
        
            
                
            
        

    The road to believing can be one wild ride.
A Northern Shifters Book
 Seamus O’Connor thought his friendship with Zachariah Smithson was just that—a relationship born on one horrific night seven years ago. He never thought he’d end up inheriting the old man’s farm.
 Tons of chores and hard work are nothing new for Seamus. The farm comes equipped with all he needs—and something he didn’t expect. Unsettling, latenight visits from Zachariah’s grandson Ri, a man who appears and disappears like a ghost.
 Ri has had little contact with the outside world, with good reason. Horse shifters aren’t any human’s idea of normal. Plus, he’s wary of being the next target of the werewolves who took his twin brother. Trust his matchmaking grandfather to give him a reason to come home—Seamus.
 As Seamus gradually learns the truth of Ri’s life, their relationship tentatively grows—and danger grows closer. For it was Ri who rescued Seamus on that terrible night long ago. Seamus is about to realize he’s had his own encounters with werewolves. He just doesn’t know it—yet.
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Running Wild


Joely Skye

Dedication
 To my readers. Thank you. Prologue

Seamus stood plastered behind a tree, out of sight of his pursuers. His chest heaved but he kept his breathing quiet, almost silent, and tried to stop the panic from clawing its way into his mind. He needed to think.

At least he’d made it out of that field and into the small woods where he could hide. These were stupid guys playing a stupid game, and somehow he had stumbled into it. Okay, yes, wandering around the countryside at night, far from home—not that he had a home any longer—wasn’t the safest thing in the world to do. But he hadn’t thought to draw this kind of attention to himself.

When they’d begun toying with him, walking beside him on that long stretch of empty road, he’d bolted, even though it had meant leaving his bag behind. He’d taken the threat seriously, but they hadn’t had the energy or the interest to keep pace with him. Those two guys had probably found something else to entertain them.
 Hopefully not someone else. Assholes. He remembered their opening volley in conversation— Looking for a horse?
 What the hell had that meant? Seamus tried to search for sexual innuendo in it, but it didn’t quite fit, as far as he could figure.
 Just as he was beginning to breathe more easily, a twig snapped, not too far off, and his entire body seized up again.
 The week had turned into a fucking nightmare. His fingers dug into the bark, and he couldn’t think of a single strategy except standing stock-still. If only he didn’t have to breathe—he sounded so loud in his own ears.
 “Looking for me?”
 The words jolted Seamus though he tried to stay in place while he swerved his eyeballs to the right. The voice had come from behind him, and at some distance. It was a tenor and not a voice he’d heard before.
 “Well, hello,” someone answered, and that was one of the assholes. Another twig snapped, and the second speaker began moving away from Seamus. “Why are you human?”
 Or that’s what Seamus thought was said. An oddly worded sentence, Seamus couldn’t help but think, though mostly he was trying not to let his knees buckle, trying not to vomit from the mix of relief—they hadn’t found him—and horror—they were after someone else.
 Or maybe this was a third friend of theirs, and they’d all come back for him.
 “Ready?” said that first, light voice. Amused even, which baffled Seamus given that nothing in the world was amusing at this moment. He was terrified.
 “Always.” The one-word answer was a threat and serious.
 What followed was the sound of men running, and running away from where he stood. Seamus couldn’t believe his luck, if that’s what it was. He strained to hear the men as the noises faded, swallowed by the night, and all that was left were the crickets and the soft breeze through the ruffling leaves.
 How long he stood there, the tree holding him up, until the absence of human sound allowed him to believe he was alone, he didn’t know. It might have been minutes or hours later when he edged around the tree and looked out. The half-moon was up, and it shone down on the field, no one in sight.
 He couldn’t stay here. They’d almost found him, they could return. However, it wasn’t clear to Seamus where he should go. Not the field or the road—too easily seen there, too vulnerable, with no place to hide. So he started picking his way through the woods. Small as it was, it offered trees to hide among. If he could find a farmhouse, he’d take his chances and throw himself at their mercy. But this was Manitoba prairie, and farmhouses were few and far between.
 Seamus reached the far edge of the small woods to face yet another field, no building in sight. He’d become chilled to the bone. Yes, it was summer, but the nights were cool, and he was shivering. Though that might have had something to do with shock. He hunkered down for a moment, wrapping his arms around his legs and wishing he had more than the T-shirt on his back and a pair of jeans.
 They’d ripped his bag off him as he’d begun to run. He rubbed his face, barely able to consider the consequences of having no money and no ID. Barely able to believe the events of the past few days. Going from high school to…this.
 He didn’t know how long he sat there, unsure of his next move, when the strangest thing happened. Under the thin moonlight, a black horse came into sight. Seamus stared, making himself smaller, though he didn’t know why. It freaked him out that the men had asked about a horse. Did that mean they were here too? But there were no people with the creature. And horses, well, he liked horses, and this one was beautiful.
 It blew hard through its nostrils, a kind of snort but not quite, a deep vibration. Seamus had the impression it had been running, though now it walked.
 Towards him.
 He tried not to lose it. It was a horse. He’d ridden before, if not extensively, so this animal shouldn’t frighten him. The horse continued to blow, and Seamus wasn’t sure if it was greeting him or catching its breath. Horse talk was something of a foreign language to him.
 It was all black save splashes of white on its face, and it shone darkly under the moonlight. Slowing before it reached Seamus, it watched him with rounded eyes.
 Not wanting to cower in front of this creature, he forced himself to stand. “Hey, horse,” he said awkwardly, and raised a hand, wondering if it would shy away. But it wasn’t skittish, so he placed his palm on the horse’s damp neck. It proceeded to nuzzle his face and hair, and the warmth was reassuring.
 “It’s nice”—Seamus was aware his voice shook—“to meet a friendly face.”
 The horse lightly butted Seamus’s palm with its nose, almost a confirmation of his words.
 “Um, are you lost?” Did horses get lost or could they always find their way back home?
 At that, a thought struck Seamus while this strange, large horse breathed and smelled him. The noises it made were friendly, Seamus was pretty sure of that.
 The horse was in good shape, healthy, it had a home. If Seamus pulled himself onto its back, it could carry him away from this hellish woods and this hellish night. Someone who took good care of horses might not be a bad person, might help Seamus out.
 The most likely scenario was the horse would balk at the idea of being ridden. But Seamus was desperate, so he leaned forward and draped an arm around the animal. Its bony withers pressed against his arm, but the horse didn’t move. It went perfectly still. As if waiting for Seamus to mount him.
 Wishful thinking no doubt, but Seamus moved down to where he could pull himself up, leaned on the horse again…and it didn’t move. He breathed in for courage, imagined the horse whickered encouragement, and with all that was in him, jumped.
 It was a god-awful jump. He was way out of practice, and it wasn’t as if he’d ridden bareback all that often. He was half on and half off the horse, legs flailing as he pushed himself up farther. Before he fell right over the other side, he managed to drag one leg across the horse’s rump and wrap his arms around the patient animal’s neck.
 Amazingly, it continued to stand in place. Seamus blinked, unable to believe this had worked, that he was astride the horse and potentially on his way out of here. Would it move forward if he squeezed with his legs in encouragement?
 Before he could decide, there came a warning snort and a stamp from the animal, as if danger was about to descend. Body memory asserted itself. Seamus settled on the horse, his legs adjusting so he could ride, correct posture shaping his back. His hands reached for the mane, given there was no bridle or halter to use.
 “Fucking Christ.” The words were uttered by that awful voice from this awful night, shocking Seamus afresh. Those goddamned men continued to find him. It was as if they had a tracking device on him, and he couldn’t understand it. All he could do was press his legs against the creature’s sides and give a hoarse, urgent plea. “Go!”
 On cue, the horse flew, changing from standstill to gallop in a split second, and thank God Seamus knew how to stay on a horse.
 To say that the rest of the night passed in a blur was an understatement. Not only was Seamus’s mind clouded by fear, the horse never stopped moving and the countryside seemed to smear by him as they traveled.
 It was surreal. At times he wondered if he was dreaming or hallucinating, although the horse felt fucking real, as did the wind created by riding on a cool night. He stayed low on the horse to gather body warmth, and he wondered if the night would ever end and the horse would ever stop.
 He couldn’t bring himself to attempt to rein it in though. There were no reins and he didn’t think the mane would be terribly effective, plus he wanted as many miles as possible between him and that horror of the woods.
 At one point, the horse decided of all things to walk through water. On and on through a river they went, and whenever Seamus ventured to speak, which mostly consisted of “horse?” he received a rather impatient whicker.
 Though perhaps that impatience, like so much else, was imagined. The whole night might have been of his own mind’s making—except for the fact he was riding this horse.
 As the horizon to the east turned gray, the first hint that this long, horrendous, cold night might end and bring warmth with it, the horse left the water and ran yet again.
 Exhaustion set in, and Seamus began to fear he might fall off. His eyes were drifting closed, and he fought to keep them open. Maybe the horse would simply never cease moving.
 However, as abruptly as the horse had started this trek, it stopped, and Seamus sat up straight, looking blearily around to realize that day was breaking and they were at a farm of sorts, something he would have welcomed last night.
 He didn’t know what to think of where he was this morning. He didn’t know what to think of anything. He wished his mother’s last words hadn’t started up in his head, ringing out.
Leave my sight. Get out of here.
 He wished he was strong enough not to flinch at that memory. He leaned forward and rested his cheek against the horse’s neck for comfort.
 “Grandson.”
 He’d dozed off, clinging to this horse’s back like he didn’t know how to do anything other than ride and ride this horse. Seamus lifted his head and came face-to-face with an elderly man with faded brown eyes, gunmetal gray hair and a broad forehead. He wasn’t speaking to Seamus though, he was speaking to the horse, and there was the biggest smile on his face.
 The horse blew softly in greeting, and Seamus almost felt invisible except the man said, “Who have you brought to me?”
 With that, the man’s gaze rose to meet Seamus’s, and his eyebrows lifted. “You better get off my boy before you fall off.”
 Though Seamus managed to nod in agreement, instead of dismounting, he listed sideways just before the ground rose up to meet him and blackness hit.

Seamus’s dreams might have been nightmares if he’d had the energy to be frightened. They consisted of shaky impressions of being carried and set on cushions, as well as light smacks on his cheeks so he was alert enough to drink water, while otherwise the hands on him were strong and gentle and he shivered under them.

Then he was out, gone far, far below.
 A face had belonged in there somewhere, darkened by a frown, black eyes maybe. Seamus would never know. He slept through nearly twenty-four hours and woke as the day did, sun rising while an old man puttered around in the kitchen set across from the couch he lay on.
 He raised himself on one elbow, taking an inventory of himself. Suddenly the one thing he knew was he desperately needed a bathroom.
 As if reading his mind, the old man looked up and pointed to a doorway. Seamus dashed in.
 He rather more slowly made his way out, not sure what surprises lay in store, unable to process a bizarre series of events, though he recognized the old man who’d come to greet the horse that had carried him here.
 Had that really happened?
 “It’s about time you woke up.”
 Seamus could think of nothing to say so he nodded.
 “Have some Red River Cereal then.”
 “Uh, sure.” As it happened Seamus would have eaten anything. When a bowl was placed before him, it wasn’t in him to do anything but devour it, and the refill.
 “Too skinny,” his host scolded him when Seamus’s mouth was full. “I don’t know what you’re doing wandering around in the middle of the night by yourself like that. No common sense these days.”
 Seamus supposed he was referring to young people or something. Normally he would have wanted to argue, hotly. But this man had given him sanctuary and was feeding him, and to be honest, common sense hadn’t been Seamus’s strong suit this past week. It had been more about pride.
 “Where are your parents?” the old man demanded.
 God, the last question he wanted to hear. Seamus shrugged, staring at his empty bowl.
 “Winnipeg?”
 Given that was the biggest city in the province, it wasn’t a bad guess. It was also the correct one.
 “You look like a city boy, and you look like someone who’s been cared for until very recently.” His host made him sound like a lost pet as he wagged his finger. “You call your parents. I’ll wager they’re worried sick about you.”
 “No,” said Seamus flatly.
 His host cocked his head, eyes widening. “No, you won’t call them or, no, they aren’t worried sick.”
 “Both.”
 “I’m Zachariah.”
 Seamus hadn’t known that name existed anymore. It seemed like something out of a classic novel written a century ago, and so did the man and this rundown house.
 “Seamus,” he said, rising. He held out a hand to shake, wondering a bit at how small and frail Zachariah seemed to be and how the hell Seamus had ended up lying on this old man’s couch. It was hard to think his memories of being carried inside made sense.
 “Seamus, you sit down and drink this orange juice.”
 “Thank you, sir.”
 “Then you’ll call your folks.”
 Seamus cut his gaze to Zachariah, who was studying him. He must look a mess.
 “How old are you? Sixteen?”
 “I’m nineteen,” Seamus replied, affronted. Geez, he didn’t look sixteen. His stubble was rough, the beginnings of a beard. He was no longer the stick he’d been three years ago.
 “You all look young to me.” Zachariah rubbed his chin. “Thing is, your anger is fresh, not old. Your falling-out with your parents is a new thing.”
 The back of Seamus’s neck prickled. He didn’t like being read this easily. It unnerved him. He shook his head.
 The old man sighed. “I’ll make you a deal, and I’d appreciate it if you cooperated. Call your parents, and if they don’t want to hear from you, I’ll help you out. Don’t call your parents, and I’ll show you the door.”
 Seamus met the stranger’s steady gaze. He wanted to take his pride and walk out, use it as a burden and a shield. Well, a part of him wanted to walk out. But he’d reached the end of his resources and didn’t know where he’d go. His ID and money were lost. And those men… He shivered at the idea of running into them again, given how they’d kept popping up from nowhere last night.
 No, that was the night before. He’d slept for a day and a night, and he was getting his days mixed up.
What the hell. Who cared if his mother didn’t want to lay eyes on him? He could make that phone call, and hopefully Zachariah would allow him to rest here a little longer before he had to move on.
 “All right,” he said ungraciously and held out his hand.
 Zachariah pointed to a landline, and not only a landline but a corded phone. Seamus could feel his face heat up at the thought of Zachariah overhearing the conversation. So fucking what? He was going to get kicked out if he didn’t call. At this point he had nothing to lose.
 “It’s long distance,” he stated, a last-ditch effort to avoid dialing home.
 “I can afford it.” Zachariah tilted his head at the phone.
 Grimly, Seamus picked up the receiver and punched in the numbers. His face was burning; his parents were going to think he was begging to come back.
 Maybe he was.
 “Hello?” His mom, of course. His dad didn’t answer the phone often.
 Odd, how easily he could reply, as if they hadn’t had a blow-out fight, as if he was still their son. Nineteen years of conditioning, of being part of a family, didn’t just fall away in less than a week.
 “Hi, Mom.” He sounded weary, his voice thicker than he liked.
 “Seamus!”
 He blinked at the way she yelled his name, not sure what it meant.
 “Where are you? What…” She began sobbing, and if she was speaking, he couldn’t figure out what she was saying. A kind of lightheadedness assailed him, and he made himself focus, straining to hear her words.
 “Uh…Mom?”
 Her crying faded away.
 “Seamus?” Dad was on the line, and Seamus breathed more easily. His dad hadn’t stood up for him when Mom had screamed at him, first saying he couldn’t be gay, then saying he wasn’t their son, then saying she didn’t want him in her sight.
 But his dad hadn’t spoken those awful words.
 Seamus attempted with everything inside him to keep his voice steady. “It’s me.”
 “You come on home now.” His father sounded gruff with concern. “Your mother has been worried sick.”
 Seamus’s throat thickened at the unexpected words. Zachariah’s exact words.
 “Seamus?” His father’s volume rose. “Are you all right? Where are you?”
 “Dad?” he managed, embarrassed at sounding close to tears. Had they not kicked him out?
 “You surprised us, but you belong here. You got accepted into university, your studies are about to begin, you need to come home. I’m driving over to get you as soon as you give me an address.”
 The anger inside Seamus drained to confusion. He wrapped an arm around his middle, unsure of what was going on. “But…you said…I mean, Mom said…”
 “Never mind that. She’s very sorry and so am I. Didn’t mean it.” His dad’s words were clipped.
 “I’m not changing. This doesn’t change, Dad,” Seamus said, wishing it didn’t sound more like a plea than a warning. He wanted to be at home, recovering, not clenching this phone in a stranger’s house, his body tight with tension.
 “You’re my son, we love you, and I’m coming to get you. All right?” His dad clearing his voice almost undid Seamus. “Now, where are you, Seamus?”
 “I don’t know.” He looked to Zachariah, who smiled as if this reaction of his parents was the outcome to be expected. Then he held out his hand to take the phone and give Seamus’s dad directions to the farm.
 Seamus settled down on the couch, shocked. His parents went to church, disliked gays and were not open-minded.
 But they wanted him to come home. He scrubbed his face. He’d waited nineteen years to tell them about his real self, waited until he’d graduated high school, and it had blown up in his face.
 But it wasn’t over. He was still his father’s son.
 Zachariah didn’t say anything when he hung up, simply went about tidying the kitchen. Seamus vaguely thought he should offer to help, but by the time he managed to rise, the old man was done.
 He remembered the horse then, wanted to see it before he left. That horse had saved his life. He wandered out to a back porch. There were fences and fields, but no animals in sight.
 Zachariah came to stand beside him. “Your father will be here in less than two hours. You just rest till then.”
 Seamus took a moment to make sure he sounded casual. “I would like to see the horse.”
 Zachariah turned to face him. “That time has passed. I have no horses. Too old, too much work.”
 “A horse brought me here, remember? Black coat. Big. You called it grandson.”
 Those brown eyes held his, not accepting what Seamus was saying. “What I remember is that you fell to the ground in my backyard. It was a lot of work to encourage you over to the couch.”
 “Someone carried me,” Seamus protested, but he was beginning to feel silly. None of this made sense. Zachariah couldn’t carry him. The whole riding-thehorse-through-the-night experience sounded bizarre, felt surreal.
 “You had a rough night, my boy.”
 Seamus stared, wondering why Zachariah was lying. No, wondering if he was lying. Seamus suspected the old man had been bluffing about kicking him out if he didn’t call his parents. However, this was different. Why bluff about a horse?
 Maybe no one had carried him into the house, maybe there had been no horse. Could extreme stress cause hallucinations?
 Zachariah added, gently chiding, “Why would I call a horse grandson?”

Chapter One

Seven years later
 “Seamus!”
 He made it a point not to roll his eyes at his mother’s call. “Up here, Mom.” “Where’s Lanie?”
 “On my lap while I read a book to her.”
 His mother came into the bedroom to smile dotingly upon her only

granddaughter. “You’re so good with children.”
 He set his jaw.
 But his mother had learned not to lament that Seamus was not going to
 marry a wife and have two kids and two cars and two jobs. She smiled brightly. “Such a good uncle.” “If I was such a good uncle, you wouldn’t be checking up on me when I’m looking after my niece.” He sometimes thought his mother expected him to forget what he was doing and leave Lanie to wander out into traffic or off a cliff—if cliffs existed in Manitoba.

An impatient two-year-old tugged his hair, and he went back to reading The Very Hungry Caterpillar and the days of the week. As he spoke, his mother talked over him, saying he was a good brother to take Lanie on Mother’s Day and a good son…

“Mom. Enough! I feel appreciated. Thank you very much.” They didn’t talk about him being gay often, and he’d only ever brought one boyfriend home. In the years since he’d “run away” as his mother described it—he’d considered it more of a going-on-an-adventure disaster—his mother went to excessive ends to assure him he was part of the family.

Which became a bit wearying at times.
 “On Thursday…” he continued, and his mother retreated to her kitchen. Once Lanie fell asleep and was settled in the traveling crib, Seamus also made his way downstairs.
 His mother looked up from her baking. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. A letter came for you this week.”
 He raised his eyebrows. He’d moved out three years ago, and apart from some alma mater junk mail, Canada Post had stopped delivering here.
 She handed him a thick brown envelope, and it looked official. When his gaze fell on the address, his heart sank.
 “Cornfield.” What an appropriate name, he thought vaguely, for the town surrounded by farms, many of them indeed growing corn. As he ripped the envelope open, he hoped he was wrong, that this didn’t mean what he thought it meant.
 “Oh, honey, is it bad news?”
 He swallowed as he scanned the letter that announced the death of Zachariah Smithson. While he wondered why he was getting this official announcement and regretted that he hadn’t visited there for two years, he kept scanning the letter until his eyes locked on his own name, Seamus O’Connor.
 His brow furrowed, he shook his head as if his eyesight was wonky, and he read it again.
 His name was still there.
 His father stomped into the kitchen, took one glance at Seamus and landed a palm on his son’s back. “What’s wrong?”
 It was hard, but he forced out the words. “Zachariah died.”
 “I’m sorry to hear that,” said his father while his mother repeated, “Oh, honey.”
 “But.” Seamus frowned, trying to make sense of the words and failing. “There’s some mistake.”
 “Oh?” said his mother.
 Seamus turned and looked at his parents, feeling at a complete loss. “It says he’s left the farm to me.”

Why would Zachariah do this? The question came to Seamus again and again. Sure, he’d spent three summers working at the farm after their strange meeting. And sure, they’d had a good rapport. But they’d drifted apart afterwards, Zachariah deciding he didn’t need any more summer staff, as he described Seamus, and Seamus taking a job in the lab.

Seamus should have made more effort to see him, but Zachariah hadn’t been that welcoming at the end. Seamus’s presence had agitated the old man, which became quite the deterrent to visiting, and Seamus had stopped coming by the farm at all. Had tried to learn to love his job.

He didn’t love it. Didn’t hate it either. However, he couldn’t keep the farm and the job, and he needed to support himself. The commonsense thing to do was sell Zachariah’s land. Yet something in him balked at that.

After getting the news, Seamus had tried to find out if Zachariah had any relatives and came up empty-handed. He’d also searched for the damned horse that Zachariah wouldn’t admit had anything to do with the night they’d met, but who had visited a few times in the summer, to Seamus’s utter fascination.

Horses aren’t only wild in Alberta, Zachariah had claimed, as if that explained anything at all. For the black stallion had seemed tame, if independent. He’s fond of you , Zachariah would add with satisfaction because the horse would gaze at Seamus in some apparently meaningful way. Seamus rather doubted the horse had any feelings for him whatsoever, given their always brief meetings and given the horse wouldn’t allow itself to be patted by him, had shied away from contact.

The horse had on occasion seemed to pay close attention to Seamus’s voice and his questions—since the horse was the only creature Seamus was comfortable talking to about The Night—but it wasn’t capable of shedding any light on the events that had led to Seamus landing up on the farm.

