who might look out for him—though that seemed as far-fetched an idea as the sheriff letting Tim see his wolf.

Tim wasn’t meant to belong to a... group like this. That would be ridiculous, which was why when he opened his mouth he heard himself agreeing. “If I... if that happens, it doesn’t mean anything. I’m still going to leave. I’d only be staying to learn”—Tim waved a hand—“stuff.” He should be running, and instead he was arguing. He was fucking negotiating despite having no leverage. Of course. His uncle was right about one thing at least; Tim needed to learn that just because he thought fast didn’t mean his mouth had to try to keep up.

The sheriff grunted for a reply, seeming about ready to growl at Tim and then changing his mind. “Fine,” he barked, pointing a finger into Tim’s face. “But you don’t go back to that room. You come home with me.”

There was that tittering sound again, like a cross between nerves and genuine laughter. Seeing their leader arguing with someone like Tim must be really weird for Nathaniel’s deputies. Tim ignored them the way Nathaniel was, as if they were beneath his notice. Privacy was for humans, anyway.

“I didn’t agree to that,” Tim countered loudly, after the jolt down his spine at the thought of himself staying in Nathaniel’s house, with Nathaniel, all body and casual dominance and protectiveness and that hand that had petted Tim so gently.

“Would you rather wander around town with no money or live in the state park with your, I’m guessing very limited, hunting skills?” Nathaniel could cut someone without having his claws out. Tim gasped, and it was ignored by a very serious sheriff. “When was the last time you shifted?” Nathaniel was evil, Tim was sure of it now, and Tim scowled, mostly because there was nothing to really deny. The question about his shifting he couldn’t begin to answer with any kind of dignity. The titters behind him became a full-fledged laugh. Tim turned and snarled. The guilty party, a well-built blonde behind a desk who had to be were as well, shut up.

So it was painfully obvious that Tim couldn’t survive as a real wolf. There was no need for Nathaniel to point it out, except that Nathaniel acted like there was every need, with his eyes narrowed and his arms crossed. He was furious, probably at Tim for defying him. That’s what Tim assumed until Nathaniel sighed and took a step closer.

“Tim, we’ll get you more charms for out at the house and you can....” He hesitated, acknowledging Tim’s unusual hobby with a tiny grin. “Work your magic.” If he had been anyone else, if they hadn’t been discussing Tim’s life on the run, Tim would have said the sheriff was teasing him. He might even have said that was an attempt at cheesy flirting, but since that was impossible for so many reasons, Tim stared until Nathaniel went on. “There’s plenty of space.”

Tim knew that. That was something else the people in town had been happy to tell him when extolling the sheriff’s virtues. The sheriff took in a lot of the weres who were new in town until they got on their feet, though some, like Zoe, never left his den out in the woods.

“It isn’t like I take up a lot of room,” Tim joked to say something, and got a small growl for his trouble. Now that the station was quiet he felt itchy again. “This is a big deal to you isn’t it? Me staying there?” Nathaniel stiffened at that, so Tim tried to explain. “Like, an instinct thing? You have to keep an eye on me?”

Nathaniel watched him intently. “Something like that.”

“Oh.” That was reasonable, Tim supposed. So instinct sucked for everyone. He’d never thought about it, but almost everyone else around him had a wolf inside them making demands, and those demands weren’t always comfortable or appropriate for the majority-human world. If you were in charge, it was probably worse. It wasn’t as though the sheriff was dying to have Tim around, annoying him, getting hard, smelling up his house with his horniness and fear.

Tim’s heart rate ratcheted back up. He would be in Nathaniel’s house with Nathaniel, all the time. Out there in the middle of the woods with just Zoe between them, and Zoe would probably do whatever Nathaniel wanted. That was what Luca would have done, no hesitation, if his uncle had grown too weak to control him.

“You’re terrified,” Nathaniel announced in a flat voice, as if he was just getting the level of Tim’s fear. Tim flinched, but this time no one in the background laughed. Nathaniel took another step closer. “Of whoever is hunting you, or of me?”

Tim looked away, because even if Nathaniel’s expression was impassive, he knew Carl would have been furious with him for saying what he was going to say. “Both. I....” Tim lifted his chin. “Shit. I don’t mean it like you are going to.... I am pretty sure you aren’t like.... Shut me up, please. Why did I come here? Why didn’t I run?” It was seriously something Tim had to think about when he had a second.

Nathaniel didn’t have to think about it. “Because you know I’ll protect you.”

Tim glanced up and froze when his gaze got caught by golden eyes.

“It’s... they... if they find me, it will be bad,” Tim started to explain again, not wanting to be specific, because it would be too easy for Nathaniel to guess who exactly Tim was related to. “You want to protect me.” He was so weak he was amazed he was still standing. “But it isn’t really your business.” He could lick the taste of hurt from the air now that he knew it. “Nathaniel.” He kept saying that name, over and over, until it was a taste on his tongue too. “Nathaniel, if I’m with you in your house, it will be—”

“That’s my problem,” Nathaniel told him firmly, as if that made any kind of sense. Tim tried to ask What the hell, but Nathaniel only got more insistent. “My house will be safe. You can hide there. I’ll protect you.”

“I can take care of myself.” Tim was barely breathing. There were too many scents now for him to identify, and too many eyes on them for him to take the time to ask what they meant. “You have enough to do.”

Nathaniel stepped farther into Tim’s space. Tim raised his head and that was a mistake, because it put his mouth close to Nathaniel’s skin. He flicked his gaze up.

“You came to me,” Nathaniel argued, his voice rumbling on the word. There was no denying that, even if Tim could have thought clearly at the moment.

“Instinct,” Tim murmured. It was like no matter what he did, it always won.

“Little Wolf.” If he didn’t know better, he would have said the sheriff whined, a pleading, tiny sound that made Tim want to whine back and lick him to make it better.

Tim tried to form a coherent sentence. If he was like this now, no telling what he might do in the sheriff’s house with him. “But... but Zoe is there.” It was the best he could do with something telling him to comfort the sheriff until he smiled. Tim’s inner wolf was as confused as the rest of him.

Nathaniel cocked his head to one side; clearly he had not expected that response. “What’s wrong with Zoe?” His slight puff of air seemed offended.

“She’s the worst,” Tim told him for no reason at all, then shook his head. “Okay, I’ve never really talked to her.” The one time he’d tried, Zoe had rubbed Tim’s head like Tim was a child. Aside from that, she and Nathaniel were probably sleeping together, and Tim didn’t need them smelling his jealousy all over the house. “She seems like she could be the worst,” Tim finished, feeling like a very obvious liar and a kid at the same time. Something about the sheriff brought it out in him. “Fine!” he burst out a second later at Nathaniel’s expression of disbelief. Tim gave himself a last few minutes of freedom by moving a few steps from Nathaniel’s heat and mouth and body and the complex scent that was nearly as intense as Nathaniel’s eyes. “But I can leave when I want.”

He was in no position to be giving orders, but at least there were witnesses. They made him feel a fraction less ridiculous for issuing ultimatums to someone who would have no interest in keeping Tim around if not for an instinctual drive to protect everyone in town. It was probably why Nathaniel had become sheriff.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