The truth was, Seamus would never understand how he arrived at Zachariah’s.
 Seamus walked through the dusty, shuttered house, opening windows and trying to take stock of what was now his. Since Mother’s Day, he’d been mostly ignoring this place, even if he’d made a couple of day trips to Cornfield and traipsed around the property. Now summer had arrived, and he had three weeks’ vacation. He was going to stay put and decide what to do with this sudden and surprising legacy.
 How odd to be here without Zachariah. He’d died three months ago, and Seamus hadn’t known. There’d been no funeral. No visitation. The only thing Seamus could do was visit the grave—the plot Zachariah had arranged beforehand—and place wildflowers by the small gravestone.
 Then Seamus returned and checked out the barn more thoroughly. During the years he’d worked for Zachariah, it had been filled with chickens. Eventually that had become too much work for him over the winter, and he’d sold them.
 The vegetable garden was a mess, run wild with weeds, and Seamus’s first duty was getting one going for the summer. There were still a few things he could plant in July for a fall harvest. He also needed to fix up the fence that surrounded the garden and kept the animals, especially the deer, out.
 Seamus sighed. He would probably have to sell, but it felt like a betrayal of sorts. Leaving the farm to Seamus must mean something, as if Zachariah had drawn him back here for a reason, and it was up to Seamus to figure it out.
 That evening, after a day of cleaning and gardening—and that didn’t touch any of the heavy lifting, he knew—he fell asleep on the couch. He couldn’t bring himself to use Zachariah’s bed yet. The lumpy couch had been where he’d always slept. When he closed his eyes, he could imagine Zachariah was in the bedroom, snoring lightly.
 Seamus dozed off.
 It wasn’t noise that woke Seamus, he didn’t think, but a kind of awareness as his eyes flew open and his body turned rigid in the dark. The softest of breathing could be heard. Out of seemingly nowhere, someone loomed over him.
 Seamus leapt up, or tried to, his feet getting tangled in blankets. The shadow didn’t attack. It retreated swiftly and silently. Seamus reached under the couch for that hammer he never failed to sleep with here—Zachariah had suggested it long ago, when echoes of the night of terror made Seamus uneasy. When he raised the hammer, the shadow responded by demanding, “Where is my grandfather?”
 The question shocked Seamus fully awake, and he froze, trying to make sense of the intruder and his words. Instead of an answer, Seamus wheezed, unable to articulate anything, still wondering if an attack was plausible. When the shadow stayed where it was, unmoving, waiting, Seamus found himself lowering his weapon, and the only thing he could think to say was “Can we turn on the fucking light?”
 The voice turned harsh. “Why isn’t Zachariah here?”
 Seamus gripped the hammer more tightly. Zachariah hadn’t said anything about grandsons—apart from that damned horse, maybe—but on the other hand, the concern in that voice sounded genuine.
 Clearing his throat, Seamus pitched his words as casually as possible. He wanted everything to remain calm. “I’m going to turn on the light, okay? Because I’m finding it real hard to have this conversation with a near-invisible stranger in the dark.”
 Silence was his answer, which Seamus took as a yes, and he reached for the lamp by the couch. When it produced its circle of light, he squinted at a man standing across from him, long arms hanging at his sides, shoulders bent with grief, face set to receive bad news.
 The intruder guessed Zachariah was dead but somehow hadn’t heard it officially. He needed confirmation, perhaps hoped for a reprieve. A reprieve was not something Seamus could give.
 He swallowed and spoke bluntly. “I’m sorry. Your grandfather passed away three months ago.”
 The man jerked his head in pain before taking three long strides away to gaze out the black window. His chest heaved twice and then settled into more regular breathing. Otherwise he made no sound.
 Seamus turned to grant him some semblance of privacy, but he kept the stranger at the edge of his vision, since he still didn’t know who the fuck he was or what he might do. If this was a grandson, why the hell hadn’t he been taking care of Zachariah in his last lonely years? Why didn’t he know of Zachariah’s death? And why was he in this house at three in the morning?
 Minutes passed as Seamus allowed the stranger to process Zachariah’s death. While he was considering whether or not offering coffee was appropriate, the stranger walked out of the house, in bare feet Seamus noted mundanely. The door slammed shut behind him. The night swallowed up the intruder as he vanished.
 Seamus followed him outside and stood on the back porch.
 “Well,” said Seamus out loud to the crickets, unsure what to make of the whole encounter. Unsettling, yes, but he didn’t exactly feel threatened.
 However, for the rest of the night he didn’t sleep. He kept expecting the man to return, and it didn’t happen. At five a.m., Seamus accepted that he was awake for the day.
 While he stalked around the house and the barn area, searching for clues of his mysterious night visitor, he found nothing. So he tackled the barn, with its rotting piles of straw. He was going to clean it out, reinforce some beams and paint the entire thing before it started to fall apart.
 By midday, his endurance gave out, and he decided a short nap was in order, to be followed by a trip to town to buy paint and other supplies. As he tried to ignore how the late-night encounter had unnerved him, he entered the house and yelped at seeing a man—the same man from last night—standing in the middle of his kitchen.
 The man turned to stare at him, his midnight-dark eyes wary, perhaps assessing.
 Assessing what? Christ, Seamus’s mind hadn’t gone to the inheritance and what this meant, if there was a grandson around.
 Also the man looked different—he’d shaved and cut his hair. He’d been pretty shaggy last night, not that Seamus had given it much thought outside of everything else.
 There was something familiar about the face. Maybe that was family resemblance, though this man was much taller than Zachariah had been.
 Said stranger didn’t speak, just regarded Seamus, and Seamus did the same—beyond the dark eyes was almost-black hair and a raw-boned face. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man. He was all muscle and sinew and long limbs.
 Seamus didn’t want his mind going there in an already complicated situation. Sure he needed to date more, but now was not the time to think about it.
 “Who are you?” he demanded.
 “Zachariah III.”
 “The third?” You’re shitting me, thought Seamus, though the guy appeared to think it was normal to introduce himself that way.
 “Yes,” he answered earnestly. “Zachariah called me Ri.”
 “Right.” Seamus began to feel like he was being scammed. It was all so…odd. The man appearing out of nowhere, staking his claim as a relative, staking a claim on Zachariah’s old-fashioned name.
 “He called you Seamus,” Ri added, which surprised Seamus. So this man recognized him in some way.
 He crossed his arms and tried to recover his composure. “Strange that we haven’t met, Ri.” He’d never encountered anyone with that nickname. “Where are you from?”
 Ri cocked his head, considering, and Seamus was expecting a substantive answer, not “I can’t answer that in a useful way.”
 O-kay. “What can you answer?”
 “Not very much, to be honest.” Again delivered with a straight face.
 Seamus rolled his eyes, something Ri observed but didn’t comment on.
 “I know he was fond of you,” Ri added in a puzzled tone. “I’m glad you agreed to take over the place.”
 “I agreed to nothing.”
 What friendliness had been on Ri’s face disappeared, to be replaced by a suspicious frown as he stated the obvious: “You’re here.”
 “That I am. I had no idea Zachariah was giving me this farm and its property. I heard by mail, after his death. He never mentioned leaving me the farm when he was alive.”
 “Ah.” Ri nodded like he understood, brow clearing. “He must have feared you’d say no.”
 Seamus could still say no and sell it, but he kept that to himself. “I have no idea. We weren’t in touch these past couple of years, unfortunately. I feel bad about that. He didn’t seem to want me to visit.”
 “No. I was around too much.”
 Seamus squinted, feeling like he was missing something.
 “He was quite protective of me.”
 “So therefore…” said Seamus, encouragingly. It would be helpful if this guy talked.
 “He probably didn’t want you to meet me.”
 “Why not?”
 “Uh…” Ri grimaced. “Hard to explain.”
 “Like so much else.”
 “Yes.” Ri’s dark eyes widened in a way that Seamus found alarmingly appealing. “He told me to trust you. Which I’m trying to do.”
 “Are you succeeding?”
 This time he smiled, and the self-deprecation in the smile was disarming. “Hard to say.”
 Seamus held up a hand, in part to halt his own reaction to Ri. He did not want this attraction here and now. Not when he was likely being played for God’s sake. He was adamant that his next attempt at a relationship, any kind of relationship, not become yet another mistake.
 “Okay, wait.” What Ri had said was quite illogical, probably bullshit. “Why would Zachariah protect you from me yet at the same time tell you to trust me? That doesn’t make any sense.”
 Ri pondered this for a moment, casting a glance at Seamus. “Trust is always limited.”
 This seemed to be some kind of axiom, and an unenlightening one. Seamus changed tack. He had to assume Ri hadn’t been offered the farm, or else he’d have it. “What about you? Did you say no to taking over the farm?”
 “Oh, no.” Ri snorted and pulled a face as if he considered this idea preposterous. “He wouldn’t offer it to me. I’m not capable of running a farm.”
 All right, no denial there.
 Ri continued, “Zachariah wouldn’t leave it to me.”
 Seamus scratched his jaw, at a loss in the face of, well, he hesitated to say apparent honesty, but Ri wasn’t puffing himself up here. Yet Seamus hesitated to tell Ri that Zachariah had never mentioned him. It seemed insensitive, even if it was something Seamus would like to understand.
 Ri held out his hands then, almost in supplication. “Look, I’m starving. I know it’s rude for me to ask…”
 “Sure,” said Seamus, relieved to focus on something to do rather than something to say, given the awkward way the conversation had gone. “Let’s put together a lunch.”
 The idea of Ri being some kind of threat had evaporated by this point. Ri was odd and unexpected, yes, but there was a wariness to his stance which made Seamus think Ri would choose to bolt before he attacked anyone.
 Ri retreated from the small kitchen to allow Seamus to pull out sandwich bread, cold cuts, cheese. He sliced some tomatoes. As they put their sandwiches together, he noticed Ri avoided the meat.
 “I’m vegetarian,” Ri said around his first mouthful and promptly vacuumed up four sandwiches and all the extra cheese. Seamus managed two sandwiches, then offered Ri apples, and he ate three, as well as some grapes.
 Okay, hungry vegetarian guy.
 When they were done eating, Ri looked more relaxed, like he’d narrowly avoided starvation. He placed both hands on the table and regarded them as he pulled in a breath.
 Seamus waited.
 “Can you tell me how my grandfather died?”
 It surprised Seamus how hard it was to say, but straightforward was the best approach. “Stroke. A neighbor found him two days after he’d died.”
 Ri winced as he stared at his hands and spoke in a low voice. “I should have been here. I didn’t mean to be away so long. I lost track of time.”
 Well, he should have been more attentive, and losing track of time was a weak excuse at best, but it was over and done so Seamus said nothing. Casting further blame would accomplish nothing.
 “Excuse me.” Ri pushed away from the table, strode out into the yard and kept going.
 By the time Seamus followed him outside, Ri had taken off at a run, disappearing into the trees.
 “What the fuck?” Seamus asked the field around him, but nothing answered him except the soft afternoon breeze rustling the overgrown grass. He considered chasing after the man, but he didn’t think he’d keep up with that pace and those long legs.
 This disappearing-and-reappearing act of Ri’s was a tad disturbing. Though maybe with the answers Seamus had given him, Ri had left for good. Funny thing was, Seamus couldn’t decide if it would be a relief to have Ri gone, or if he would be disappointed.
 Despite his best intentions, he was intrigued.

Chapter Two

Seamus spent the next two days feeling on edge. He toyed with the idea of calling someone, sounding them out on their thoughts about this man called Ri and his two mysterious appearances. When Seamus was feeling fanciful, he imagined that Ri had arrived by some kind of portal and departed the same way, leaving no trace that he’d been here. Except what was left in Seamus’s memory.

Which freaked Seamus out a little. Because it reminded him of the nightmarish time when he’d been chased by thugs in the middle of the night and escaped on a horse. Or, he thought that had happened but hadn’t been able to convince others. Zachariah had refused to talk about Seamus’s arrival beyond the bare minimum of showing up one morning in his backyard. And once, while completely smashed, Seamus had been coaxed to describe the night to thenboyfriend Pete, who’d proceeded to laugh like Seamus was hilarious—which had segued into a yelling match and on to make-up sex, never to be referred to again.

Okay, so Pete had never been the most sensitive person in the world, but Seamus hadn’t presented the story in the right light if he’d wanted to be taken seriously. He could call up Pete—he was in law school, he was always happy to hear from Seamus—and ask him what he thought of the grandson angle.

But he didn’t pick up the phone, didn’t want to talk to Pete and close the distance he’d worked hard to create post-breakup. Instead he waited to see if Ri would show up again.

Ri didn’t but Zachariah’s “other” grandson made an appearance that evening as twilight hit. The horse announced his arrival with a loud neigh.
 Seamus almost dropped his glass. The neigh came a second time, demanding an audience. It was how the horse used to summon Zachariah, and Seamus got hit with that grief. He kept thinking he and Zachariah hadn’t been close, that he’d come to terms with the old man’s death. Then the grief would surprise him. This animal could never understand that the human it was asking for was gone.
 Seamus pulled himself together and trudged outside.
 The horse stood closer to the house than usual, ears forward, body alert, tail high, anticipating human interaction even though it was wild.
 He felt like he was slumping his way over. Zachariah should have been here. Not him. The horse always shied away from him. It was going to toss its head and run, and Seamus would be left here depressed that he couldn’t comfort a horse.
 But Black stayed still. In fact, the horse seemed very interested in him.
 Seamus walked closer and stopped. Zachariah had always let it make the final steps before contact, and Seamus followed his example. A soft nicker preceded the horse’s approach, and then he started blowing and whuffing all over Seamus, reminding him of the night Black had rescued him. The memory felt so real, here and now, with Seamus the center of its attention.
 The trembling began inside, and Seamus couldn’t stop it. His entire body shook as the horse inspected him and seemed to try to comfort him, touching his soft nose to Seamus’s hand and standing right beside him. Experimentally Seamus leaned on its shoulder. It was the first time they’d had physical contact in seven years. Odd that. Seamus wondered how old Black was. It didn’t look much older.
 He drew in a deep breath and spoke, despite the uselessness of speech. “Zachariah’s dead. I’m sorry I can’t make you understand that. I’m sorry you’ll never know. And I’m sorry I didn’t visit him last year. I got too busy with work and a new boyfriend, not that that worked out, and… Well, they’re all poor excuses.”
 The horse gave a full-body sigh.
 “I’m glad you’re still fine. Zachariah worried about you. That someone would take a shotgun and shoot you as a nuisance. Which seems crazy to me.” Seamus stroked that strong, dark neck. “How can something so beautiful be a nuisance? You watch yourself, okay?”
 Seamus pushed off from the horse. “Hey, I’m doing this all wrong. Zachariah used to pay a lot of attention to patting and grooming you, and feeding you treats, and here I am slobbering all over you.”
 In response, it did its blowing and snorting, and Seamus had to laugh. “Okay, let me get some apples and carrots, alright?”
 The horse danced away.
 “Stay put,” Seamus warned, and he dashed into the house.
 But by the time he came out, carrying treats, the horse was gone. Disappeared again.
 As he stood there with his hands full of vegetable and fruit, facing the field and the small woods beyond, Seamus had to admit that this farm, with its accompanying disappearing acts, was beginning to unnerve him.

Well, thought Ri as he rolled to his feet and adjusted to his human body, Seamus didn’t have a clue what he was. He’d wondered if, near the end of his life, his grandfather had shared Ri’s secret with Seamus, despite promises otherwise. Not that his grandfather was the type to go back on his word, but he’d been weak, frail this past year, and searching for help.

When Ri didn’t need help. His life was fine as it was.
 He’d known Grandfather was dead. Of course he’d known, given that he’d been in and out of the house for the past two years, caring for the old man when he didn’t need to run wild for a few days. He’d only been gone three days, but it had been three days too long. One day to die and two to be discovered.
 Ri couldn’t block out the memory of walking back to the house and finding it surrounded by strangers he could not approach. It had hurt not to ask after his grandfather. His grandfather had been feeling well on the day Ri had last seen him.
 He’d held out the hope that someone had taken Grandfather to a nursing home or something of the sort. He’d heard such places talked about. Not that he could have visited, but the scenario offered the possibility of his grandfather returning home.
 That hope was gone.
 Ri stopped at the stairs leading up to the back porch. Now where had he left his clothes this time? He didn’t think Seamus would appreciate his nudity. The man was already shaken up, though he showed that more to Ri’s horse than Ri’s human.
 Which was kind of interesting.
 Grandfather had urged Ri to trust Seamus. You need someone. You cannot remain completely alone.
 The old man thought that because Ri had saved Seamus’s life it meant something. Like a debt to be paid. But Ri refused to be in a position where someone could hold something over him. That never worked out.
 Look what it had done to Zach, who’d been young and naïve and looking for friendship—and had told someone, told a wolf, he was a horse shifter.
 Of course, Seamus wasn’t a wolf. Seamus was an amiable young man who had cared about Grandfather. Not the same situation. But the fact remained: Ri didn’t know how to trust.
 He peered through the screened window to see Seamus lying on the couch. Out cold. It was puzzling, how deeply the man could sleep, when Ri always slept with one eye open.
 He slipped in that same window, since Seamus had taken to locking the door, and walked past to the bedroom to pull on a T-shirt and boxers. He liked to shave when he arrived as human, but that would make too much noise and be inconsiderate. He considered lying down on his grandfather’s bed, but post-shift he was, as always, wide-awake.
 So he walked back out to the living room and stared down at Seamus. Mostly he was hidden in darkness, but a sliver of moonlight through the kitchen allowed Ri to see his dark brown hair and freckled face.
 A strange emotion turned over in Ri’s chest then, something he couldn’t quite identify, but he was glad he had saved Seamus’s younger self all those years ago.
 He was trying not to think of the earlier conversation Seamus had had with his horse, specifically his mention of a boyfriend. It set something going within him that he found rather alarming.
 “Jesus!” Seamus shot up to sitting while Ri startled back, and they stared at each other in the dark, a just-woken Seamus peering blindly while Ri could see the man’s outline. “Would you stop doing that?”
 “Doing what?”
 “Looming over me while I sleep. It’s creepy. I do not need you stalking me for Christ’s sake, so cut it out.”
 “Oh.” Ri bit his lip, uncomfortable. “Should I wake you up next time?”
 “Yes. Even better, visit during the fucking day and knock on the door.”
 Ri preferred shifting at night, and he didn’t like to stay human long, but he found himself saying, “Okay.” Then added, “I apologize.”
 Seamus jerked himself up to standing, still angry, and Ri backed up. Then Seamus stopped moving, and his voice softened. “I’m going to turn on the light, alright? I can barely see you.”
 “Okay.” Ri hated when Seamus turned on the light, preferred shadows where he wasn’t properly seen or recognized by humans. That was all too late anyway. After two visits, it wasn’t like his face could be scrubbed from Seamus’s memory.
 As they blinked at each other in the sudden light, Seamus ran a hand through his sleep-mussed hair. His arm was thick, almost bulky, and quite a different shape than Ri’s, and for a moment, the play of skin over muscle mesmerized Ri. He brought his gaze to meet Seamus’s, to find those gray eyes amused.
 That was a relief, better than pissed off.
 Seamus’s mouth quirked. “We have to stop meeting like this.”
 Crossing his arms, Ri puzzled over the meaning of it and gave up. “We do?”
 That charming quirk disappeared. Seamus rubbed his neck. “What I mean is, you need to stop arriving like this.”
 Ri’s heart sank. He supposed he’d held out more hope for Seamus than he’d acknowledged to himself. He’d always told himself and his grandfather that the idea of befriending Seamus was a dream. That he couldn’t declare himself to a human. But he’d been toying with some kind of friendship here, and Seamus didn’t want that.
 Seamus sighed. “Alright. I don’t know what is going on with you, but I am making coffee. Want some?”
 “Before I go?”
 Seamus set his hands on his hips and looked up at Ri through his eyelashes. Ri couldn’t interpret that look, but it made his heart beat faster.
 “I was hoping to come back,” he blurted out. There was a clutch in his voice, he heard it, and the loneliness that he kept so well contained was suddenly straining to get out. He held still, his own words having startled him.
 “You were, eh?” Seamus eyed him, like a specimen perhaps.
 Ri didn’t know what to make of it, but he nodded.
 “Why?”
 He might not be the most socially adept person who ever walked the earth, but even Ri knew this answer was make or break, and he didn’t know what to say.
 “Something is going on with you,” Seamus said quietly. “Isn’t there?”
 Ri froze. It was that or bolt.
 “Is someone after you, Ri?”
 It was painful, but he just couldn’t speak. If he started saying anything, his whole story would come tumbling out, and either Seamus would think he was crazy or Seamus would have something to hold over him when Ri wasn’t ready to cede that power to him.
 At his non-response, Seamus scratched his cheek. “Listen. Two things. Don’t bring your trouble to me. And knock on the bloody door instead of walking through walls. Okay?”
 Ri nodded.
 “You can speak, you know.”
 “I know.” Ri attempted a smile, but it didn’t quite work.
 “Oh, one more thing. I’m gay. If you have a problem with that, you should leave.”
 A shortness of breath assailed Ri, though Seamus had already given his horse this information. This is not a come-on, Ri chided himself. Not that he’d know what to do with a come-on.
 “Ri.” It was a warning. Seamus thought Ri was reacting badly to his being gay. Words were needed.
 “No problem,” Ri managed, abruptly understanding why Grandfather had pushed so hard for this friendship. Well-meaning but naïve. As if being gay was all Ri needed to trust someone.
 Seamus’s gaze was steady on his, but not unkind. His next words proved him to be more observant than Ri had thought.
 “Ah. You’re not out, are you?”
 Ri looked down and away. All he could think was, If you only knew.

Seamus poured the boiling water into Zachariah’s old, cracked mugs. Instant coffee, but he didn’t care. He supposed if he was staying, he’d buy new dishes and a coffee maker.

He gave a brief shake of his head. Why did he consider the option of keeping this place? It was a disaster—with an unwanted, repeat intruder. Closeted to boot. Or maybe that was just being tongue-tied. Seamus’s struggles with the closet in his teen years had made him overly sensitive to the idea of someone not being out.

In truth, Seamus was fascinated if baffled by Ri and his actions. Yes, the man might be playing some kind of deep game Seamus couldn’t fathom, complete with acting wary, nervous and strangely innocent. But that didn’t make sense. What would there be in accomplishing, well, whatever Ri was trying to accomplish?

As far as Seamus knew, the only thing Ri wanted was that Seamus keep the farm.
 What the hell did Ri do? How did he live? He must be on the run, but how did he make it through the winters here?
 Something clicked over in Seamus’s brain.
 “Zachariah gave you shelter during the winter.” Seamus made it a statement.
 Ri nodded. “At times. I have other options though.”
 “Oh?” He placed a mug in front of Ri who sat at the kitchen table. “What are those?”
 Ri stared at the coffee, concentrating. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 “Alrighty.” Seamus eased into his chair. “What do you want to talk about?”
 Ri smiled at his hands, his expression pained. He appeared at a loss.
 “Help me out here, Ri.”
 Ri’s head shot up. “How?”
 Seamus stated the obvious and made a point of keeping the impatience out of his voice. “Talk to me.”
 Ri made a hopeless gesture, and it struck Seamus that his guest looked exhausted and hungry. He jumped up and pulled out a box of muffins he’d bought today, and a block of cheese, offering them both to Ri.
 “Dig in.”
 “Thanks.”
 Needless to say Ri gulped it all down. Seamus could have felt imposed upon, that he was a major source of food for Ri. But it was a bit difficult when clearly Ri was in a tough spot. A long time ago, Seamus arrived here in a very tough spot, and Zachariah had helped him out. Seamus would do the same for his grandson. Besides, he could afford to feed a hungry man.
 He didn’t understand this shyness that came over his guest at certain times in the conversation. It contrasted sharply with Ri’s tendency to arrive unannounced. Perhaps being on the run wasn’t a way to shore up social skills. On the other hand, if Ri thought they were about to tumble into bed because Seamus had informed him he was gay, he could think again.
 Ri’s pupils had dilated when Seamus had declared himself gay.
 Before Seamus could work himself up to being indignant about his virtue, Ri said, out of the blue, “Did you see a horse yesterday?”
 Seamus blinked, bringing his mind away from Ri and his lanky, corded body. He usually went for someone more hefty, to be honest, but the nervous energy Ri carried pulled at something inside him.
 “Horse? You mean the one Zachariah called grandson?”
 Ri’s brown eyes went darker and rounder, and he gave the barest of nods.
 Seamus supposed he wasn’t going to elicit speech with his yes-or-no questions, so he formulated his next sentence differently. “Why are you asking about the horse?”
 Ri swallowed, paused.
 Oh God. Ri’s pauses tended to be followed by statements about not wanting or being able to talk.
 Instead, Ri said, “I know him.”
 Seamus nodded; his head went slowly forward and back as he willed Ri to expand. Please, God, expand.
 Didn’t happen. Stay polite, Seamus. Patient. Zachariah’s grandson here. Zachariah, who did you a good turn.
 “How do you know the horse?”
 Trick question, apparently, as Ri searched for an answer. Seamus sipped his coffee and waited.
 “He grew up here,” Ri offered.
 “I thought it was wild.”
 “Around here.”
 “What does that mean?” Okay, he was losing patience, but no one could blame him.
 Abruptly, Ri stood, and Seamus already saw that he was about to stride out the door and into the night in another one of his disappearing acts.
 He slammed down his mug and rose. “Oh no you don’t. Not again.”
 He stepped towards Ri, placing an open palm on his arm.
 Ri’s entire body quivered in reaction, and Seamus dropped his hand immediately. Stepped back. Shit. He didn’t know what was going on, but he became scared for Ri, that he’d react like this.
 “Hey,” he said, striving for casual and placing his hands in his back pockets.
 “Sorry.” Ri’s body remained tense, though the actual quivering was gone.
 “No. Don’t apologize for that, okay?”
 Ri looked out of his depth, gaze not quite meeting Seamus’s, a baffled expression on his face. He scrubbed a hand over his eyes, as if trying to hide himself.
 “Would you do me a favor?” Seamus asked. “Would you sleep in your grandfather’s bed tonight? It would make me feel better.”
 Ri shook his head like that was a preposterous suggestion on Seamus’s part and spluttered, “I don’t have to stay overnight.”
 “It’s already night, Ri.” Seamus remembered earlier when he’d joked about not attacking Ri. “Do you not feel safe staying here?”
 “I feel safe,” Ri said quickly. “I just…” He fixed Seamus with a stare, an effort, but he made it. Then he said, “You’re a very nice man.”
 “Uh…” Good God, he hadn’t done a thing. But he didn’t want to deny it, because there seemed to be a question behind it. “I try my best.”
 “Okay.” Ri cleared his throat, like he was sentencing himself to something rather severe. “I’ll stay the night.”
 “Great.” To make his intentions obvious and give Ri space, Seamus retreated to the couch, turned off the lamp and closed his eyes. If Ri chose to disappear, well, he’d done the best he could to convince him to stay. Despite Ri’s jumpiness, if they had a physical confrontation, Ri would win, not Seamus, so it wasn’t as if Seamus could force him into the bedroom.
 It wasn’t as if that would be the right thing to do either. It would be like trying to put the wild horse in a stall. It would be the wrong thing.
 Still, it was with relief Seamus saw the kitchen light go off then heard the bedroom door close. Though Ri could escape through the window, it didn’t happen. Rather, Seamus heard him settle into Zachariah’s creaky, ancient bed, and he smiled, remembering the old man and his tossing and turning.
 “Is this why you left me the farm, Zachariah? Because of Ri?” Seamus whispered into the dark. “Trouble is, I don’t know what the hell is going on with him.”

Chapter Three

For the rest of the night Seamus mostly lay awake. What the hell was he supposed to do with the troubled man sleeping in Zachariah’s bedroom? A part of him wanted to go to the police. Not to report or charge Ri, but to find out why he was on the run and perhaps get him some help. But without knowing why he was living under the radar, Seamus feared his actions could make life worse for Ri.

Seamus needed to find out more. He was at the farm for only three weeks and a few days had already passed, but he didn’t have to make any decisions right now.

It was almost dawn by the time he dozed off. So when someone drove up to the house, he didn’t wake until Ri swung open the bedroom door and hissed “Seamus” as a car door slammed shut.

Seamus managed to stand but took a moment to get his bearings. When a second car door shut, Ri stared at him, eyes wide and demanding, as if Seamus had summoned the visitors.

He stumbled over to the window to see his parents walking towards the front door.
Fuck, not now. He rubbed his face.
 “It’s my mom and dad,” Seamus said, and was surprised by the look of utter betrayal on Ri’s face.
 “Are you trying to trap me?”
 “Of course not.” Seamus attempted to wrap his brain around the idea that his parents could be part of a trap. “I didn’t know they were coming, though I would have thought they’d phone ahead…” His voice trailed off as Ri slipped out the back. He wanted to call after him, but that would lead to questions from his parents who stood on the front porch, rapping at the door.
 Ri was gone. Again. God.
 Seamus opened up and blinked into sunshine. They both stared at him, a mix of surprise and disapproval on their faces.
 “Honey, what are you doing sleeping in?” His mother smiled up at him. “I thought you’d be keeping farm hours.”
 Seamus backed away, unable to come up with a suitable answer to the sleeping-in question. My midnight visitor woke me? Zachariah’s mysterious grandson keeps popping in at odd hours? The idea of explaining Ri to his parents was too daunting.
 His father raised his eyebrows, and Seamus could see him wondering how his son could think of owning and running a farm if he couldn’t rise at dawn.
 “I brought you some food.”
 “Thanks, Mom.” Seamus glanced at the clock to see it was 9:30 a.m., and he winced.
 “We phoned but your cell sent us to voicemail.”
 Oops, he’d forgotten to charge his phone.
 She placed down her tray. “It’s a bit dim in here.”
 “Yeah, well, Zachariah had small windows put in seventy years ago.”
 “I’m just not sure what you’re doing here, honey.”
 Seamus cleared his throat. “Do you want some coffee?”
 “I’ll make it,” his mother said cheerily and breezed into the kitchen. She looked over to the table where two half-full cups of cold coffee sat by one plate of crumbs. “Oh. You’ve had visitors?”
 “Someone came by,” Seamus said.
 His mother opened her mouth to say more then shut it.
 “There’s nothing wrong with selling the place,” his father stated, after a dismissive glance at the kitchen and the coffee mugs. “Not everyone likes farm work.”
 Uh, yeah. “Look, let me grab a quick shower, and I’ll give you a tour of the place.” Despite appearances, Seamus had been cleaning up the area, and he wanted to show his dad the barn and the garden. Show that he had been working during his time here, not just lolling about.
 “Pete called,” his mother sang out.
 That pulled Seamus up short. “Pete?”
 “Your friend.”
Ex-boyfriend, but Seamus let it pass. Weird how he’d thought of Pete the other day. Why would Pete call them? He’d gotten along fine with his parents, but they’d hardly become chummy during the time he and Pete dated, or spent a lot of time together. However, Pete was charming, Seamus would grant him that.
 “Pete was looking for you. I gave him your address, and he might come out and visit this weekend.”
 “What?” Sure he and Pete had parted on okay terms, and Pete was the one boyfriend he’d brought home to meet the parents. But they’d broken up more than two years ago, and Seamus didn’t want another unexpected drop-in. He was getting enough of that these days as it was.
 “I thought you liked Pete,” his mother said reprovingly.
Liked being the operative word, Seamus wanted to point out, but decided this conversation was something to avoid, not continue, so he ducked into the shower.

Ri kept walking, angry at Seamus but more angry at himself. What the hell was he doing? He’d longed for the day when all human ties would be cut and he could become horse all the time, completely discard his troublesome human side. That being the only way to survive. Perhaps Zach had already gone that route, leaving him and Grandfather far behind.

But no, instead of mourning Grandfather and moving on, he was like a fucking ghost, tied to this farm and haunting that nice young man, Seamus, who did normal things like have parents visit him.

Ri was pretty out of it, but even he knew it was normal to have parents visit. Not everyone’s parents treated you like a science experiment.
 Of course, not everyone’s parents had been blessed with the freak show of twin horse shifters.
 Why wasn’t he shifting, why wasn’t he running on four legs? It was what he always did, had always done. Yet his body rebelled at the very thought of turning back to horse. He walked and walked and walked, mind churning, human muscles desperate for exercise—or so it felt.
 At some point Ri had to shift to eat. The shift was difficult given he was already hungry, and then he had to spend the next few hours grazing in order to get enough food into him, which was boring.
 Boring. It was a big fear of his, as his future opened up before him. The loneliness and boredom, the aimlessness. His grandfather had tied him to this farm, yes, but that had grounded him too, especially these last two purposeful years when he’d been taking care of the old man. That purpose had been a kind of relief from his earlier years, despite the pain of watching his grandfather’s decline.
 Now Ri was floundering. If he’d been like Zach, damaged and angry and scared and furious—and sixteen—he could have run off and never looked back. But he was too old for that. Horses ran, that’s what they did, that’s one of the many reasons they didn’t survive. But horses also developed territorial instincts. Despite his best efforts, Ri had developed his.
 He decided, if nothing else, he’d do a full sweep, search out any traces of werewolves in the area. They’d left six years ago, after he’d killed one and the other had fled, never to return. He’d been surprised at first by their complete absence, because that pack had had it in for him, that pack should have returned to hunt him. And they never did.
 Over time, he’d begun to relax his vigil, but he still needed to be careful. Because the way he’d been behaving in recent years, it would be too easy for any werewolf to identify the farm as his home. Just as Ri had protected Grandfather from werewolf interest, so he would protect Seamus from those same predators who would have killed him that night seven years ago.

Two days and counting. Seamus had gone from being worried about Ri— whose last name he didn’t know, was it Smithson?—to feeling fed up. He hoped never to set eyes on the man again. He really did. He wanted to clean this place out and sell it.

Or not sell it. Though he didn’t feel in a position to support himself with a vegetable garden, no matter how big it was. On top of that, the drive needed grading, the septic tank needed upgrading, and God knows if the house’s wiring was up to code. His father was very concerned about the latter and had brought smoke alarms to be installed. Don’t want you going up in flames, son.

Seamus sighed. He should sell. Yet he found himself rejecting the idea, at least in the short term.
 If only he didn’t think of those fathomless eyes and that lean, wary body. Or perhaps it was the touch of desperation that arrested Seamus’s attention so thoroughly.
You’re spending too much time by yourself, honey, his mother had said. Seamus’s first reaction had been, I wish. But despite weird late-night visits from Ri, he was usually on his own. While he wasn’t the most social guy in the world, he didn’t know if he could spend ninety-nine point nine percent of his life alone either.
 When that damned black horse made its arrival hours later at midday, summoning Seamus with its loud and demanding whinny, Seamus was out the back door like a shot.
 “Your servant,” he said wryly to the horse, this time having snatched up a couple of apples as he’d left the kitchen.
 The horse blew out a breath. In greeting, Seamus thought. It ate up the apples in no time and proceeded to blow all over Seamus, as if making sure he was all right.
 Seamus had to laugh, and it felt like the first time in weeks he’d laughed. “Do you know you’re my one sane visitor? I’ve got one guy who flits in and out of the place like it’s his. I’ve got parents who want to bring me back to Winnipeg like I’m once again a scared nineteen-year-old. And I’ve got you, a wild horse, who arrives and leaves on whims I’ll never understand.”
 The horse moved around, so Seamus was leaning against his shoulder.
 “Remember when I rode you, a long time ago? Only you and I know what happened that night. Or maybe only you know, since that night left me fucked in the head and wondering if I was delusional.” Seamus patted the beast. “Not a nice feeling, I can tell you. I spent the next months living on nerves.” Thank God that had faded with time and the new university routine.
 The horse whinnied, and Seamus developed the fanciful idea it wanted him to ride it. He hooked an arm around its withers and waited to see how it reacted to his weight.
 Like seven years ago, it stood stock-still.
 Seamus couldn’t resist, though he should. He was too old for this, and there was no one he needed to escape today.
 “I haven’t ridden in ages, I’ll have you know. Not since the last time. On you. That night may have led to a little horse-riding avoidance, to be honest. It’s time to fix that, right?” He leaned as much as he could on the horse’s back to gauge its reaction.
 It didn’t move. It was clearly waiting for him. Someone had trained it at some point in the past, despite Zachariah’s insistence it was wild and only wild. Seamus didn’t think further. He just did it, pulled himself up, and this time he didn’t flail. Funny what being calm and not under duress could do for you.
 He smiled at the feel of the horse beneath him, powerful, warm, all muscle and speed when it wanted. He patted its shoulder. “Hey, stud. Look at this, I’m sitting up here, and you’re as tame as can be. I’m not sure about you being one of the wild ones. Maybe I need to set up a stall for you and keep you safe. If nothing else, you must find the winters harsh.”
 It blew out air in a manner that sounded like a harrumph.
 Seamus stroked that black neck. “Anywhere in particular you want to go?”
 On cue, the horse took off at a trot, which required some skill to stay on while bareback, bumpy gait that it was. Seamus forgot about any banter with the creature and concentrated on not toppling over. Before long, though, Black broke into a canter, a much smoother ride, and they were going through the fields and into the woods down an even path. Seamus found he was grinning for all he was worth. At one point he shouted with joy, the wind on his face, this strong, fantastic creature underneath him, carrying him away from his worries for half an hour until the horse stopped.
 They walked back home while Seamus patted it, saying he had to get water before it left, given the sweat on its back and neck. He couldn’t keep the dopey grin off his face—it was just him and this horse, no cares in the world…
 So the words that came out of nowhere startled the hell out of him, a toosharp reminder of the world beyond.
 “Seamus, I didn’t know you bought a horse!”
 The booming voice startled the horse too, and next thing Seamus knew he was flat on his back on the dusty ground, the black beauty prancing backwards, sounding a warning of alarm, even rearing a little. Winded, Seamus gazed upwards, and the head of his visitor came into his view. He spared a brief glare at Pete before he scrambled to his feet to shake himself out from the fall.
 God, exactly who he didn’t want to see. He turned around to focus on Black, speaking in what he hoped was a calming voice as he took a step towards the alarmed creature. “Hey, boy. It’s all right. Hush, now. It’s no one important. At all.”
 The horse snorted derision at that, and its look of betrayal unnerved Seamus. Neither Ri nor Black liked unexpected visitors, the horse expressing its opinion by tossing its head and rolling its eyes. At least it had good reason to be alarmed by someone’s unexpected shouting.
 “This is just Pete,” Seamus said soothingly. “He’s a goof. Let’s get you some water.”
 Instead of hanging back, Pete strode towards it, practically yelling as he announced, “God, he’s big.” Then he turned to Seamus with a grin. “Stop insulting me. I’m an important goof.”
 “Shut up,” Seamus hissed, but it was too late. The horse rose on its hind legs above Pete who, for such a large man, moved rapidly out of its way.
 “Jesus,” Pete swore as he ran onto the back porch. Black then made this kind of screaming sound, as if enraged by Pete, wheeled around and thundered off, kicking up dust in its wake. Seamus stood frozen, rather alarmed by its extreme reaction. He couldn’t match up this behavior with that of the horse who had given him a leisurely ride moments ago.
 A glance over his shoulder showed Pete looking shocked and taken aback. “That wasn’t quite the greeting I expected. I’d say your horse doesn’t like me.”
 “Nope.”
 “I’m no horse expert, but I don’t think you’ve trained him very well, Shame.”
 Seamus eyed him, annoyed.
 “Are you going after him?”
 “No.” Seamus closed his eyes, unable to contain his disappointment. He’d wanted this to be the beginning of a stronger relationship with Black. “Fuck.”
 “What?” demanded Pete, his good nature beginning to evaporate.
 Seamus didn’t care. He was pissed that Pete had ruined his day. “You didn’t think to call me first?”
 “I thought I’d surprise you.” Pete offered a crooked grin, the kind that used to get to Seamus. When Seamus didn’t react to it, the grin faded. “I thought it would be better to meet in person after not talking for months.”
 “Years.” They’d parted friendly-like, but they hadn’t stayed friends once the sex had ended because Pete wouldn’t take no for an answer until Seamus severed ties. “Years, Pete, so it’s kinda strange to see you here out of the blue. Did you have to wait till I’m on vacation and two hours away from Winnipeg to decide to visit me unannounced?”
 “I’ve been busy and you’ve been a little inaccessible.” Pete crossed his arms, a stubborn expression settling in.
 Seamus shook his head, not wanting to retread old ground about their relationship and lack thereof. “Never mind.”
 “Don’t you have to go after the horse?” Pete seemed very concerned about this.
 “No, I said.” Seamus supposed it was odd to have the horse set off like that, but he didn’t feel like explaining it was wild, that Zachariah used to call it his grandson, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to recount how the horse had saved his life. He’d already done that once with Pete and that had led to a big, if drunken, fight.
 Pete sighed, looking uncomfortable. He wasn’t a bad guy. He just managed to always tromp all over Seamus’s exposed nerves or something. He couldn’t leave some things alone.
 “Let’s go inside, get a drink. Are you hungry?” Seamus would make some effort to be polite, feed the man because Pete liked to eat and food put him in good humor, and then Seamus would hustle Pete out of here.
 “Sure I’m hungry,” Pete responded with a friendly leer, but Seamus ignored the unsubtle innuendo and marched into the house. He and Pete had had a lot of post-breakup sex, which was fine, but he’d drawn the line on it quite some time ago and he didn’t want to return to it. It had taken too long for Seamus to move on after their breakup as it was.
 He had to laugh, thinking of how he’d toyed with the idea of calling Pete about Ri being Zachariah’s grandson. Right now, he didn’t want Pete to have an inkling of Ri’s existence. It was hard for Seamus to pinpoint why he felt that way. Especially given he was pissed off at Ri’s strange behavior. He was pissed off at Pete too, so they were even.
 “I drove two hours.”
 “I know it’s a two-hour drive from Winnipeg,” Seamus responded. “I didn’t ask you to make it.”
 “No,” Pete acknowledged. “Your mother did. She thinks you need company.”
 “Gawd.” Seamus leaned on the counter for a moment, taking it in. He supposed he should be happy his mother was matchmaking with another guy. There’d been a couple of years there where she’d thought unsubtle pushes towards the opposite sex would straighten Seamus out and have him falling in love with some woman.
 “Thanks a lot, Seamus.” Pete looked hurt.
 “I don’t want my mother interfering in my life! You wouldn’t either.” Pete’s mother was as laidback as they got.
 Okay, neglectful might be the better word, Seamus acknowledged. Pete had liked Seamus’s parents because, well, they had parented. But he didn’t want to go down this route either, feeling sorry for his ex and his lousy childhood.
 Pete’s mouth quirked, though without humor, at the talk of mothers. “I wouldn’t know what an interfering mother is like.”
 “Exactly.”
 “Okay, look. Stop sulking. I’m here, let’s have some kind of visit before I take off. Seriously, your mother’s worried that you’re lonely and desperate.”
 “Desperate?” Seamus became offended. “Desperate about what?”
 “That wasn’t clear.” Pete’s amusement shone through. “Though I’ll admit she got me worried. One of the reasons I drove over.”
 Seamus sighed, assessing Pete’s words. Pete was insensitive but he wasn’t all bad. And he had had this protective streak, overbearing though it was. “Thank you for your concern. Call next time.”
 Pete stepped towards him, and Seamus shook his head.
 With raised eyebrows, Pete asked, “Someone new in your life your mother doesn’t know about?”
 Again Seamus shook his head, though the first thing his mind had to go to was Ri, sitting at the kitchen table in a T-shirt, all ripped muscle and lean body, his brown eyes and sharp cheekbones giving him an almost exotic appearance, despite everything about him saying Manitoba farming stock.
 “You were never good at dissembling, let alone lying. But I’ll leave you be. Any coffee?”
 “Only instant.”
 Pete pulled a face. “Coke?”
 “Yep.” Seamus grabbed two cans from the fridge. “Let’s go to the back porch.”
 “Sure, if you don’t think Man o’ War will return to trample me.”
 “I think he’s gone.”
 They sat down and proceeded to catch up on each other’s lives.
 A half hour later their conversation stuttered to a halt. Pete didn’t get why Seamus was here and had apparently made it his mission to understand Seamus’s current goals in life. Working a summer job was one thing, Pete opined. Vacationing or considering a new livelihood was quite another, and he disapproved, spoke like Seamus was living out at the edge of the postapocalyptic world and needed to be brought in from the cold. Okay, that was mixing science fiction and Cold War metaphors, but Seamus didn’t care, he just wanted his visitor to leave. Why Pete put energy into his disapproval of Seamus toying with idea of farming, Seamus could not fathom.
 He cleared his throat as Pete looked at him. “So, are you ready to head out?”
 Pete laughed. “I don’t know why you’re so keen to get rid of me. Are you worried someone might get the wrong idea?” He cast his gaze around. “Not that there’s anyone here or close by. Now that Thunderhead has thundered off.”
 As if to contradict Pete’s words, from inside the house a door slammed shut. The noise surprised them both, and Pete’s entire demeanor changed, body on alert. He stood with a start, sniffing the air with that old gesture of his.
Why do you sniff the air, Pete?
 Pete had always looked a bit embarrassed, though he’d blustered through with his answer of Because I have an excellent sense of smell more than once.
 Of course, normally Seamus would have been concerned by such inside noises too, but this could only be Ri, returning during the day, as Seamus had asked him to. He’d work on the knocking-on-the-door rule next. One thing at a time.
 “Who is that?” Pete demanded when he observed Seamus’s complacency. “Why didn’t we hear him enter the house? I have an excellent sense of hearing.”
 Yes, Pete and his excellent senses. How could Seamus have forgotten?
 “Uh, just a sec.” Seamus slipped inside the house as Ri exited the bedroom wearing ill-fitting jeans that were too short.
 At seeing Seamus, Ri stopped moving, eyes going wide but his expression was one of relief. “Are you okay?” he demanded, as if Seamus had been in mortal danger.
 “Of course I am.”
 “Good.” Ri nodded. “That’s good.”
 “Where’ve you been?” Seamus asked, unsure what he was feeling. Happy that Ri was back or happy that Pete would now leave? Maybe both.
 Ri gazed at Seamus, but his face gave nothing away. “You said to come during the day, so I have.”
 Seamus didn’t understand the defiance. “Thank you.”
 “Who’s here?”
 “A friend.”
 At Ri’s dubious expression, Seamus found himself asking, “What?”
 “You seem uneasy.”
 Ri’s perceptiveness surprised Seamus. “Old boyfriend,” he admitted, and watched Ri closely to see if that explained anything to the man who remained doubtful and wary.
 “Did he threaten you?”
 “No! Nothing like that.”
 Ri’s suspicion didn’t abate.
 Seamus sighed. “Let me introduce you two.”

Chapter Four

When Ri exited the house with Seamus, the intruder on the back porch popped up out of his seat. Not only an intruder, and not only an ex, Ri thought, as his nostrils flared.

Like his horse had feared, this man was a wolf.
 Fuck. Ri didn’t understand how a shifter had found him. And Seamus by extension, though this wolf was not one of those who had previously stalked Ri. He would have recognized such a scent.
 Oblivious to the presence of shifters, comfortable in the belief that only humans walked the world, Seamus gestured to the wolf. “Pete, this Ri. Ri, Pete.” He placed his hands in his back pockets.
 Pete pulled in a long breath, and Ri went very still. In his experience wolves didn’t recognize horse-shifter scent, but there could always be a first time. Or Ri’s different scent, because it registered as not-quite-human, might be enough to provoke the wolf’s aggression. He was ready.
 “Hi, Ri.” Pete said his name as if it were peculiar, lengthening the “i” sound. “Kinda like the grain?” He offered a handshake.
 Puzzled by the wolf’s fake chummy demeanor, Ri stared at the hand, not inclined to take it. But that would be rude, and his grandfather had instilled some manners in him. He needed to not give himself away to the wolf. So he shook and made a point not to snatch his arm back when they were done.
 “Shut up, Pete,” said Seamus matter-of-factly, taking a seat.
 Ri realized he was referring to the grain crack, though he’d lost sight of that question when dealing with the handshake. He tried not to wipe his hand on his jeans.
 “Oh, hey, you must be thirsty, Ri.” Seamus was watching him. “Grab what you want from the kitchen, okay?”
 “I am absolutely fine.” He was thirsty and hungry after the shift, but he refused to leave Seamus alone with Pete.
 “Have a seat then,” suggested Seamus.
 “I’m great standing.” With that crazy fight-or-flight reaction riding him so hard, Ri had to be ready for anything.
 Seamus’s brow furrowed. He clearly didn’t know what to make of Ri’s response. Well, there was only so much he could do to blend in.
 “So, Ri,” said Pete, who also remained standing, “where are you from?”
 Ri considered the question while Pete glanced at Seamus for…guidance, maybe? Ri was making Pete uneasy.
 How odd.
 He’d never made a wolf uneasy before, he’d only tripped their predator instincts. Of course, he’d never pretended to have normal conversation with one of them either. He wondered how long Pete had stalked Seamus and what his endgame was.
 Seamus scratched his jaw, and Ri decided it was best to answer Pete’s question. “I’m from around here. Where are you from…Pete?”
 “Uh, Winnipeg. Came out here for a country visit.” Pete plopped back down in his chair and crossed one leg over the other—not a threatening pose. “Do you farm?”
 “No. I don’t.”
 “So, what do you do?” Pete regarded Ri with an air of suspicion, and his glances at Seamus seemed almost protective, which didn’t make any sense. Seamus was human, not wolf, so Seamus was prey.
 “Pete,” interrupted Seamus. “No need for the nth degree here.”
 “That’s the nth degree?” Pete threw his hands out and slouched farther into his seat. “It was an innocuous question.”
 “I don’t do anything,” Ri put in. “What do you do?”
 “I study law.” Pete stared pointedly at Seamus. “You sure you want to stay here? Who is this guy who does nothing?”
 At that, Seamus scowled. “I’m sure. And, none of your business.”
 Pete stood and moved towards Seamus. Ri tensed. He wasn’t a fighter by nature, but he knew how to use his fists.
 “I need to talk to you privately,” Pete said in a low voice to Seamus.
 Although Pete was bigger and taller, Seamus simply looked annoyed, not intimidated, by this statement, and he didn’t rise from his chair. Not only that, Pete’s words had come across as a request, a beseeching quality to them. Very un-wolf-like.
 “You don’t have to talk to me privately.” Just like that Seamus dismissed the wolf, and Pete appeared to be at a loss. As if physical force wasn’t an option he considered.
 “How long have you known each other?” Ri blurted out, trying to make sense of their relationship, trying not to gape at Pete’s strange wolf behavior.
 Both men looked at Ri, Pete annoyed, Seamus puzzled.
 “Six years,” Pete said in a clipped voice.
 Six years. That was a hell of long time to stalk prey. In fact…it didn’t add up.
 With one quick glare at Ri, Pete continued to talk to Seamus. “Look, this is the place where you rode away on a horse to escape thugs. Remember?”
 Seamus’s jaw dropped. “Why are you bringing that up? When I told you that story you didn’t believe me.”
 “I believed you got scared,” Pete said at once, placatingly. Placating. This wolf’s behavior had gone well beyond comprehension. Ri’s wolf experiences were limited, but still. The only explanation Ri could come up with was that Pete was far from a dominant wolf. Maybe submissive wolves were an entirely different type of person.
 “You laughed.” Seamus continued to talk to this strange wolf. “Why the fuck are you bringing it up?”
 “I’m just saying, Shame—”
 “His name is Seamus,” stated Ri. He would like to get the conversation off the horse story, no matter the wolf’s character. In case Pete put two and two together.
 “Ah, thank you for that correction, Ri.” Pete turned back to Seamus, imploring. “I’m just saying you don’t know the land around here or the people all that well. Or him.” Ri got a thumb jabbed in his direction.
 “Thank you for your concern.” Seamus’s face heated up. He was angry. “As unwelcome and rude as it is. Now, it’s time for you to leave.”
 “I will make sure it’s safe here,” offered Ri as a warning to Pete. Ri didn’t know what game Pete was playing, or when he’d bring back his pack, but Ri would defend Seamus.
 Seamus, however, didn’t look reassured. He looked baffled as he glanced between the two of them. “Why are you both going on about safety?”
 Pete gestured, an arm lashing out. “Shame, I really need to talk to you—”
 “No, you do not,” Seamus cut him off.
 “I don’t know who”—Pete tilted his head towards Ri—“you’re involved with, but there’s no need—”
 “I’m not involved with anyone. And if I were, it would be none of your business. We’ve been through this before, Pete.”
 “C’mon.”
 Ri stepped closer and spoke to Pete. “He wants you to leave.”
 Pete turned his way, eyes hot and angry. Anger was something Ri associated with wolves, but the concern beneath that was… Well, it made Pete seem like a complicated being, not a vicious murderer.
 Still had a pack though. Wolves always did.
 “What are you?” Pete demanded of Ri.
 Seamus bolted to standing. “That’s it.” He pointed to the porch stairs. “Out of here. Now. Two years and you’re acting like a complete asshole to my friend.”
 “How long have you known this ‘friend’?”
 “Leave!” yelled Seamus. Pete and Seamus stared at each other, some kind of standoff, yet it was clear Pete had no intention of attacking. His shoulders slumped in defeat.
 Ri remained torn between feeling warmed at being described as Seamus’s friend and nonplused by Pete’s strategy. Ri’s nose was not a werewolf’s, but he could swear the wolf was sincere in his concern. Maybe wolf-pack tactics had gotten a lot more sophisticated in the last few years?
 Pete turned his angry gaze on Ri and lifted a warning finger. “You watch yourself.” The or else was implied, and with that unspecific threat, Ri decided that despite Pete’s confusing behavior, he and Seamus could not stay at the farm. Pete and his pack would be back, and he needed to get Seamus away from here. While Ri could have taken on Pete, a pack was beyond his abilities.
 Once Pete stalked off, rounding the house and going to the front, Seamus sat down, and they both listened to the car start up and drive away. Ri wasn’t sure what to say but he was ravenous, so he went into the kitchen and made himself three sandwiches, got himself a long drink of water, then juice, and carried his food back out to the porch.
 He didn’t know how he was going to explain to Seamus that he was a horse shifter and Pete was a wolf. He couldn’t explain. Yet how else to convince Seamus it was no longer safe at the farm? That a wolf pack might be targeting him for reasons unknown. Maybe because of Ri himself.
 Seamus was standing in the backyard, staring out into the field. His shoulders were bowed, as if he was upset. Pete seemed to mean something to the man, which confused the hell out of Ri. In his experience, all werewolves were psychopaths or at best followers of psychopaths. Yet, Pete had been…annoying.
So far, Ri reminded himself. Stay alert to danger. Maybe this encounter was part of a much longer game.
 Seamus turned around and walked towards Ri. His body filled out his clothes the way Ri’s body never did, and the desire that lanced through Ri alarmed him, but not as much as the desire to look after this man. He didn’t understand it. They had a fledgling relationship, if that. It was as if something in Ri had focused on Seamus because he’d inherited the farm. It wasn’t logical and yet Ri was powerless to stop it.
 As Seamus walked up the steps, Ri said, “I’m sorry.”
 Seamus slid him a look. “For what?”
 “For what I’m going to say.”
 To Ri’s surprise, Seamus smiled, and there was a dimple on his right cheek among all those freckles. “What are you going to say? I’m pretty curious, especially since you don’t talk much. I think that horse talks to me more than you do.” He gazed out as if looking for Ri in horse form.
 Great, Seamus was more taken by his horse than his human. He should have returned without shifting and ridden away, just the two of them. With that thought, Ri paused and grasped hold of a possible solution to this difficult situation.
 He had rescued Seamus before on horseback, and he could do it again, remove Seamus from danger, this time to his hideout where he could explain everything—and where it might be more believable.
 And, most importantly, safer. Pete’s pack wouldn’t locate them there.

“Why don’t you come in?” Seamus felt like he was luring a wild animal into his home. Ri seemed restless and tense. Suffice it to say, Ri and Pete hadn’t hit it off. In fact, the entire encounter had been weird. Pete had been…strange. Yes, his jealousy was uncomfortably familiar, making Seamus’s skin itch, reminding Seamus why he stayed away from Pete. But Pete had mentioned that god-awful night Seamus assumed he’d forgotten hearing about. He sure as hell had never referred to it since.
 “I have to go.” Ri looked apologetic and Seamus sighed. “Of course you have to go, but where do you go?” Seamus swung his arm wide. “You head towards the fields and disappear. You’ve got me curious.”
 “I’ll be back.”
 “That’s not an answer,” Seamus said. As Ri stepped away, he added, “Wait.”
 Ri turned, brows lifted in question.
 He wanted to keep Ri here and talking, so he spoke the first thing that came to mind. “Why didn’t you like Pete?”
 “He’s a predator.” A flat, swift response, if inaccurate.
 “No, no, he’s not. He’s a pain in the butt sometimes, but he’s not a predator.” Seamus didn’t know if Ri meant something ominous or a more general personality trait. “Oblivious, maybe. He’s okay. It’s only that he’s an ex, and we have a history and kinda clash at times. I don’t dislike him.”
 Ri was concentrating, as if Seamus was giving him very important intel. “I’ll be back.”
 “God, Ri, you know, we need to talk. I’m concerned about you.” Telling Ri he was too weirdly behaved didn’t seem constructive.
 “I’m fine,” Ri assured him with all sincerity.
 “Good. Glad to hear it.” Seamus pulled in a breath. “You’re too unpredictable as a regular visitor. We need to set some ground rules.”
 Ri nodded, almost eagerly, though he continued to back away. “I promise you, we’ll talk.”
 “Ri.”
 He was jogging off towards the line of trees in the distance, as if he had important things to do.
 Gawd, Seamus didn’t know what to make of this man, and what attraction lay between them was ebbing away under this erratic behavior. It was a shame.
 Once Ri disappeared from sight, Seamus looked up into the big sky, particularly blue this hot prairie afternoon. “Zachariah? I’d like to know exactly how I am supposed to help your grandson. Because I don’t have a fucking clue. You haven’t given me any tips from beyond the grave. I won’t leave him in the lurch, I promise, but I can barely make contact with him. And he freaks out at any visitors.”
 He stopped talking out loud, feeling silly. Then he went inside to clean up, trying to come up with explanations for Ri’s actions. Seamus had thought he was on the run, but that felt off. Perhaps Ri had some kind of personality disorder, but how the hell was he taking such good care of himself? Seamus needed to find out where Ri lived. He owed it to Zachariah, if nothing else.
 As he washed up the dishes, he decided to get his focus off people and back on the farm chores. He needed the well water tested, since buying all his drinking water was more expensive than he liked and might not be necessary.
 Before he could look up phone numbers in the out-of-date yellow pages, a whinny came from the backyard. Of all things, the horse had returned. After its spectacular departure earlier, Seamus hadn’t expected it back any time soon.
 The black beauty used to visit every few weeks or so, in Zachariah’s time, and now it arrived twice in one day? Seamus walked out to greet the creature. This was the visitor he was most comfortable with. He supposed he should be cautious though, given its sudden aggression in Pete’s presence.
 “Hello there, Black.” Seamus observed it for signs of it suddenly rearing back, but it seemed its usual calm self.
 It whickered in greeting, its coat carrying a light sheen in the heat of the afternoon sun. It trotted closer to nuzzle Seamus, and he relaxed. Then it turned, as if it wanted Seamus to mount it a second time in one day.
 “Hey, I already had a ride. I think that’s more than enough.” He patted it, but when he stepped away, the horse moved once more into position.
 “Horse, I need to come up with a name for you beyond Black Beauty. Who was a poor cab horse in the city, by the way, nothing like your fate, wild one. Thing is, I shouldn’t ride you now. I have chores to do, errands to run, if I want to make a go of this farm.” But Seamus wondered if he needed to try to tame it, if it needed a home. Zachariah had always been against such a plan, had sworn Seamus to silence about the horse’s very existence… With that Seamus felt a pang of guilt for having let Pete see the horse, though that visit had not been expected or welcomed.
 Black whickered encouragingly and shifted when Seamus shifted, all of which Seamus found rather endearing. The horse wanted his attention. Horses were social creatures. In the wild they ran together. Though maybe not stallions. Didn’t they fight each other off quite aggressively or something like that?
 He leaned his forehead against Black’s shoulder. “What the hell. Let me try to tame you. Though I’m not sure who’s training who here. Anyway a short ride, okay? Or I’m going to end up being the most irresponsible farmer ever, always procrastinating, and I’ll have to sell this place for sure. Then who will you visit?”
 Black blew out, still waiting.
 Feeling like an old pro this time, Seamus hefted himself up onto that strong back and settled. As soon as he got himself into position, the horse moved forward and broke into a canter.
 “Whoa.” Seamus grabbed the mane, readjusted himself so he wasn’t leaning backwards and held on as the horse picked up speed and ran, really ran. Galloped. It was a smooth ride, Seamus had to grant it that.
 He enjoyed the first while, despite the surprising speed. But as he lost track of where he was, he began to worry. It reminded him of that night, when he’d first ridden Black. But this was day. Different situation. No thugs on the road either, just Pete and Ri at the farm, and chores awaiting him.
 “All right,” he shouted into the wind, trying to communicate. The horse picked up more speed.
 He tugged on the mane, and it went faster yet again. Goddammit. He leaned low and looked at the ground blurring by him as he toyed with the idea of falling off. He was hard-pressed to follow through with that idea. After all, the horse didn’t seem crazed, just purposeful, and Seamus didn’t relish broken bones. He’d already landed flat on his back today upon Pete’s arrival, and that was enough falling as far as he was concerned.
 So he stayed on for the wild ride and set aside the idea of taming Black. Mostly he tried to figure out how the hell he was going to get back home if Black didn’t take him there.

Chapter Five

When the horse finally slowed down—at a great distance from the farm— Seamus slid off and stumbled, only to land on his ass. That made him madder. Better angry, though, than freaking out at memories of another crazy ride.

Seamus scrubbed his face.  That was then, this is now. It was still daylight, even if evening was approaching. And this was never going to happen again. Because never again would he ride this horse. It was wild, not tame, and Seamus, not an expert rider, should not have climbed on the horse out of some strange attachment.

He stood up and looked around him.
 The horse whickered.
 “Yeah, buddy, I’m going to ignore you. I’m a little aggravated, and that’s an

understatement.” Seamus glared, but it didn’t have much effect on the black beauty. He shook his head, wondering how the hell he was going to make it home before dusk. It was maybe two hours from sunset. Which would surely give him time to find a place whose door he could knock on. He didn’t relish explaining his situation, but that was embarrassment talking, and he could deal with embarrassment.

When the horse whickered again, insisting he pay it attention, Seamus placed his hands on his hips. “What the hell do you want? Don’t you understand you’re in the doghouse as far as I’m concerned?” Not that Black could understand Seamus’s mild animal humor. He was trying to hang on to his sense of humor, though God knows it wasn’t easy.
 The horse turned around and trotted into a denser portion of the woods. “Yeah, you go your way, and I’ll go mine.”
 That brought the horse sharply around, as if it knew Seamus might not
 follow him, and Black summoned Seamus once more. He couldn’t believe it. He was tempted to follow the horse. Did he have to remind himself he was fed up with this creature and needed to get moving?
 The horse blew out and stamped one foot, clearly wanting Seamus to come to him.
 “What?” Seamus snapped, striding forward, and the horse started trotting. He rolled his eyes at himself and weakly supposed it was as good a direction as any, given he didn’t know where the fuck he was.
 “I hope to hell it’s going to be a warm night, or I’m going to freeze in this goddamned T-shirt. It’s not the first time this has happened, if you remember,” he called out to the horse. So what if he was treating it like a sentient creature? There was no one here to observe them. Seamus was trying to beat back memories of the horror-filled night of his teen years.
 Weird how Pete’s outburst had brought that memory fully back, made it real. It bothered Seamus that Pete had referred to it out of the blue when he’d never done so before. Then Pete had gone on to talk about safety. It made Seamus feel out of the loop in some way, but out of what loop?
 He glanced around, trying to figure out why Black was picking its way through denser woods, when something shiny caught the corner of Seamus’s eye. He whipped up his head to see…a tent of sorts. Newish material, not old canvas. Silver in color. Big but not huge.
 Seamus felt his eyes widen. No way he wouldn’t have been heard by whoever was here. If they were here.
 He sucked in a quick breath and called out, “Hello? Anyone home?”
 Not that his heart wasn’t beating faster for fear he’d stumbled into someone’s cache, someone unfriendly. But he was trying to persuade it otherwise.
 There was no answer from the tent, and the horse whickered encouragement.
 “Shut up,” Seamus grumbled at Black and edged forward. He supposed this was someone’s abode and he should afford them some privacy, but he was curious and, well, needed help. The place wasn’t exactly locked. Maybe it was a kid’s hideaway, and he wasn’t too far from a house. That made the most sense.
 He unzipped the tent and glanced inside.
 Tidy. A narrow cot on one side. Some supplies. Some books and… Puzzled by what he saw, Seamus stepped right in and walked over.
 He knelt beside a bulletin board propped against a metal chest. On it were photographs from before the days of digital.
 Seamus swallowed. One picture caught his eye, and he lifted a hand towards it, stopping himself before he touched the old photo. It contained a younger Zachariah. Hair gray, yes, but his body was stronger, heavier, less frail. On each side of him was a boy. Seamus peered more closely. The boys were maybe young teens, and Zachariah had a hand on each shoulder, as if proud of his charges. And the one on the left? He looked like Ri as a boy, a boy who was already taller than his grandfather.
 Staring at those dark eyes and dark hair, Seamus tried to make sense of this. What was a picture of Ri doing here? He was skinnier in the picture than now, and that was saying something. The other boy was skinny enough but not as bony and not as tall.
 Any doubts Seamus had continued to hold that Ri was not Zachariah’s grandson as he’d claimed evaporated. It was a relief to see this and believe Ri, to not have to doubt him. Yet it wasn’t Ri who’d brought him here, but the horse. Why? Was Black Ri’s horse?
 He looked at the other photos for answers. There were a couple more pics of the two boys at different ages, sometimes with a horse that looked like Black— how long did horses live anyway? Thirty years? Another photo of Zachariah by himself caught Seamus’s eye. Here he was older, more like the age Seamus had known him, and sadder. In that first photo, of him and the two boys, Zachariah looked less bowed down by life or age.
 At a distant sound, Seamus glanced backwards, as if he might be caught snooping. Though given Ri’s behavior, his mysterious and sudden appearances, Seamus didn’t think he could be accused of acting too far out of line. Certainly Ri thought it his right to stride into Seamus’s house.
 For this must be where Ri stayed. Fine for camping in milder weather, but Seamus was hard-pressed to see how someone could live here year-round. He stood and saw a duffel bag of clothes, but not much in the way of belongings. The only personal stuff were the pictures. The family—where was the other boy now?—left a lump in Seamus’s throat.
 He crouched down and examined the horses in the photos a second time. One of them looked like Black while the other was a stocky chestnut. Clearly, then, the horse was attached to Ri, had brought him here, just like years ago it had brought him to Zachariah. The old man had always said wild horses were more intelligent than the tamed. Right now, Black was looking like something of a horse genius.
 Seamus stepped out of the tent, zipped it up since the mosquitoes were getting bad and he’d let a bunch in already. He paused then cupped hands to his mouth and yelled, “Ri! Are you here?”
 His words got swallowed by the forest, and there was no answer, not even an echo. He looked around to see the horse had disappeared. That was just great. Not that Seamus wanted to get back on Black’s back, but he felt stranded and alone.
 Where would Ri be? How did he get from the tent to the farm and back on a regular basis? That damned horse had carried Seamus for a good hour or more. Seamus couldn’t guess how long it would take on foot, because Black had been really moving. Yet it seemed strange that if Ri did arrive on horseback, he kept Black hidden from Seamus.
 And when Black arrived, he did so without Ri.
 Seamus hated all these questions crowding in on him. He checked his watch to verify the time and started to follow hoofprints that might lead him somewhere, might lead him to answers. He hadn’t gotten far before he froze at the sound of the tent being unzipped.
 He spun and jogged back in time to see Ri duck into the tent—naked, though Seamus only caught a flash of bare thigh. As he disappeared within, Ri called out in his light voice, “Be there in a moment. Don’t go anywhere.”
 Oh, yes, Seamus was certainly going places. When he didn’t know where the fuck he was. He tried not to let the uneasiness take over, but the situation felt weirder and weirder.
 A minute later, Ri poked out his head and smiled, as if Seamus had strolled over for a neighborly visit that evening. “Come on in.”
 Seamus looked behind him, wondering what his options were. Get eaten by mosquitoes, go search for help while seemingly in the middle of nowhere or enter the tent with the strangely behaved Ri.
 Reluctantly Seamus accepted Ri’s invitation. Zachariah’s grandson, he reminded himself as if that would help calm his nerves. He walked over and ducked through the doorway.
 Ri zipped it up, saying “Mosquitoes” in explanation. Seamus tried not to feel claustrophobic in a tent that contained two of them, Ri so tall and, well, ripped.
 “Sorry about that,” said a now-dressed Ri. At least, he had on boxers and an undershirt. “I wasn’t quite prepared.”
 “Oh?” managed Seamus, at a loss for articulating an actual question. It was kind of dim in the tent, and as if observing the same, Ri pulled out a batteryoperated camping lamp, turned it on and hung it on a hook in the middle of the tent.
 “I’m starving.” Ri dragged a box out from under his cot. It contained mealin-one bars of some sort. Seamus wasn’t that hungry. “Do you want one?”
 “No, thank you.” Seamus watched Ri eat five of them then grab a water bottle, offering a second one to Seamus. That he took. They drank, watching each other.
 Ri was different here. More in his element. Still wary, but more confident, more decisive, even if it was just about getting dressed, getting fed and drinking.
 He also looked…relieved, which took the edge off Seamus’s nerves, though he didn’t understand why.
 “So, Ri.”
 “Uh-huh?”
 “Why did your horse bring me here?”

Ri blinked, working his way through those words. He didn’t think Seamus had figured out he was a horse. That was too outlandish for a human to believe. Perhaps Seamus thought Ri was a horse owner.

“I guess the horse wanted us to meet,” Ri suggested. He needed to ease into this topic, but Seamus didn’t respond to Ri’s tentative smile. His gaze was intent on Ri, like he was a puzzle to figure out.
 In fact, Ri hadn’t seen Seamus this tense since that first night they’d met. “What?” asked Seamus.
 “I need to tell you some things. They’re difficult to articulate.” Seamus didn’t quite roll his eyes but it was a near thing, and he jerked away.

“Tell me some other time. For now, I just want to get back to the farm.” Ri blew out a breath. “The farm is no longer safe.”
 “No longer safe?” Seamus repeated, incredulous. “Are you claiming that a 

tent is safer than a house?”
 “When they don’t know where the tent is, yes.”
 “They?”
 Ri didn’t want to start with the werewolves as an introduction to shifters.
 After all, not all shifters were psycho. He and Zach had been okay, at least as kids, before Zach snapped. “Ri,” Seamus demanded. “ Articulate. Right now. I want some answers, and I think I deserve them.”
 Ri opened his hands, like that could communicate anything, and Seamus nodded encouragement. Ri blew out a breath and looked away. “I think I just have to say it.”
 “Yes. Exactly. Just say it.” The intent look on Seamus’s face did something to Ri, though he understood it was not a sexual gaze. Seamus wanted answers, but his close attention threatened to distract Ri.
 “Okay, okay.” Ri swallowed, placed his hands on his hips. He pulled in a breath, let it out. It felt like one of the hardest things he’d ever said, and he had to push the words out. “I’m a horse.”
 Seamus’s expression went blank. Soon it would become what-the-fuck, soon he’d sneer. Ri stumbled on.
 “Horse shifter, that is. Black, that’s me.” Ri pointed to himself then outside to where he’d been horse, as if that would help. But he was in it now—he couldn’t stop the conversation he’d started—though God he wanted to.
 Seamus’s gray eyes narrowed, assessing, and Ri waited, wondering if he needed to offer proof of some sort or just let his words sink in.
 His guest plopped himself down on the cot and pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. Ri released a breath of relief. Seamus wasn’t turning away, not yet. The freckles were, well, cute, but stood out because Seamus was pale from the stress of today, perhaps from the stress of being around shifters.
 “Ri, I’m going to ask you a question, and under the circumstances, I’m asking you not to take offense. All right?”
 “All right,” Ri said.
 “Have you ever been diagnosed with a mental illness?”
 He couldn’t help it, he laughed out loud, which made Seamus’s brow crease in irritation. Ri explained, “I don’t go to doctors. I don’t need to.”
 Seamus’s expression indicated he believed otherwise. “I don’t know what Zachariah expected me to do for you.”
 Ri laughed, this time with less humor. “This was my grandfather’s attempt at matchmaking if you haven’t picked that up.”
 Seamus’s jaw went slack, which told Ri how much he thought of Ri in that way.
 “Okay, look, Ri.”
 Ri wished Seamus would stop saying his name so often. It didn’t bode well.
 Seamus continued. “If I went to a doctor with you, would that help?”
 “I don’t need doctors,” Ri insisted, trying not to get impatient with this side issue. “When I shift, I get healed, you see. A diagnosis is not going to change that.”
 Something strange happened then. Seamus went still, as if what Ri had described meant something to him. “You heal when you shift? And live a long, healthy life?”
 “Not always long. Horses run too much. Most horses,” Ri amended, since he seemed stuck in his territory, haunting his grandfather and now poor Seamus. “But in theory, yes.”
 They stared at each other, like they were at a stalemate, although Seamus seemed to have some doubts about his disbelief and maybe Ri could work on them. After all, he needed to bring up Pete and the danger he posed to Seamus’s well-being.
 “Look, I know you think I’m crazy, but I am a horse.” He gestured to the bulletin board. “There I am in both my forms.”
 Seamus looked over and observed, “There are two boys in the pictures, as well as two horses.”
 It had been a long time since Ri had said these words and it hurt. “My brother.”
 “Where is he?”
 “I don’t know. I don’t know if he’s alive.” Ri liked to think Zach was alive, despite the odds for horse shifters, because after all Ri had made it this far and they came from the same breeding stock, had been raised together. He just didn’t know why Zach had never come back. Surely Zach would miss Ri as much as Ri missed Zach.
 “I’m sorry to hear that,” Seamus said softly.
 “There’s something else I need to tell you.” Ri felt uncomfortable towering over Seamus as he sat on the cot, mind obviously whirring as it took in all of Ri’s information—or didn’t take it in. So Ri eased to the floor and wrapped arms around his legs.
 “Go ahead,” said Seamus, looking down at him, shoulders relaxing a little.
 Ri toyed with mentioning the night he’d brought Seamus to Grandfather, but decided not quite yet. Instead he said, “Pete is a wolf.”
 This time Seamus didn’t scoff. “You mean to tell me Pete’s a werewolf?”
 Ri frowned. “Why are wolves more believable than horses?”
 “Because werewolves exist, Ri, though not in Manitoba. We found that out a few years ago when it was announced to the world, remember? No one could have missed that news.”
 “They announced it to the world?” Ri responded, aghast. Shifters hid, that’s what they did. They didn’t broadcast their existence and start witch-hunts. How soon would everyone know about horse shifters, about him? Or Zach, if he was making his way in the world? Surely, surely this wasn’t what had happened.
 Ri’s surprise seemed to gall Seamus, and he shot up to standing, making Ri lean back as Seamus gestured in frustration. “For God’s sake, do you not follow any news whatsoever?”
 “No.” Grandfather hadn’t had a TV, and the only station he’d played on the radio was classical music of some kind which he’d always turned off at news time. “How would I?”
 “Like everyone else!” Seamus was missing a crucial piece of Ri’s confession.
 “I’m not like everyone else. I spend a lot of time as…” it was still hard to say, even a second time, but he had to, “…a horse.”
 Seamus heaved a breath then held up a hand. “Okay, you’re not like everyone else. Didn’t mean to say otherwise, believe me.”
 Ri’s hurt must have shown, because Seamus’s expression shifted, from plain exasperation to an exasperated fondness.
 “Hey, I’ll have you know there is also the occasional cat shifter, according to my reading, not that I’ve met any. But there was no mention of horses. Mostly I haven’t thought about it much after the first shock of shifters coming out.” He added, “Wasn’t much point when I had nothing to do with them.”
 “You did. Pete.”
 Seamus shook his head emphatically. “They’re not in Manitoba.”
 Ri didn’t know why Seamus kept repeating this falsehood about wolves. It sat oddly with the fact he knew about shifters.
 Seamus continued to explain. “Ontario, that’s where the werewolves live. In a town. Wolf Town, I believe. So, Pete’s not a werewolf. But they do exist.”
 “Wolf Town.” Incredible. They were hardly hiding with a name like that. Good God, they might as well paint bull’s-eyes on their backs the way they were going. Except, it sounded like Pete was still hiding who he was… Ri was getting off track and decided to return to the main point. “You know about shifters?”
 Seamus shook his head sharply, that exasperation back. “Where the hell have you been, Ri? It’s one thing not to follow news, but how could you have missed this story of the year?”
 “I’ve been a horse.” To his surprise, Ri shouted the last word, and it came out loudly, laced with his own frustration. His anger. His resentment.
 That wasn’t right. Ri loved being a horse. Or maybe it was more that Ri wanted to love being a horse and it wasn’t quite working. His human sometimes seemed desperate for a chance to exist.
 Seamus had stepped back, though Ri hadn’t moved. He remained seated on the floor, arms wound around his knees. They stared at each other, and Ri had to work at not rising and running. Just sit, just sit. Seamus is not going to betray you. In fact, Seamus is in danger.
 “Remember the night I saved you from those wolves who were hunting you? Remember I came by? Black horse and you jumped on me and I took you to Zachariah. Remember?”
 Seamus went sheet-white, and he gave an odd shake of his head, as if trying to dislodge something. “This is the second time today someone has mentioned that night. I’d begun to think I’d made that up.”
 “You did not fucking make that up.”

Chapter Six

“I need to clear my head,” Seamus said quietly after staring at Ri for what seemed like ages. Who was this man? How had he come to rescue him seven years ago—if indeed he had. No matter what he was, Seamus wanted to get away from Ri. He headed for the door of the tent.
 Ri leapt up from the floor. “No.” Seamus whirled on him. “No?” Like hell Ri was going to order him to stay here, and the way Seamus was feeling he was ready to physically fight the idea.
 “I’ll go. You stay.” Ri circled around Seamus, ducking his head where the ceiling sloped down. “You’ll stay here, right?”
 “Or what?”
 Ri’s puzzled face irritated Seamus.
 “Yes, yes. Tonight, I’ll stay in this tent. Without you. Since apparently you can go outside and turn into a horse and do whatever the hell you think you do.”
 With a brief nod, Ri disappeared into the graying night, dutifully zipping the tent door back up. Seamus slapped dead a stray mosquito on his neck and collapsed on the cot, throwing an arm over his face.
 He didn’t know how long he lay there, not really thinking, despite there being too many things to think about. He refused to feel guilty about kicking Ri out of his own place since Ri was the one who’d forced him to come here in the first place.
 No. Wait. Thinking that meant he believed Ri was a horse shifter. Or could somehow magically control the horse, and Seamus didn’t want to go there either. He didn’t want to think; he wanted to sink into oblivion.
 It wasn’t working. Zachariah kept looming into view, memories of working with him, talking to him, eating his sometimes god-awful food like canned pork and beans.
 At some point, Seamus rolled off the cot and examined the photos once more, gaining enough light from the hanging lamp to see them. He killed four more mosquitoes as he went over the family pics, looking at the three individuals. Ri had been pained, talking about his brother. They were easy to tell apart, Ri’s brother having red hair and a stockier build, but they had the same dark eyes, killer cheekbones and identical smiles, large on their young faces.
 Seamus let out a long, shaky sigh. He should be furious that he was here, but there was something entirely too sad about this situation, about Ri and his life and his ragged photos, no matter what Ri’s truth was.
 Where was Ri, Seamus wondered as he slapped another mosquito. Perhaps being eaten alive. Unless he’d shifted. How many times a day could a shifter shift?
 Gawd, Seamus didn’t even want to think that question.
 He straightened up to standing, calmer, past feeling threatened by his strange companion. As the night arrived, concern had crept back in. “Hey,” he shouted, and listened to hear someone moving outside.
 “Is everything okay?” It was Ri’s voice approaching, and Seamus relaxed.
 “Get in here,” he said wearily.
 “You sure?”
 “Yes, I’m sure.”
 Ri moved quickly, unzipping and zipping the tent, then standing cautiously beside Seamus. “I didn’t want to go too far away.”
 “In case…?”
 “In case you needed me.”
 “What would I need you for?”
 Ri looked away and scratched his arm. Seamus winced at the sight of all those bites.
 He grabbed Ri’s wrist, and Ri did that quivering thing again which he ignored. He ran fingers over Ri’s forearm. “Do you have anything for the bites?”
 “It’s okay.” Ri sounded rather breathless, and Seamus looked up, saw Ri glance away, saw bites on Ri’s face too.
 “God, Ri, I didn’t mean for you…” Seamus let him go, his words trailing off. “Well, if I kick you out of the tent at dusk, I guess the mosquitoes are going to get you. I wasn’t thinking. Sorry.”
 “Mosquito bites are the least of our worries, Seamus,” Ri said. “I’m used to them. They fade fast.”
 “Least of our worries, eh?” It might be true, but Seamus suspected they had different ideas about what there was to worry about. No way was Pete a danger, a wolf. Pete had been unreliable at times, absenting himself for no reason, but that had been his worst flaw. Well, apart from an annoying tendency to hang on to Seamus after their relationship ended. “Do you need to eat more?”
 “Yes.”
 “Look, I didn’t mean for you to starve yourself and get attacked by the bugs.”
 “I wanted you to feel safe.”
 “That’s nice, Ri, but I’d rather you didn’t kill yourself over it.”
 Ri crouched down and pulled out some more of those unappetizing bars. This time, when offered, Seamus took one and washed it down with water. He must have been hungry because it wasn’t as bad as he’d feared.
 “So you don’t believe me?” Ri asked.
 “Which part?”
 “That I’m a horse shifter.”
 Seamus cocked his head. “I’m undecided. Tell me more.”
 He couldn’t believe it. But he could play with the idea, could listen until he caught Ri out one way or the other. Though he had the sinking feeling Ri believed himself. Which made everything harder.
 Plus a nagging voice reminded him that Black had rescued him that night seven years ago, and Ri couldn’t know the details of it, Pete’s reference aside.
 Besides, if people could shift into wolves and the occasional cat, why not a horse?
 “I’m the only one,” Ri said.
 “Your brother isn’t a horse shifter?” Seamus thought of the two horses in the photos.
 “And my brother,” Ri acknowledged, and pulled in a breath. “I hope. I don’t know where he is. Family history says that horses get themselves killed, starving when they’re young and shifting too often, or staying horse too long when we need to eat a lot. My grandfather worked hard to prevent that for Zach and me.”
 “There are other shifters. Is there some kind of community? Can’t they help you out?”
 Ri made a sound of derision. “Other shifters aren’t safe, they’re predators and we’re not. We can’t trust humans either.”
 “So why trust me?”
 Ri didn’t answer right away then offered a crooked smile, eyes not quite meeting Seamus’s. “I didn’t want to.”
 Something softened in Seamus. It wasn’t just the smile, but the hope that lay behind it.
 “First I rescued you.” Ri darted a glance Seamus’s way, and Seamus nodded, acknowledging the night. “Then you worked for my grandfather and…”
 “You, I mean, Black, never let me touch you when your grandfather was around,” Seamus pointed out. “You avoided me.”
 “I didn’t want to give myself away.”
 “I don’t get it. How would that give anything away?”
 “I didn’t want to get attached, which would tempt me to give myself away,” Ri said more harshly.
 Seamus considered this, considered that such a few interactions would make Ri attached, and felt scared for the man again. Whatever Ri had been doing, whatever Ri was, it must be an isolating, lonely experience.
 “I looked after my grandfather these last couple of years. I’m glad I did, but it was a mistake for me. I’m having trouble moving on.” Ri shrugged, a slight movement of those shoulders, his entire long body folded up on the floor. A part of Seamus wanted to take Ri to bed.
 Bad, bad idea. Nothing about this could be casual, and Seamus could not predict Ri’s actions or reactions.
 “I thought when Grandfather died that I’d run wild, stay horse, forget about this…” He swept a hand over his balled-up body. “And I can’t. Instead I put up old photos in this tent and keep visiting you. Now I’ve brought big trouble to you.”
 The last words were uttered with guilt, and Seamus said, “Hold on, hold on. I’m fine. You haven’t brought me any trouble, okay? Besides kidnapping me tonight. But you can fix that tomorrow by taking me home.”
 “Pete found you.”
 Oh, yeah, this whole werewolf angle, because nothing about Ri was simple. “Look, I’ve known Pete for years, Ri. He didn’t find me because of you. He contacted my parents.”
 Ri held up a hand. “I know, you’re former…friends. But he might be interested in you because he’s looking for me.”
 Unlikely given Seamus sometimes felt like Pete had been interested in him forever. There was Pete, always hanging around the edges of his life. At least since university.
 Ri smiled to himself. “You know, I thought I’d have trouble convincing you I’m a horse shifter, so this is far beyond my expectations. But it does make sense, Pete looking for me.”
Not really, but Seamus wanted to keep the man talking. “Okay, explain. Why would Pete, if he were a werewolf, look for you?”
 “In my experience, wolves like to hunt down horses.”
 Seamus winced. “Good God. Pete is not a killer. I swear.”
 Ri blew out a breath. “Remember that night I saved you?”
 “Yes.”
 “Remember the men who were following you?”
 Seamus nodded. He hoped like hell Ri wasn’t going to say one of the men was Pete, although Seamus could refute that. He would never forget their voices.
 “They were wolves.”
 “But not Pete,” Seamus put in.
 “Not Pete,” Ri agreed, taking a moment before returning to his story. “They were hunting me and you stumbled upon the hunt, so they were going to toy with you. Kill you. That’s what wolves do.”
 It was somewhat alarming to be told his life had been in danger, even if he’d felt that at the time. But still. It didn’t fit.
 “Ri. Wolves live in Wolf Town. They have normal lives. They don’t go around killing people.” Seamus was a bit uneasy stating this as fact, given that wolves weren’t super-well-accepted by the general population and there were occasional rumors of dark deeds during the full moon. The government continued to assure people that shifters were not violent, or not any more violent than humans.
 “That is not my experience.”
 “You’ve met werewolves?”
 “Yes.” Ri looked at the bulletin board. “They might have killed my brother.” He paused to glance up, his eyes dark and deep. “I’ve killed werewolves.”
 That took Seamus aback. “Uh, how?”
 “A well-placed kick to the head will smash in someone’s skull. They aren’t able to shift with that amount of brain damage, so they die before they can heal.”
 Suddenly this conversation was too much. If Ri thought he’d killed people who were werewolves, he might be dangerous. Though he looked pretty miserable sitting down there on the floor.
 Ri sensed Seamus’s alarm. “I killed them in wolf form, if that makes you feel any better. I haven’t been knocking in any human heads. Keeps the police out of it when they’re wolf, whereas a dead body might cause me problems.”
 Seamus was speechless.
 “Seamus, I would never hurt you, let alone kick you.”
 How reassuring. The conversation had turned surreal. Exhausted, Seamus wanted to end it for the night. But. One last question. “Did Pete seem like a killer to you?” Pete always struck people like a big teddy bear. It was one of the things that had attracted Seamus in the first place.
 “Well, no,” Ri conceded. “He didn’t seem stupid either.”
 “He’s not. But you can be smart and not be a killer, right?”
 Ri glanced up at Seamus, understanding he wasn’t being taken entirely seriously.
 “Pete is fine. Look, why don’t we go to town and meet him?” After all this crazy talk, Seamus felt the need to assert some normality into his life, return to the familiarity of the city.
 “No! We have to hide from them.”
 “We won’t tell him you’re a…horse.”
 “Absolutely not.” The resolute expression on Ri’s face made Seamus feel like this was a hopeless case.
 “What’s your solution? We hide in this tent together for the rest of our days? How is that possibly going to work? This isn’t winterized. You can’t live here all year round.”
 “I don’t,” Ri acknowledged. “I either stay horse, or stay at my grandfather’s during the coldest months. This was a first step, getting you away from the farm.”
 “Ri.” Seamus crouched down and dipped his head to make Ri meet his gaze. “I have parents and a sister and a niece who all care about me. I am not going to hide out here and not let them know what is going on. Not happening. Okay?”
 “I just want you to be safe, Seamus, that’s all.”
 “I appreciate that sentiment. We’ll stay here tonight.”
 “I can sleep outside.”
 “God, no.” Seamus put out his hand, and Ri stared at it for a moment before rather gingerly putting his hand in Seamus’s. He could feel a slight tremor go through Ri’s body as he squeezed in reassurance. “We’ll figure this out together, okay? But tonight, we’ll sleep in the tent.”
 “I’ll take the floor,” Ri said.
 The cot was narrow, and neither of them was in any shape to sleep together, Seamus emotionally wrung out and confused, Ri trembling any time they touched. Though that strange thread of attraction seemed to bind them.
 “I don’t mind taking the floor,” Seamus assured him.
 “No, it’s good, I’m good.” Ri glanced once at their hands, still linked, as if he didn’t know what to make of it, and Seamus found the expression adorable. If he didn’t think that Ri was a candidate for either serious mental illness or a very, very difficult life, he’d be tempted to do more. Instead he squeezed a second time and released Ri.
 “Okay then. Let’s go to sleep.”

Ri never did sleep well. Horses didn’t. He’d lost the capacity to relax into a long, deep slumber years ago. Sometime after Zach had left.
 He woke often through the night, aware that Seamus lay in the cot above him, breathing regular and slow, and that outside were the regular night sounds of insects and small animals.
 Near dawn he slipped out into the damp morning and went for a short walk while he tried to figure out his next course of action. It was true, he hadn’t planned much beyond getting Seamus the hell away from the farm. He was a horse after all, he ran, that’s what he did. But as a long-term strategy, hanging out at the tent, no matter how appealing it was to Ri personally, was not going to work for his guest.
 An hour later, when he heard the zipper sounding loud in the small woods, Ri loped home. By the time he reached there, Seamus was standing a ways from the tent, taking in the sights, such as they were.
 “Good morning,” Ri offered.
 Seamus tilted his head, gaze assessing. “I’m not entirely sure about that.” But his lips curved, a wry expression there, and he no longer appeared to be quite on edge like the night before. Something within Ri relaxed. Seamus wasn’t going to hate him, not today. “This has got to be the most unusual twelve hours I’ve ever spent in my life, and that includes the night I rode…Black.”
 Ri supposed saying rode you sounded a little off.
 Seamus marched up to him, stepping into his personal space yet not crowding him. He gazed up, slightly, as he wasn’t much shorter. “You’ve looked familiar to me, you know, since you strolled into the house in the middle of the night, and I figured out why.”
 “Oh?” Ri couldn’t think of what Seamus was going to say, especially when Seamus raised his hand and lightly touched his jawline.
 “I remember you from seven years ago. You carried me into the house and put me on the couch. Though you had a beard then.”
 Ri stood stock-still as Seamus’s fingers stroked his stubble, watched as Seamus’s hand dropped back to his side. He was embarrassed to be breathing hard, and as if not to embarrass him further, Seamus turned so they stood side by side, staring at the tent.
 Ri rubbed his chin. His facial hair grew in quickly. Grandfather had always emphasized that when he became human, he needed to clean himself up, make himself presentable. Acting like a wild man who never shaved or got his hair cut would set him apart from humanity, and for those who knew anything about shifters, it might help identify him, put him in danger.
 “It was you,” Seamus said simply.
 “Yes,” Ri conceded. “I couldn’t leave you lying on the ground like that. You’d collapsed. And my grandfather was too old to carry you.”
 Seamus nodded.
 “I think this means you believe me?”
 “Not much choice, given what I know.” Seamus turned and his gaze intensified. “I want you to believe me. Pete is not a threat. I doubt he’s a werewolf.”
 “He didn’t disappear the nights of the full moon?”
 “Uh, well, I don’t know,” Seamus admitted. “Because we weren’t together all the time.”
 “He’s a wolf, Seamus.”
 “You know this how?”
 “His scent.”
 Seamus paused, doubt appearing. “Do you have an excellent sense of smell and an excellent sense of hearing?”
 He seemed to be quoting someone. “Not quite as good as a wolf’s, but yes, I do.”
 “Then Pete would recognize you, no? I mean assuming he is a wolf.”
 “We’re rare, maybe unique to my family. He might not recognize what I am, though my unusual scent made him wary. I, however, recognize wolves because there are a hell of lot more of them, and they hunt us.”
 Seamus frowned. “I’m not saying bad things haven’t happened to you, Ri. I won’t argue he’s not a wolf, though I doubt it. I am saying Pete’s a good guy.”
 Ri supposed he should allow the possibility, but it stuck in his throat. “Perhaps. However, he may know wolves who aren’t good guys.”
 “I saw Pete for a few years, on and off. He did not bring in the werewolves to do me harm in all that time. And he was the only boyfriend I had who lasted.” Seamus paused. “Who made the effort to last.”
 Ri couldn’t imagine someone not making an effort for Seamus but wasn’t able to articulate such a thing. He also had to admit he didn’t quite understand what Pete’s agenda was when it came to Seamus, given their history. It was hard to see that he was evil and psychopathic.
 “So, Ri, here’s what I want.”
 Ri felt like he was holding his breath as he listened.
 “I want you to come to the city with me.”
 “Why?” The request had baffled him last night and did again this morning.
 “You can meet my family, and you can meet Pete. See what kind of person he is.”
 Ri didn’t know what to say. He avoided wolves, he didn’t seek them out.
 “Are you worried Pete is going to attack you?” When Ri didn’t answer, Seamus continued, “Because that’s hard to do in a city surrounded by people, right?”
 Ri had no idea, to be honest. He was used to being alone, had been raised with his brother and by his grandfather. Bigger groups were an unknown to him. On top of that he was more concerned about Pete attacking Seamus. Ri had ways to protect himself. He cleared his throat. “Why don’t we stay here?”
 Seamus cast him a look like he was hopeless to suggest such a thing. “We can’t stay here, Ri. Those semi-edible bars are going to run out at some point, never mind that my family is going to file a missing-persons report if I disappear, and then this whole area is likely to be scoured by law-enforcement-type people.”
 It felt like the blood drained from his head when Ri realized Seamus might be right. If it had been just himself, he could run, of course, any great distance. He didn’t have to stay anywhere near here anymore, at least not for Grandfather’s sake. But he was with Seamus, and Ri wasn’t used to running with another person, was crap at thinking things through.
 Slowly Seamus turned towards him, standing close, looking up with that clear gaze of his. “Ready to meet my family?”
 “Not at all.”
 “They’re all right. Though I’ll warn you, my mom rather likes Pete.”
 Ri found himself scowling, and Seamus laughed. He turned slightly to nudge Ri’s shoulder with his own, a comradely gesture he hadn’t been expecting. Then Seamus walked back towards the tent.
 “First you’d better eat. I did read enough about shifters to understand you must eat a lot or you become dangerously skinny.”
 “It’s worse for horses.”
 “Fantastic.”
 Ri wasn’t sure what Seamus meant by that.
 “That is,” Seamus amended, “one more thing we need to be careful about. Let’s get that box of bar thingies out. I’ll even have one. Yum.”
 Ri was still stuck on the “we” word. As if Seamus thought they were in this, whatever this was, together.
 By the time he stumbled forward, Seamus was exiting the tent with a bunch of bars in his hands. “After breakfast, partner, we are heading back to the farm and on to the city.”
 Ri couldn’t tell if he was thrilled to be Seamus’s partner, no matter how temporary that was, or alarmed by the daunting idea of visiting a city.
 Seamus squeezed his arm—all this touching was going to Ri’s head in a weird way—and said, “I promise you, it will be okay.”
 Ri couldn’t help but smile, but he also couldn’t help but think, You are so naïve.
 Still, he accepted the plan. Better to be on the move than standing still at that farm, and with Seamus as his guide, the city might offer more camouflage.

Chapter Seven

They decided hitchhiking was the best way to get back to the farm. The tent was a few miles off from a main road so they walked there. Ri wanted to stay human, and besides, Seamus balked at the idea of riding Black. Not only because he’d sworn he never would again and there was a certain lack of control in getting on a horse shifter. Mostly, it didn’t feel right knowing Black was Ri. Once they got to the road, he told Ri he could meet him at the farm, if he’d prefer, but Ri shook his head and Seamus didn’t argue further. He’d rather Ri stayed with him anyway, given his penchant for sudden disappearances.

By the time they reached the farm—after a ride with a local who’d been keen to talk Seamus’s ear off about how reclusive Zachariah had been—Ri had gone quiet. The entire ride, Ri had sat in the backseat and not ventured into the conversation. Now he looked a bit like he was preparing to meet his doom.
 “When were you last in Winnipeg?” Seamus asked. Ri heaved a sigh. “Twenty years ago maybe. I don’t remember too much about it. Lots of houses and cars and people.”
Twenty years ago you would have been a child. Seamus didn’t say that. “We’ll start by going to my parents’. They’re in a quiet suburb.”
 Ri nodded, looking not the least bit reassured. He cleared his throat. “You know, if I take off, don’t worry about me.”
 Seamus felt his eyebrows rise. “I think I may worry if you disappear in the city. Do you know your way around? Could you get back here?”
 “Of course.” Ri offered a small smile. “I have an excellent sense of direction.”
 Seamus assumed this was some kind of homing instinct that he didn’t have. Nevertheless, the idea of losing Ri in the city made him uneasy. “Let’s stick together. Like we did hitchhiking. Okay?”
 “Okay,” Ri acquiesced.
 Seamus almost began to feel bad that he was pushing this. Except staying out here while Ri decided everyone was in terrible danger didn’t strike him as the way to go either. He wanted Ri to learn Pete wasn’t a threat. He wanted Ri… What did Seamus want? He supposed Zachariah’s last request, given his will, was to make sure Ri didn’t remain alone, that Ri socialize to some extent. If Ri got the idea of werewolves out of his head at the same time, that would be a great help.
 As they headed out the door, it became clear they were both thinking about Zachariah because Ri said, “Grandfather did say you were a very nice young man.”
 That description brought Seamus up short. “What does that mean?”
 Ri sent him an apologetic look and his face flushed. “Like I told you earlier, he was trying to play matchmaker, in his way. Sorry about that.” He rushed on. “We’ll get you back to your city and you should stay away from the farm in case more wolves come and…”
 Ri trailed off as Seamus stared at him. “We are not going to the city to put me in a safe place. We are going to the city so that you can learn your fears are, in this case, misplaced. Pete is fine.”
 But Ri gave another one of his nods, making it evident that while they were willing to do the same thing, namely drive to the city, they had quite different agendas.
 Oh well, Seamus would work hard on his, and hopefully Ri’s would get changed.
 “You don’t mind being in a car?” Seamus’s elbow rested at the window’s edge while he drove with one broad hand. His hands were different than Ri’s, which were long and thin. Seamus’s were sturdy, strong fingered.
 Ri wrenched his gaze off that hand and got caught briefly by Seamus’s gray eyes that saw too much. This attraction was uncomfortable and getting worse by the minute. It made him feel like he was on a road where he couldn’t get off, even if he wanted to.
 And he didn’t. He wanted to be with Seamus. He recognized that he had captured Seamus’s interest, not for romantic reasons, but because he was Zachariah’s strange grandson, and then because he was a horse shifter.
 He’d paused too long in answering a question. Again. It came of spending so much time by oneself.
 Forcing his tongue to loosen, he said, “I don’t mind cars. My grandfather taught me how to drive. I drove him to appointments at the end.” He didn’t add that his fears of being stopped by the police with no license to show—since he owned no ID—had made some of those drives stomach-churning. He was trying to present himself as capable of normality.
 “That was good of you.”
 Not really. Ri hadn’t done a great caretaking job. He veered back to the subject at hand. “I’m not saying driving is my favorite means of travel. But it’s doable.”
 After a time of silence, Seamus said out of the blue, “I should warn you.”
 Ri tried to dampen his alarm, wondering what the warning could possibly be.
 “My parents, well, my mother, can be a bit nosy.” Not sure what that meant, Ri cocked his head. Nosy about what? “Okay.”
 “Don’t mind her. She means well. She tries a bit too hard, to compensate for the fact she’s not quite comfortable that I’m gay, you know? I figure by the time I’m fifty, she’ll be used to it.” Seamus offered a wry smile. “My dad’s fine though. Less talkative too.”
 Ri nodded wisely, since he was supposed to be making something of this description. Then he ventured, “Haven’t you always been gay?”
 Seamus snorted. “Well, yeah. But I didn’t tell my parents until I was nineteen, right before we first met as a matter of fact.” He glanced at Ri. “What was Zachariah’s reaction to your being gay?”
 “I was what I was.” Ri shrugged. “He was a lot more concerned about us being horse shifters.” Grandfather had been worried about impetuous Zach’s romantic proclivities, not Ri’s, and for good reason, given how Zach’s first love had played out.
 “So…does shifter blood run in the family?”
 “Yep. My other grandfather, who died young. Got himself shot.”
 “God.”
 “Going in to a herd of horses and making them wild and crazy will do that. Farmer came out with a gun and killed the so-called wild stallion. Shot him in the head.”
 The concern in Seamus’s eyes increased.
 “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on doing the same.” Ri sometimes wondered if Zach had gone that route. Though his grandfather had worked hard to reinforce the idea that horse shifters and horses were entirely separate beings. Had tried to keep them away from horses as if to avoid their other grandfather’s fate.
 “And your parents?”
 He didn’t want to talk about them. They’d left a strange hole in him— sometimes he thought bigger than Zach and Grandfather—despite their being the people he’d come to despise.
 “That’s all right,” Seamus said quietly.
 Ri cleared his throat. “They didn’t treat Zach and me all that well. So Grandfather came over one day and took us away. When they came to get us, he pulled a shotgun on them.” He paused. “They never came back.”
 That bothered him the most. Their effort to retrieve their children had been so halfhearted. He could have dealt with them being misguided in their idea to keep Zach and him as horses more than children, but that they just up and left them… They must have been relieved when his grandfather took over the childcare duties.
 “I don’t know where they are now.”
 “I’m sorry to hear that.”
 Ri shrugged, and in the silence that followed, he smiled a little. When Seamus noticed, he said, “I don’t remember talking so much to someone before. About myself.”
 “That’s what you get for kidnapping me yesterday.”
 “I rescued you.”
 “We’ll see.” Seamus’s tone was amused, he wasn’t pissed off. He clearly intended to show Ri the error of his ways, in terms of his thinking. Ri could have mustered the energy to be offended, but it wasn’t in him. Besides, Seamus didn’t think Ri was stupid for his way of thinking, he just thought he was wrong.
 Exactly what Ri thought of Seamus.
 It was midday when they drove up to his parents’ house, so it was likely his mother would be home—she worked part-time—and his father wouldn’t. As Seamus opened the door, Ri behind him, he called out, “Mom?”
 She appeared from the kitchen, a pleased expression on her face—at hearing Seamus’s voice, he knew. When she saw Ri, that was replaced by puzzlement. Not disapproval, he told himself. He was too sensitive when it came to her and her approval, and he was a little ashamed of it at his age.
 “Mom, hi. I thought we’d drop by. This is my friend Ri.”
 “Hello, Ri.” She went into hostess mode, shaking his hand while managing a brief assessment of his clothes which, Seamus realized, were a bit ragged and out of date. He’d had other things on his mind. “Are you a neighbor of Seamus’s?”
 Ri had to think a moment before he answered, “Yes.”
 “Mom,” said Seamus. “Pete dropped by yesterday.” Had it only been yesterday?
 Her face brightened. “Did he? Such a nice, young man.”
 Ri’s expression turned a bit sour.
 “And I don’t have his number anymore,” continued Seamus.
 “Oh, yes, he left it with me. Just a moment.” She returned with a slip of paper. “Have you two had lunch?”
 “No,” said Seamus. It wasn’t that he wanted to force Ri to hang out with his mother, but he hoped to introduce a sense of normality into Ri’s interactions with people before they met up with Pete and tried to dispel this idea of Pete the Dangerous One.
 “There’s a fresh loaf of bread. Come help yourselves.”
 They fixed themselves sandwiches, Ri avoiding the meat of course. Yes, Seamus would have to remember he was vegetarian. All the while his mother watched Ri with ill-concealed interest. Ri said little and ate a hell of a lot, quickly, and it was enough to have his mother widening her eyes at Seamus.
 She remained polite though. “Your father will be sorry he missed you. Are you heading back to the farm right away?”
 “We won’t be in the city long. Just came to pick up a few things,” Seamus said vaguely. To show Ri the sights. To reintegrate him into society. To reintroduce Ri to Pete.
 Before they left, she managed to maneuver Seamus upstairs, alone.
 “Who is this man, Seamus?”
 “A neighbor.” He figured the tent made that a truthful statement. “Bit down on his luck.”
 “You can’t know him very well,” she warned.
 “Well enough to come to town with him, Mom. It’s fine.”
 “He strikes me as a bit odd.”
 Seamus bristled. “That’s judgmental of you.”
 “I’m not judging anyone,” she protested. “I’m stating a fact.”
 “Mom.”
 “Be careful. Get to know him better.”
 Seamus rolled his eyes. “Mom, not every guy I’m with is someone I’m with, okay?”
 “I know that.” There was a little snap in her voice that surprised him. “But you like him.”
 He opened his mouth to deny it, but that didn’t seem quite right. “Just friends, Mom, okay?”
 She looked at him in disbelief, and he realized his cheeks were feeling hot.
 “Time to go,” he said, too loudly, and headed back down, his mom trailing behind.
 After goodbyes to his mother, they sat in the car while Seamus started to dial Pete—the real reason for their sojourn into town. Ri put a hand on Seamus’s arm, and he cut off the call to look at Ri inquiringly.
 “Where are we going to meet up?” Ri asked.
 “I thought at my apartment.”
 “It would be safer in a public place.” Ri was dead serious, so Seamus made it a point to hide any hint of amusement.
 “All right. I’ll suggest a Starbucks.” At Ri’s blank look, Seamus asked, “Don’t you like coffee?”
 “That doesn’t matter. What matters is that he won’t attack us in a crowd of people. Are there a lot of people in a Starbucks?”
 “Absolutely.” Seamus opted not to argue about the likelihood of being attacked by Pete anywhere. “I don’t know if he’ll be available though.”
 Ri gave a cynical smile. “He will jump at the chance to see either of us.”
 “If you say so.” Seamus punched redial, and Pete picked up on the second ring.
 “Hey,” said Seamus, suddenly feeling a bit awkward about this whole thing.
 “Seamus. Where are you?” Pete asked, a rather out-of-place urgent note in his voice.
 “In town,” Seamus said slowly.
 “Can we meet up?”
 Seamus glanced at Ri. “Uh, sure. How about the Starbucks downtown?”
 “Come over to my place. I’ll give you my address.”
 “Can’t,” said Seamus.
 Pete paused, as if to argue, then said, “Okay. What time at Starbucks?”
 Seamus gave him half an hour notice, and Pete said, “No problem. See you then.”
 Seamus still wasn’t worried about Pete and his alacrity at accepting a coffee invite. After all, Pete always wanted to see Seamus, though usually his schedule wasn’t quite this wide open. He couldn’t say he felt spooked, but that Ri had been dead-on in his prediction Pete would jump at the chance to see him was a bit unsettling.
 “He still likes you, doesn’t he?” Ri asked.
 Seamus decided not to pussyfoot around it. “Yes.”
 “And you, do you like him?”
 Seamus sighed, trying not to think of who he did like, sitting across from him, off limits. Ri might think Zachariah was trying to matchmake, and maybe he was right. However, Ri’s issues made Seamus feel mostly responsible for him and any attraction inappropriate. But he supposed he’d better answer the question, because Ri’s expression had darkened.
 “It’s over between Pete and me, has been for years.”

Ri wasn’t surprised to see that Pete had made it to the Starbucks before they did. Seamus didn’t understand how focused Pete was on him. Although Ri had begun to realize some of that was lust-driven—maybe most of it. Pete’s scent and demeanor indicated he was attached to Seamus. That was no doubt the missing piece of the puzzle. Pete couldn’t perceive Seamus as prey because he’d become emotionally attached.

Ri got that.  He was emotionally attached. What still surprised him was that a wolf was capable of such feelings.
 When Pete lifted his gaze and caught sight of Ri, he stiffened up, scenting the air and trying to do it unobtrusively. A part of Ri wanted to ask, Hey, Pete, how’s the pack?

That would be unwise, might mark him as a horse shifter when he didn’t want to be identified. After all, Pete could have heard of the twin horse shifters from his pack members. Ri chose to stay silent and let Seamus lead the conversation.

Pete stood up, as if he wanted to embrace Seamus, but shook himself and stepped back, indicating a chair. Then he politely grabbed a third chair for Ri.
 “Thanks for coming by,” Seamus said.
 “I wouldn’t have missed it.” Pete sat again.
 “So it seems.”
 Pete cocked an eyebrow, blue gaze trying to figure out what Seamus knew and, more importantly, what he didn’t. “So, the farm, are you selling it?”
 “Nope.” That Seamus sounded emphatic warmed Ri.
 “You’re being foolish,” Pete stated. Ri’s gaze cut to Pete, their eyes locked. “What does your new boyfriend think about the farm?”
 Ri tried not to be flustered by the boyfriend moniker. It didn’t mean anything, but Seamus was too irritated to notice Ri’s reaction. “I’m foolish,” Seamus repeated. “Why is that, Pete?”
 “It’s not a safe area.” Pete nodded at Ri. “Ask your neighbor here.”
 “It’s true that, like you, Ri doesn’t think it’s safe,” Seamus said. As Pete nodded knowingly, Seamus added, “Because of you.”
 “Me?” This accusation took the wolf aback.
 As Seamus opened his mouth to speak, it became crystal clear to Ri that he was going to tell Pete Ri thought he was a werewolf, so he cut him off. “Don’t.”
 “Don’t what?” Pete’s gaze became too penetrating, too intelligent. “What do you want to tell me, Seamus? Don’t let this one”—Pete seemed to imply there was something off with Ri—“control what you say.”
 “I’m not controlling anything.”
 “Just running?” Pete said mildly.
 Ri froze. Pete knew what he was.
 “What has Ri told you, Seamus?” Pete demanded.
 But Seamus’s eyes narrowed, and the anger was flowing off him. “Running,” he repeated. “Why would you say that? Who are you, Pete?”
 Pete altered his demeanor, trying to return to casual, to the big teddy bear of a guy who threatened no one, though he’d lost that persona for a while. He spread his hands. “I’m…me.”
 “Well, that’s just so articulate, so informative. I can’t think of why I even asked the question if I was going to get such an answer.”
 Pete grimaced. “Seamus, c’mon—”
 “Fuck you.” Seamus stood, hands on the table as he leaned towards Pete. “Don’t ask me questions you want answers to and then feed me bullshit. Ri, let’s—”
 Pete cut in. “Don’t go. I want to help you.”
 “Help me with what?” Seamus asked, clearly frustrated.
 Pete’s expression changed, face went blank like he was steeling himself for repercussions. He spoke in a low voice so only Seamus and Ri could hear. “As Ri has no doubt told you, I’m a wolf.”

Chapter Eight

If Pete had hoped his confession would in some way disarm Seamus of his anger, he was wrong. Seamus stormed out of Starbucks, furious. He managed to say “Come on” to Ri, since he didn’t intend to leave the two supposed shifters together. Though God knows maybe that’s what they wanted.

Maybe it was an elaborate hoax and they were screwing around with him. Seamus glanced back at Ri’s pale face and thought, No. Ri was no actor. Besides shifters existed, shifters were known to exist, if not in Winnipeg.

Ri’s long legs brought him level with Seamus. “Where are we going?” “My place.” Seamus unlocked the car and indicated that Ri should get in. Ri glanced backwards and frowned. “He’s not following us.”
 “No.” Thank God.
 Ri shook his head and got in the car. When Seamus pulled into traffic, Ri 

said, “Does Pete know where you live?”
 Seamus shrugged. “I didn’t tell him, but I’m sure he can find out.” “Then we shouldn’t go there. He’ll locate us.”
 “I don’t give a fuck.” The words came out in almost a snarl, and Ri shrank

back. Seamus tried to get himself under better control. “Sorry. I’m not angry with you, Ri. But you’ll have to accept that I don’t consider Pete a threat and I won’t be chased out of my own place. Even if he is a fucking wolf and couldn’t be bothered to mention it when we were together. My one so-called successful relationship was a sham.”
 But Ri wasn’t paying much attention to Seamus’s feeling of betrayal, that

Seamus’s other boyfriends or dates had been flakes, and now Pete was a fucking liar. Instead, Ri allowed, “Maybe Pete isn’t a threat.” Still focused on Pete’s apparent ability to cause harm. “But his pack—”

Seamus sliced a hand through the air. “I am ready to strangle Pete.” Especially thinking on how Pete had laughed so dismissively about Seamus’s horse story back then. God, that galled him. “However, that does not mean Pete is going to bring bad guys to my door.”

Seamus could feel Ri’s doubtful regard. They probably needed to talk more or something, though talking was the last thing he wanted to do. He swallowed some of his anger and spoke more calmly. “Give me this drive home in silence, okay, Ri? Then we’ll discuss what happens next.”

Ri’s leg jittered up and down, and inwardly Seamus sighed. Ri had good reason for his fears, Seamus understood that, but he wished he’d take his focus off Pete. Seamus didn’t want to think about Pete.

“The apartment has a deadbolt. We’ll lock it,” Seamus offered. Ri just laughed. Tonelessly.
 They walked up the three flights of stairs because Seamus didn’t feel like
 waiting for an elevator. The entire time Ri glanced around, as if expecting an attack. It crossed Seamus’s mind that Ri had been right about shifters—at least he was coming to believe that. It still wasn’t one hundred percent real to him. Perhaps Seamus should be concerned about Ri’s other fears too.

Then he thought of Pete. Who was the most gentle lover—suffocatingly gentle at times—Seamus had ever had.
 As he unlocked his door, Seamus faced Ri. “I swear to you, Pete is not going to hurt me, or you.”
 “He misled you,” Ri said slowly.
 “So did you.”
 “Not for years.”
 Seamus walked in to his apartment. “True enough.” He dropped his keys on the table. “I need some coffee. I didn’t get to drink mine. Do you want some?”
 “No.” Ri locked the door, zipped the chain across and stared, like someone might try to break the door down. Then he started pacing.
 “You must be hungry.”
 “Of course.”
 Seamus opened the freezer portion of his fridge and peered at pizzas, relieved to find a vegetarian one. He popped it in the oven. “Food coming up.”
 “I don’t know if I can eat.”
 “Oh, Ri, you need to calm down.”
 Ri stopped pacing to face him. “You need to understand what is going on. You think this is all about Pete. It’s not. They’re wolves. Plural. There is always a pack.” He pulled in a deep breath. “We have to leave here.”
 “And go where?”
 Ri looked miserable. “I only know how to run.”
 Seamus wasn’t quite sure how to interpret that statement, although he took it to mean Ri had nowhere to go. He came out of the kitchen area and approached Ri, who watched as if Seamus was about to do something unexpected. While his original intention had been to give a hug, he revised given Ri’s increasing tension and walked around him, opening the window to the balcony.
 “Don’t jump.” Somehow that didn’t come out quite as funny as he’d hoped. It occurred to him that Ri was no longer quite the unhinged individual Seamus had feared he was. His strange disappearances, his isolation, and most especially his belief in horse shifters all made sense.
 “What?” asked Ri.
 He hadn’t meant to stare in that way, assessing, or reassessing the man standing in front of him. “Tell me what you think of Pete, in terms of him being a threat. Do you believe he means to do me harm?”
 “No,” Ri said grudgingly. “I only sense his good intentions towards you. But what you don’t know is that wolves have this dominance thing going on, and if his pack has other plans for you and Pete is at the bottom of the pack, Pete’s intentions won’t matter.”
 “Pete has no volition? I find this hard to believe.” Once Pete decided on a course of action, it had been hard to steer him away from it.
 Ri paused.
 “How did you learn about wolves and packs anyway?”
 “They’ve made some effort to kill me, more than once.”
 It wasn’t the first time Ri had talked about the wolves’ violence, yet Seamus still found it difficult to wrap his mind around the troubling statement. “Why?”
 Ri lifted one shoulder. “That’s what wolves do.”
 Somehow Seamus doubted it, but he didn’t doubt it had been Ri’s terrible reality. He intended to confront Pete-the-liar about that.
 Ri’s entire body seized up with tension. Seamus frowned and Ri whispered, “We have to go out through the balcony.”
 Seamus tromped down on his first impulse to placate Ri. Not the time to condescend when Ri knew more about shifters than Seamus did. “I can’t make that jump, Ri.”
 A knock came at his apartment, and they both stared at the door, Ri’s fear ratcheting up while Seamus became annoyed they’d been interrupted. Pete’s apologetic voice came through, muffled by the thick door. “Shame, it’s me.”
 Seamus glanced backwards, wondering if Ri would stop him, but he didn’t as Seamus marched over to the door and swung it open. “Pete, this isn’t a good time. Besides, I am pissed…” His voice trailed off as he noted Pete had brought company. Two other men. Large, muscular men. Seamus could feel his brow crease. Ri’s words about a pack didn’t sound quite so off track right at this moment. His heartbeat picked up.
 “Uh, yeah.” Pete’s attitude was different than usual. Determined, grim. He looked over at Ri to say, “You have nothing to fear from us. We’re the good guys.”
 Okay, that sounded promising if a bit trite. Even if Ri gave a snort of derision.
 “Us?” asked Seamus, getting annoyed all over again. “Who is ‘us’? I’m not inviting you in.”
 That made Pete hesitate. “I think it’s important that your boyfriend meet a couple of people. Honestly, we just want to talk.” Pete spread his hands to indicate he meant no harm, and it was at that point Seamus realized this wasn’t about him at all. It was about Ri.
 “Ri?” Seamus asked.
 Ri’s dark eyes bored into Seamus. “I don’t understand why he’s hanging out in the threshold of your apartment. Nothing adds up.”
 Seamus turned to Pete to explain. “He thinks all wolves are psychopaths.”
 “That’s why we should talk.” A tall, raw-boned man, thirty maybe, with startling green eyes walked in. “I am not a wolf.” He looked at Ri, breathing in through his mouth as he did. “And you, you are not a cat.”
 Seamus’s annoyance collapsed. Ri no longer looked like they were both about to get eaten alive, though he did appear to be gobsmacked. So Seamus swept an arm wide to indicate Pete and the third man could enter.
 “Trey,” said the older guy, who Seamus assumed was a wolf, while the first man was introducing himself to Ri as Jonah. Jonah read Ri’s body language well enough to not offer his hand to him, though he did turn on his heel and do so with Seamus.
 “I told you he was a solo shifter,” said Pete with some satisfaction. He was speaking to his friends.
 “I’m a cat, a giant lynx to be exact,” Jonah said to Ri. “We thought a lone shifter like you might also be a cat. We were wrong.” He turned and gave the man called Trey the biggest smile. “Then again, you didn’t think lynx shifters existed before you met me. And now we’ve met…” he swept his gaze back to Ri, eyebrows lifting, “…a horse shifter, correct?”

Ri didn’t know what the fuck was going on here, except these guys didn’t appear to be out to get him. Their actions, their body language, all signaled mediation and negotiation, not an attack. It didn’t mean he could relax though.

He hadn’t been in a room full of four other men before, not as an adult, and it felt very, very crowded. Then the oddest thing happened. While Seamus was scowling at the intruders, they all plopped themselves down—Jonah and Pete on the couch, Trey on the floor at Jonah’s feet.

Ri tried not to have his mouth hang open. The last time he’d been human around wolves, Zach had been there and the grown men had taken great delight in looming over them, intimidating them.

Of course, the assholes hadn’t realized then that teenage horses, once let loose in a chase, were never going to be caught, even if the wolves’ intention had been to toy with them.
 Here Ri couldn’t run. But here no one planned to chase him, unless these three were playing a very deep game. Out of the blue Seamus, who had moved to stand beside him, clasped his hand, fingers intertwining with his, and Ri seemed to jump a foot. He was trembling. It was probably obvious to everyone present. Great. His face heated with something like shame. He wanted to present well to these other shifters, wanted to show his strength and his ability to protect Seamus. He had killed wolves before. But here and now, he appeared weak.

Jonah, the cat—the idea fascinated Ri despite himself—spoke first. He looked Ri in the eye, but it wasn’t that dominance thing wolves played. “I’m the only lynx shifter I know of. While I’m mildly disappointed that you’re not a second one—I keep thinking they must exist somewhere—I am pleased to meet another lone shifter like me.”

Jonah didn’t seem alone, the way Trey was leaning back against his legs. Then again, someone was holding Ri’s hand.
 “Ri,” said Seamus. He tugged. “Come sit down.”
 “I’d rather stand.” Yet he kept a firm grip on Seamus.
 “All right.”
 “All right,” Trey echoed. “I think we need to push through this and leave.

My intention is not to make another shifter uncomfortable in his own home.” Ri glanced at Seamus, waiting for him to correct them since they were in his 
 apartment, but he said nothing.
 Trey stared at Ri, but he was gazing up. It was hard to find a dominance
 game in that, even if his blue eyes were a little mesmerizing. “Pete claims you’re 
 a horse shifter. That there’ve been rumors of you for years if not decades.” He didn’t want to admit who he was.
 Trey continued. “He claims that Seamus, unknowingly, told him about you
 years ago.”
 At that Seamus glowered at Pete. “You asshole. You laughed at me.” Pete had the grace to look abashed. “I didn’t want you talking about it to
 someone else. Giving Ri away to anyone by accident. I’m sorry if I hurt your
 feelings.”
 “Pete’s old alpha allowed, encouraged, his wolves to hunt,” Trey continued.
 “That night, when Ri rescued you”—here Trey turned to Seamus—“that was
 Pete’s pack hunting you.”
 Ri found his voice, and he found anger. “Those weren’t the only wolves, or
 the only pack.”
 “Same pack, different members,” corrected Pete. “The worst ones are dead,
 including my alpha. You kicked his head in.”
 Ri blinked. He heard approval, respect, in that statement.
 “You probably saved my life,” explained Pete, “so I want to thank you for
 that. Now I am alpha. What I want to tell you is that my pack, though small, is
 not violent. There’s been a generation change on that, I can assure you. No one is
 going to be harming you. Or Seamus,” he added with a gesture. “Especially 
 Seamus.”
 “I don’t understand something.” Seamus stared at Pete like he was an alien. 
 “How the hell did we meet? I thought we happened to take the same class.” Pete grimaced and looked away. “There were two scents left that night, apart
 from the wolves. Yours and Ri’s. Wolves have a very strong sense of smell. It
 took a good year and some luck to locate your scent.”
 “Very good luck,” Trey murmured.
 Seamus’s mouth dropped open. “You made it sound like you…you fell for
 me.”
 “I did,” Pete protested. “You were cute.”
 Seamus set his jaw, but he appeared somewhat mollified.
 On the other hand, Trey looked fed up. “Wolves, honest to God. You should
 have left him alone. This was before shifters were known to the public.” Seamus let go of Ri’s hand, and all Ri could think was he sure as hell wasn’t
 a wolf. It wasn’t as if he and Seamus were going to fall into bed together like Pete
 and Seamus had.
 Not the time to be thinking that, but something about Pete and his interest in
 Seamus drove Ri crazy. Arranging to take a class with Seamus…the idea was too
 manipulative to his mind. Pretending he hadn’t known Ri was a horse shifter
 when they first met—that had been some kind of game too. God he mistrusted
 wolves.
 Jonah leaned forward, resting his hands on Trey’s shoulders. “I think we
 should go.” He shot Ri a look. “I’m going to leave you my phone number,
 because I’m not a wolf, but I am a shifter.”
 “Have you seen my brother?” Ri blurted out. In other circumstances, he
 might have been giving his brother away. But since he knew nothing at all about
 Zach, he couldn’t betray him, and he was desperate for news.
 That question stopped all three men.
 “You have a brother and don’t know where he is?” Trey asked. “That’s correct. I wondered if you’d heard tell of another horse shifter.” “The older wolves talked of there being two horse shifters,” Pete
 acknowledged.
 Trey shook his head. “I’m sorry but on my end, no. The rumors are you
 horses run yourself to death and don’t live this long.” He gestured at Ri. “I’m
 glad you’re different. Maybe, somewhere, your brother is too.”
 It was kind of Trey to offer hope. “You’ll let me know if you ever hear of
 another?”
 “Absolutely.” With easy grace, Trey rose to his feet, pulling Jonah after him.
 “Jonah is my husband. Contact me through him.”
 Jonah wrote down his number and handed the scrap of paper to Ri. “You can 
 come to us. Anytime.”
 Seamus frowned. “You traveled all the way here to see Ri. And now you’re
 just leaving?”
 “Leaving your apartment. We’ll be around for a while since we only arrived
 today. Longer term, we’re Ontario-based.” Jonah gave Ri a half smile.
 “Sometimes shifters take a while to get used to the idea of others. Believe me, I
 know. When you’re ready, give me a call.”
 With that, the three of them ambled out, Pete last, and he left these parting
 words for Seamus: “You need anything, phone me.”
 To Ri’s relief, Seamus shrugged in dismissal.

When the door closed, Seamus turned to look at Ri who seemed to remain in a permanent state of being frozen. “I think you’d better sit down. Now that they’re gone, you can sit down, right?”

Ri shuddered out a long breath, paced to the balcony and walked outside to peer down. As if he needed to escape.
 “Come back inside,” Seamus said quietly. He was a little worried Ri would decide to bolt by going over the balcony. Fortunately Ri pushed off the rail and strode back into the apartment. Which then had Seamus wanting to block the door to the hallway. Not that he was capable of forcibly keeping Ri here.
 Ri jammed two hands in his hair. “I can’t fucking believe this.”
 “Ri. Sit down.” Seamus pointed to the couch. “You’re practically vibrating.”
 “That’s just it, I can’t sit still. I need to run.”
 Seamus could only assume he was talking about running as a horse. “We’re in the city. If you need me to, I’ll drive you out. But let’s eat something first.” He pulled open the oven and eyed the now-well-cooked pizza that had been sitting in there since the visit began.
 “I don’t know if I can eat.”
 “I thought you had to eat?”
 Ri grimaced.
 “Talk to me, Ri.”
 He gave that laugh, the humorless one, as if there was no hope left. Seamus didn’t entirely understand. Well, nothing new there, about not entirely understanding Ri.
 “Isn’t it better to know these guys aren’t out to harm you?”
 At that Ri did drop onto the couch. “Yes.” He passed a hand over his face. “At least, they aren’t out to harm me now, today.”
 Seamus cut the pizza in half, and half again, sliding two pieces on Ri’s plate and bringing it to him, before sitting on the opposite end of the couch. Almost absentmindedly, Ri consumed the food at an amazing speed while Seamus still worked on his first piece. “More?” he asked.
 “No.” Ri stood. “I’m full.” He started circling the small room and Seamus watched him. How the hell was he supposed to keep Ri in his apartment, and should he try?
 “What did you think of Jonah?” Seamus had never met a cat before. Of course, he’d thought he’d never met a wolf either. Instead, Pete had met him on purpose. In retrospect he should have wondered why an economics student was in a genetics class, but he’d been dazzled by Pete’s close attention.
 Ri’s unfocused dark gaze came to rest on Seamus. He remembered how he’d refused to think of Ri in a sexual way because of his supposed mental-health issues. Ri was not what Seamus had thought. He hadn’t dreamed up the idea of werewolves and cat shifters and horse shifters. They were real, and they had deeply affected his life. Ri seemed sane, if unsettled by the day’s events.
 “Jonah?” he repeated, coming back to Seamus’s question. “The cat smelled sincere.”
 “You can smell sincerity.”
 “Not really,” Ri said at once, as if Seamus was praising him, but Seamus was a bit alarmed. How much of his feelings did Ri pick up?
 Ri’s gaze sharpened. “It’s not like mind-reading. My grandfather once told me it’s like we have exceptional abilities to read people, and we should use that skill.” His voice softened. “I don’t mean to alarm you.”
 “I’m not alarmed so much as embarrassed.”
 “About what?”
 Seamus twisted his lips. He wasn’t going there. Ri would have to bring it forward, since he was the one in such a bad situation.
 Ri laid it right out on the table. “I don’t know why you’d be attracted to someone like me. I’m a complete mess.”


Chapter Nine

So, great, Ri had long ago— long meaning any number of days—observed that Seamus found him attractive. Not that Seamus hadn’t made a few subtle moves, and not that Pete hadn’t called Ri his boyfriend… Still, it was different to think you were being read like something of an open book.
 Ri’s gaze slid away as he said, “We might as well fuck.” Seamus didn’t consider himself the most romantic guy in the world, but that proposal was the least seductive he’d ever heard.
 If Ri hadn’t looked so wary, Seamus might have been able to build up more indignation, but it appeared that Seamus finding Ri attractive was more baffling and unsettling than ego-stroking.
 A thought struck Seamus, given Ri’s very odd life to date. “You’ve had sex before.”
 “Of course.” Ri’s cheeks slashed red with color.
 “What does ‘of course’ mean?”
 Ri glared at him, his eyes hot in a way that confused Seamus. He was pretty sure that was desire, but something else too. Okay, perhaps a more specific question was needed. Talking before sex wasn’t his favorite thing. He preferred to get down to it and figure stuff out as they went. But, Ri was different.
 “How many guys have you had sex with, Ri?” He’d never asked the question so baldly, and it had the danger of sounding like some kind of tally sheet or stupid competition. Not that Seamus considered himself hugely experienced. These last couple of years, every time he’d started something with a guy he might like, the relationship had come to screeching halt, putting a significant dint in his sex life.
 “Two,” Ri ground out. He’d edged back from Seamus, his discomfort growing. Well, two was something.
 “It would be hard to meet people,” Seamus offered while Ri’s gaze jumped all over the place. Okay this wouldn’t do, not at all. If they kept this up, Ri would be out the door and Seamus would be relieved he was gone. And he flat-out did not want that. He patted the couch beside him. “Come here.”
 Ri eyed him suspiciously, and Seamus couldn’t help it, he laughed, in part because of all the tension.
 “Ri, you’re the one who suggested we fuck!”
 “I know that,” he returned with a glower.
 “Hey, hey. I’m laughing at us, not you.”
 “Right.” But the tension in his shoulders eased.
 “After all, I can’t tell if you’re attracted to me.” Not entirely true, given the expression on Ri’s face, but it was time to tease.
 That statement left Ri tongue-tied until he said, rather helplessly, “Seamus.”
 “We’re not going to really do anything.”
 “Huh?”
 “Some tension is good, this much, not so good.”
 That adorably baffled look returned. The truth was Seamus kind of liked being in charge of what was happening in bed. And while there was too much of a differential right here and now, he could work with it.
 “Come here. We can’t have sex when we’re halfway across the room from each other.”
 “You said nothing was going to happen.” Ri sounded exasperated, which was better than any previous state of mind. He tromped over and stood above Seamus who put out his hand. When Ri slid his palm over his, Seamus grabbed hold and pulled him down, turning him to the side. Then he tugged Ri towards him, Ri’s back to his chest. He put a hand over Ri’s heart, which was beating fast; he placed his mouth near Ri’s cheek, which was heated.
 “Let me show you what not really doing anything can be.”

Seamus’s low voice sent a tremor through Ri, though he tried to hide it. When Seamus’s hand slid under Ri’s T-shirt to touch skin, he shuddered.
 Seamus stilled and Ri closed his eyes. All he could think was that it would be over before it started because he didn’t handle himself well.
 “Good or bad?” Seamus asked, palm resting on Ri’s skin.
 “Good,” Ri assured him. “Too good.”
 “Too long,” Seamus suggested, and Ri wasn’t sure what he meant because he was so focused on what Seamus’s hands were doing, unbuttoning his jeans, unzipping them.
 It was almost unbearable, exquisite. Ri had enough experience to understand he responded too strongly to touch, and he gritted his teeth, trying to keep his body under some kind of control.
 “Ri,” Seamus said in that same seductive voice, so close to his ear that his warm breath felt like a touch. Ri panted small breaths, trying not to betray the pleasurable agony he was in. “I’m going to take hold of your dick.” As Seamus’s hand slid down, he could only nod.
 When that warm, calloused palm wrapped around his length, an awful sound emerged from Ri’s throat, part-whimper, part-groan, and Seamus stilled.
 “Please,” Ri pleaded.
 “I’m here,” Seamus responded. “Right here.” He stroked Ri once, and it felt like the top of his head was coming off.
 Ri gave in, heaving breaths instead of trying to contain them. “Oh my God, I just…I just…”
 “Okay,” said Seamus, but Ri could barely hear him as that hand stroked him up and down again. Dammit, he was going to come in two seconds, and he didn’t know how to stop himself.
 “Seamus,” he begged, though for what he didn’t know. The sensation came from deep within, and he wanted to block it in order to keep Seamus’s hands on him. He wanted to tell Seamus to stop, and yet that was beyond him.
 Seamus let go of Ri’s dick and cupped his balls, holding them for a moment until Ri stopped juddering from the new sensation. “Still good?”
 “Yes.”
 “That’s what I thought,” Seamus said with some satisfaction. He stroked the skin behind Ri’s balls, and Ri was back to not thinking. “Just let go, Ri. That’s all I want. Can you do that for me?”
 With those words of permission, Ri came undone, lost track of what was happening as Seamus’s skilled hands played his body exquisitely. Time stilled and held, slid sideways and came back—he couldn’t track anything until he was shouting at the first spurt, his back arching, eyes closing as lights danced across his lids. It went on forever, because Seamus didn’t let go. He kept a slow pumping across Ri’s oversensitive head, and by the time it did end, Ri would have collapsed, except Seamus had brought both arms around him. Ri’s head rested on Seamus’s shoulder, and he suddenly wanted to hide, instead of being laid out like this on Seamus’s couch in all his glory.
 If his bones weren’t melting, he might have stiffened up.
 Seamus, however, didn’t seem aware of Ri’s embarrassment. He kissed Ri’s cheek, his jaw, his temple, the stubble a slight graze, and the gesture soothed Ri. He could only close his eyes. It was too much. That he hadn’t really slept last night didn’t help matters. Exhaustion, and the aftereffects of touch and sex—for that was sex to Ri even if it wasn’t to Seamus—were pulling him under.
 He was aware of Seamus throwing a blanket over him before he gave way to sleep.

In the darkness, Ri bolted to standing—and almost tripped over his jeans that were somehow around his ankles. He froze before he made a noise, then very slowly crouched down. The alien place coalesced into something familiar as a scent, Seamus’s scent, reminded him of where he was and what he was doing.

He rose, buttoning his jeans and trying to figure out what his next move should be. It was always so hard to relax as human, and sleeping in another person’s place felt bizarre. The sex—hand job, he reminded himself—had completely knocked him out.

He could trust Seamus, already had. It was that boyfriend Pete and the entourage that Ri wasn’t sure about. They weren’t on the same level as the psychopathic wolves of Ri’s past, the ones who had driven Zach away, but that didn’t mean it was a good idea to be in any way dependent on their good intentions.

He walked into Seamus’s bedroom—the door had been left open—to see the time and was astounded that he’d slept four hours. He never slept that long.
 As he stared down at Seamus’s sleeping form, a longing rose up in him for something that could never be his. Not just Seamus, but his warmth, his steadiness, his kindness.
 This was a stopover, Ri knew that. He was difficult, too weird. The handful of attempts at any kind of relationship had been aborted early on by alarmed men who didn’t know how to deal with Ri’s unsteadiness.
 “Ri.”
 Ri jumped back and Seamus sighed.
 “I told you not to do that.”
 “Do what?”
 “Stare at me while I’m sleeping.”
 The heat crept across his face, but Ri strived for a light tone. That’s what he needed to give Seamus now. “I thought that was only if I’d snuck into your house.”
 “Funny.” Seamus sat up in bed, cross-legged.
 “I really thought you were sleeping.” His breathing had been even.
 “I was dozing, in and out. My mind won’t turn off.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “That ever happen to you?”
 Ri snorted.
 “I’m concerned that wasn’t what you wanted earlier.”
 It took Ri a moment to decipher Seamus’s words. “It was,” he said in a low voice.
 “Good.” Seamus was clearly relieved. He patted the bed in front of him. “Lie down. If you’re like me, you slept like shit last night, or maybe you didn’t sleep at all.” He paused. “Unless you’d rather sleep on the couch. That’s absolutely fine too.”
 Ri shucked his jeans and slipped under the blanket. He felt foolish, unsure of his next move, but he did not want to go back to sleep on the couch. Nor did he want Seamus to think of him as a mistake. He supposed he should have done something seductive now, but it wasn’t in him, not tonight anyway. Not ever, maybe.
 Seamus lay down facing him, not touching, one arm pillowing his head, the other lying between them. Ri forced himself to reach for that hand and placed his own in it. Seamus squeezed, and Ri glimpsed his smile in the dark.
 “I also can’t figure out how Pete found me by sniffing around the campus. How would he know I’m on campus?”
 That threw Ri’s thoughts off track. He was hyper-focused on Seamus and himself and what it all meant, but he needed to remain aware of the bigger picture, remain vigilant.
 “Scent, I guess,” said Ri. “Wolves have a better nose than me, maybe a better memory when it comes to smells.”
 “Uh, can you elaborate? I know Trey gave an accounting, but I’d like to hear your version.”
 “Well,” said Ri heavily. “You know that night you met up with the wolves?”
 “I know it.” Seamus’s voice was quiet. He shut his eyes. Ri squeezed his hand back.
 “The next night, I let them hunt me, let one of them get very close.” He paused. “Then I smashed his head in. Killed him. The other one ran.”
 Ri could hear Seamus swallow. “What happened to the second wolf?”
 “He would have gone back to his pack. Pete’s pack.” Ri let out a long exhale. It could have gone so badly. That was the thing. It was a kind of proof Pete as the new alpha was a good guy, because the wolves hunting Ri had stopped. He’d expected a posse to come back after him, and they never did.
 “That’s it? That’s your explanation?” Seamus pushed up to sitting and shoved Ri’s shoulder. “I don’t mean to sound dim here, but you have to connect the dots. How did Pete find me when he wasn’t there that night?”
 “Through the second wolf,” Ri explained. The moon wasn’t out tonight. There was only some illumination from the streetlight beside the apartment complex. The way Seamus’s thin T-shirt clung to him in places made Ri catch his breath. He’d love to be able to touch Seamus. Of course, that thought meant he couldn’t move.
 Seamus groaned, and it wasn’t because of anything sexual. “Ri, this is like pulling teeth.”
 Ri focused. “The second wolf led Pete to your scent, I assume.”
 Seamus’s fear ratcheted up. “Did he smell the entire province of Manitoba, or only the city of Winnipeg? I mean we’re not a megacity, but I still don’t see—”
 Despite himself Ri sat up, and he placed fingers on Seamus’s mouth. It felt daring, like Seamus would flinch away, but instead his eyes, already large in the dark, widened. And he calmed down.
 “It would have taken a while, and they would have done some kind of research to try to narrow down who you were and where you’d be. When did you meet Pete?”
 “Second year of university,” Seamus said slowly. “They were searching for me all that time?”
 “Again, you’ll have to ask Pete. I agree it sounds weird, but there’s lots I don’t know about wolves.”
 “It sure as hell feels creepy to know they were stalking me for over a year.”
 “I understand.” Boy, did he understand. At that, Ri couldn’t help himself—it was too much not to reach for Seamus.

It was a relief of sorts, that Ri touched Seamus and not vice versa. Seamus sat very still, trying to understand this strange and unusual man by observing his expression and the way he placed his palms on Seamus’s shoulders. He was still rattled by the Pete thing, but God this was a lovely distraction. Ri didn’t pull Seamus closer. Instead, he skated one hand down Seamus’s arm, while the other skimmed over his collarbone and breastbone before rising to touch his face.

“You’re so…” Ri stumbled over whatever word he was striving for. Seamus turned his mouth towards that hand and kissed the palm. They hadn’t kissed yet.

That thought left Seamus when he looked at Ri’s face. He saw a yearning there. Also a kind of helplessness.
 As if he didn’t know what to do. Something twisted inside Seamus, guilt and something harder, like pain, that this was so difficult and yet the wanting so clear.
 “Hey.” He scooted closer, basically into Ri’s lap so they were facing each other, and pulled him into a hug. Ri mirrored his embrace, his long arms wrapping around Seamus.
 Ri’s face came to rest against Seamus’s neck, and he huffed laughter. “I’m rather useless, I’m afraid.” He was attempting a light note, and Seamus rubbed his back, wondering if they needed to just be buddies, not fuck buddies. He’d misjudged earlier, moving into sex like that, but after the day they’d had, the revelations of their visitors, Pete calling Ri his boyfriend—and wasn’t that a fucking bad excuse?—he’d let his body not his brain call the shots.
 Seamus smoothed a hand over Ri’s dark hair, laid it on his nape, before he kissed his cheek. “Hardly useless. I think you might be forgetting you saved my life.”
 Ri rested his forehead against Seamus’s shoulder, and Seamus was encouraged that Ri didn’t seem as shaky as during their first go-round. Only two lovers, and who knew how long ago?
 Time to sleep. After all Seamus could sleep with a hard-on. Probably. He began, “Let’s—”
 He jumped as Ri’s hand closed around his dick. Then they both stilled, Ri’s palm firm against his boxers, and Seamus thinking too much. Ri lifted his head, his eyes large in the dim light, desire hot within them. Seamus decided to stop second-guessing.
 He forked a hand into Ri’s thick hair and anchored it there before he brought their mouths together. Lips touched first, and Ri’s mouth parted, Seamus reading surprise, but he wasn’t going to think on that as he kissed Ri, more pressure before he pulled away, bringing Ri’s bottom lip between his own and releasing it.
 Ri’s breathing increased, his eyes grew even darker, and Seamus wondered if it was his firmer hold on Seamus’s dick or the kissing. Ri could do anything he wanted with Seamus’s dick while he focused on this amazing face, all angles and sharp wonder.
 He placed a palm on Ri’s throat, felt him swallow, traced his jawline with his thumb.
 This wasn’t fear. Yes, Ri’s body vibrated, but Seamus read want and need. Ri slipped his hand beneath the elastic of Seamus’s boxers and wrapped his hand around Seamus, skin on skin.
Yes, thought Seamus as he leaned in, Ri’s mouth at his mercy, licked that swollen lower lip, heard Ri’s small pant, and opened Ri’s mouth with his own to slide his tongue over Ri’s.
 A guttural noise of surrender came from Ri’s throat, vibrated through Seamus’s hand that still held Ri’s neck. Seamus rose up above Ri, bending him back and delving deeper, possessing that mouth.
 Ri accepted him, returned the kiss, if less forcefully, and Seamus became aware Ri was stroking him in time to the kiss.
 He hadn’t come earlier this evening, had intended to have a do-it-himself session in the shower, except the last few days’ events had crowded in on him and he’d collapsed on the bed.
 Now though, it was all coming together, the tension, the desire, Ri’s desperate, sexy noises, his body shuddering beneath Seamus’s even while he continued to stroke. A hand cupped Seamus’s too-sensitive balls, a thumb circled Seamus’s come-slick head, and he tried to stave off his orgasm by this focus on kissing, on invading Ri’s mouth and being welcomed in that invasion.
 Seamus had taken a short sabbatical from sex this past half-year, after a series of disasters, and all he could think was it had been worth the wait, this man in his bed, these hands on him, this mouth under his. Another time and place, he might have eased back in order to hold off the endgame and to further explore each other’s bodies in other ways.
 That would have to be for later. His body ached for release, and Ri was intent on giving to him. The awkward eagerness in his movements affected Seamus, and as Ri found the right rhythm, Seamus peaked.
 A line of pleasure rode up his spine and his body arched back. He pulled away from Ri who continued his ministrations as Seamus came in his hand. He trembled, overstimulated, staring at Ri, whose lips parted, and Seamus wanted to kiss him when he wasn’t usually this big on kissing.
 Ri began to shake. Seamus registered that he was jacking himself off too, just as Ri let loose his own cry, and Seamus roughly pulled Ri against him so they were together as Ri came.
 He collapsed against Seamus, breathing noisily, the shuddering maybe just part of who Ri was and not fear and tension. Seamus was no longer sure as he came down from his own high. All he knew was he was going to hold Ri tight.
 He rolled on to his back, bringing Ri on top of him, and he could sense Ri trying to quiet himself.
 Seamus skimmed his fingertips up and down Ri’s narrow back in reassurance, and Ri gave up holding noise in. He went boneless on top of Seamus and let out a long, shuddery sigh.
 They lay there in silence for a while, the tension having been leached out of both of them. In time, Seamus asked, “Can you sleep?”
 His voice was muffled against Seamus’s shoulder, but Ri said, “I’m weighing you down.”
 Seamus gave Ri a small shake. “You don’t weigh enough, tall though you are. Sleep.”
 “Can’t stay awake,” Ri mumbled. Seamus could barely make out those words.
 “I’m glad,” said Seamus, though Ri wouldn’t understand why. For it meant he would be here tomorrow, that their new relationship would not be over before it even started.

Chapter Ten

Ri bolted upwards—or tried to—and someone held him down. An arm, wrapped around his waist. He coiled his body, ready to escape, when a familiar deep voice said, “Ri?”

The sheets smelled of sex, and for one uncertain moment Ri thought he’d overstayed his welcome at some random hookup—not that he engaged in those often.

Then Seamus’s scent, his voice, his body, brought Ri back to where he was. Seamus’s apartment. He turned towards the man he’d slept with and as he did so, Seamus slid his hand down his side to rest on Ri’s naked hip.
 It felt unbearably intimate and Ri shivered. 
 Seamus’s smile faded at Ri’s reaction, and solemn-faced he stared down. “Okay?” It wasn’t in Ri to explain that he overreacted to touch, to skin, to sex, and always had. It made him shy away from encounters until the longing outweighed everything else, and then it made the encounters…difficult.

Seamus hadn’t removed his hand. It rested there, comfortable, that blunt, large hand anchoring Ri, and it felt right and not too much.
 He was going to mess this up, no question, but when he looked at Seamus in the morning light, he couldn’t help but smile. “Right now, I’m good.”
 Seamus’s smile returned. Instead of backing away from the oddly behaved almost-stranger in his bed, his thumb stroked back and forth over Ri’s hipbone.
 Ri’s breath hitched.
 “I think we better get you some breakfast, shifter,” Seamus said, and with some apparent reluctance, removed that hand and slid off the bed. “I’m good at waffles. Give me fifteen minutes. If a shower appeals to you, go ahead.”
 As Seamus padded out of the bedroom, Ri saw Seamus was already dressed and showered. Ri had slept through someone rising from the bed and moving around the apartment.
 The thought alarmed him. He needed to be on alert, not dead to the world. He only ever used to sleep like this as a child, when he knew his grandfather was watching over him and Zach.
 How unsettling to think his body somehow trusted Seamus the same way. He had to be careful not to get used to this. Seamus was a nice guy, a kind man, but Ri wasn’t an idiot. A human was not going to take on all the bizarre baggage of a horse shifter.
 He hoped they could stay friends and maybe have the occasional fuck if Seamus wasn’t too put off by his eccentricities.
 Ri’s entire body heated up, and he wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or sex. He would use the shower to cool off, though he managed to regret washing off Seamus’s scent.

Ri emerged from the bedroom, his dark hair slicked back by the shower. He wore one of Seamus’s T-shirts—which Seamus found he liked. He didn’t know what he was going to do with Ri. He felt a sense of responsibility here that he was not quite comfortable with, and yet his heart seemed in this. How far, he didn’t know, and he had to watch that even if he was very interested in starting—and continuing—a new relationship. Ri didn’t have a lot of people in his life, that was clear.

Ri looked around, like he was scanning the area for danger or expecting Seamus to show him the door. He appeared so damn tentative.
 “Have a seat,” Seamus said more gruffly than he meant. He pointed. “Milk. Glass.”
 Ri sat and poured himself the milk, going on to guzzle it in one go. Seamus slapped a big waffle on a plate and handed it over to Ri, who gave up being polite and hoovered up the food—syrup, butter and all.
 Seamus gave up being polite too, set his hip against the counter, and watched. Once he was done, Ri glanced up and Seamus said, “A few more minutes and the next one’s yours.”
 “Your turn.”
 “I’m cooking, you’re eating. House rules this morning.”
 “I think I’m too hungry to argue.”
 “We should have gotten up last night and eaten, right?”
 At that, Ri’s face rather charmingly turned red. His skin wasn’t pale like Seamus’s, but the mottled blush was as obvious as any Seamus had ever worn.
 Seamus smiled into Ri’s eyes. “You’re cute when you’ve flushed red.”
 He gave this quick look around, as if Seamus must be speaking to someone else, then groped for something to say. He finally settled on, “Thank you for the breakfast.”
 Seamus gave up staying away. He walked up behind Ri and observed how Ri eyed him like he was about to do the craziest thing ever. With care, he crossed his arms over Ri’s shoulders.
 “Ri,” said Seamus and waited until Ri settled into his touch.
 “Yes?” Ri croaked.
 “You’re welcome.” What he wanted to do was turn Ri’s face and give him a long, deep good-morning kiss. But the waffle might burn and Ri needed to eat. Plus he didn’t want Ri jumping out of his skin before breakfast. He kissed Ri’s cheek and backed away to rescue the waffle from the waffle iron.
 He laid a second serving on Ri’s syrup-laden plate. When Ri’s attention was focused on eating, Seamus said, “I’m going to be obnoxious and tell you that I’m not impressed with your previous two lovers.”
 Ri almost choked, and Seamus winced. He supposed he could have saved that until after Ri was no longer hungry, but he didn’t want to tiptoe around what felt, to him anyway, like one of the elephants in the room.
 “You really like sex, but you’re not very comfortable with it.” He tried to distance himself from the anger he felt over that. Had someone or someones used Ri? Worse, hurt him?
 Ri swallowed, his face red again. “That’s not on them, Seamus.”
 “No?”
 Ri’s gaze met Seamus’s. “No. It’s because I’m a horse shifter.”

At Seamus’s blank expression, Ri could only conclude he didn’t get it. “That’s not an explanation, Ri.”
 “Shifters are weird.” Why was he pushing this point? After all, he didn’t

want to leave Seamus and this apartment.
 “Pete wasn’t weird. He was very normal.”
 Ri didn’t believe it, but he could believe Pete played the part of normal well.

“There are some differences between Pete and me.”
 Seamus’s mouth quirked. “I know.”
 “Beyond that.”
 “Beyond what?” At Ri’s glare, Seamus laughed. “Okay, sorry, I think you’re
 trying to tell me something serious.” 
 “Pete was, is, hiding in plain sight. Which is not something I could ever do.” Seamus gave Ri an assessing look but turned back to the waffle iron without responding. As Ri tucked into his third waffle, there came a knock at the door.
 His mind emptied out. The balcony was too high off the ground to jump from. They’d established that yesterday.
 “Relax,” said Seamus.
 “Who is it?” Ri demanded. Had he slept through Seamus inviting people over?
 “I have no idea.” Seamus pointed at Ri’s half-finished waffle. “Eat.”
 He forced himself to shovel the rest down, because he was under calories, but he didn’t taste it. Seamus opened the door and—
 “Oh, hi, Mom. Dad.” Seamus’s parents returned the greeting and walked in.
 Ri tried not to appear like he was on the verge of bolting.
 “I missed you yesterday.” Seamus’s dad clapped Seamus on the shoulder, his face a study in affection. Seamus seemed pleased by his dad’s words.
 Then the father turned to Ri.
 He stood. His grandfather had coached him on some pleasantries. Rise up, shake hands, say hello. Blend in.
 Although Ri’s incredible secret was no longer quite as secret as it used to be.
 “Dad, this is Ri. Ri, my dad.”
 Ri strode over and offered his hand. “Good morning, sir.”
 “Good morning.” The hand was dry and firm.
 “My full name is Zachariah, actually.”
 The father frowned, and Seamus put in, “This is Zachariah’s grandson.”
 The father frowned more deeply, and Ri looked to Seamus for help.
 Seamus continued, “He’s been away.”
 Ri could see questions going through the older man’s head. Like why Seamus had inherited, and why Ri hadn’t been around over the years.
 “Honey, you didn’t tell me yesterday that this was Zachariah’s grandson.” Seamus’s mother reached out and grabbed one of Ri’s hands, caught him there as she said with Seamus’s sincere gray eyes, “I am so sorry for your loss.”
 Ri swallowed. “Thank you.” It was easy to feel the pain. Not many people had expressed such a sentiment to him. That is, no one. He knew Seamus grieved too, but they had come at each other in such an odd way they hadn’t spoken of his grandfather much.
 “Waffles?” Seamus said brightly.
 “Oh, we’ve eaten, honey, but thank you. You go on ahead.”
 “How come only one of you is eating?” Seamus’s father stared at the table with one plate.
 In a light tone, Seamus answered, “I’m about to dig in.”
 His dad marched over to the bowl of batter to see it was about empty. He trapped Ri in a scowl. “Don’t take advantage of the cook.”
 Ri felt mortified.
 “Dad!” Seamus rolled his eyes. “I wanted to finish cooking first, for God’s sake.”
 “Sean,” Seamus’s mother remonstrated her husband. “I’m sure Ri is a very nice boy.” Her tone suggested the complete opposite, as did her pointed look when Seamus’s back was turned, digging the waffle out of the waffle iron.
 Ri shrank into his chair, almost wishing that the shifters were back in the room.
 When Seamus sat to eat his waffle, his mother smiled at everyone and asked, “Now, how’s your good friend Pete?”
 It took Seamus a while to usher his parents out of his apartment. While suspicious of Ri, his father had a soft touch, and Ri’s deer-in-the-headlights expression had prompted him to be more friendly after the initial frowning.
 Ri had accepted Dad’s condolences, and that flash of pain had softened him further.
 As they were leaving, his dad asked, “Does anything change now, in terms of the farm being left to Seamus?” The question was directed at Ri.
 “No,” said Ri firmly.
 “You’re not after the farm?”
 Ri managed to look alarmed at the idea as he gave a more emphatic no, and Seamus said, “Dad.”
 “I’m trying to figure out what’s going on, is all.” He raised one brow. “Like why you’re here instead of on the farm.”
 “Just a quick trip to the city,” replied Seamus, aware that wasn’t a real answer.
 “Well, call me when you’re ready to let me into the loop.”
 Seamus grimly tried to ignore the edge of hurt in his dad’s words while his mother tugged on his father’s arm.
 Seamus waved them out of the hallway and closed the door.
 He turned to see Ri sink into the armchair, hand over his eyes.
 “Hey, it wasn’t so bad.”
 Ri looked up through his fingers, expression dubious.
 “Dad’s a bit protective of me. My first boyfriend was kind of an asshole, and unfortunately Dad figured that out before I did and decided that gay men—apart from me—were shitty boyfriends.”
 Ri straightened up, concern on his face. “What did this boyfriend do?”
 Seamus smiled. “No, no. Nothing serious. Just not show up when he said he would, sleep around, try to convince me we should go bareback.” At Ri’s blank expression, he added, “Not use condoms for anal intercourse.”
 “Asshole,” Ri confirmed, then his mouth dropped open. “Your dad knew that?”
 “Good God no. The more general behavior.” Seamus laughed. “Ri, don’t look so fierce. This was only a few months, and while it hurt my tender heart, I probably learned something good from it.” Maybe. Seamus wasn’t convinced that he wouldn’t have demanded better from future lovers, but anything to wipe that expression off Ri’s face.
 “Anyway,” Seamus continued, “poor guy got his punishment. After he broke it off with me, he got hit by a car, three broken ribs and a broken leg. It was hard for me to hold a grudge.” He’d visited Jason on and off for a while after the accident, out of a sense of duty, until that too had petered out. Kind of a disastrous end to first love.
 “So,” Ri began tentatively, “Pete didn’t change your dad’s mind about boyfriends?”
 “I think my parents see Pete as an anomaly. He can be very charming. It actually got irritating at times.”
 Ri laughed in that way of his that meant he felt hopeless. “You don’t have to worry about becoming irritated by my charm.”
 “You don’t irritate me period.”
 Their gazes locked. Seamus didn’t know what Ri saw in his face, though he knew what he felt was affection. Well, and some lust. But he didn’t want to end up in bed, he wanted to get back to the farm.
 Ri looked away first and rose, still on edge. Then he admitted, “I really need to run.”
 Seamus smiled. “Let’s get you home.”

Chapter Eleven

The drive back was uneventful, and quiet. Ri didn’t know what to say after that visit with parents, and Seamus touched on a few topics in a halfhearted way before lapsing into silence. When they were almost at the farm, Seamus did speak again. “You don’t have to worry about Pete, you know.”

Ri wasn’t sure if he was referring to Pete being a threat, or Pete being Seamus’s ex. The simplest thing to do was nod.
 Pete was more complicated than Seamus realized, even if Ri no longer thought all wolves were psychopathic. They wouldn’t have behaved as they had yesterday if that were the case. That didn’t mean Ri was going to lower his guard. Once he got back to the farm, he was going to reconnoiter the area. Not that he intended to mention that to Seamus.
 He needed to run anyway.
 They got out of the car, and Ri felt like an age had passed since they were last here, not one day.
 “I still don’t know what to do with this place.” Seamus’s tone was apologetic. “It’s going to need major work.”
 “I’ll help you,” Ri said quickly.
 “All right.” Seamus’s expression suggested that wasn’t going to be enough. They needed to discuss the farm’s future—or lack thereof—but Ri had to do something else before that.
 “First,” he began.
 “You need to run. I get it.” Seamus smiled at him. “Or I get it as much as is possible. Shouldn’t you eat before?”
 “Later.” Ri paused, not sure how much to say. “Don’t like to shift on a full stomach.”
 “I suppose I haven’t given that much thought.”
 Ri searched Seamus’s face for doubts. He could barely believe Seamus understood he was a shifter, let alone was attracted to him. Of course, he hadn’t known that shifters had come out to the world either.
 Seamus stepped into his space. “Hey.”
 Ri found himself speechless and fascinated by the darkening of Seamus’s gray eyes.
 He placed a palm on Ri’s neck, and Ri was pleased he didn’t jump. He just heaved a sudden, large breath.
 “You’re coming back here, right?”
 Ri’d had no thoughts of running away, but Seamus’s doubts surprised him. “For sure.”
 Seamus’s hand came to rest on the back of his neck. He pulled Ri down towards him and kissed him lightly on the lips. Ri licked his lips, liking the taste, liking this novelty of kissing way too much.
 Then Seamus tugged him again, mouth rising to his and opening Ri up, delving in, tongue sliding over his while Ri’s head swam with pleasure.
 Seamus stepped back. “I didn’t mean for this to happen, you know. But we’ll figure this out.”
 Ri nodded sagely and realized they were holding hands. Seamus squeezed once, let go and said, “Run.”
 Seamus threw himself into working the farm. Yes, he had to go back to the lab in two weeks, but now that he knew Ri was about, he could get some projects started and hope that Ri would help carry them on. That might be unrealistic. It was hard to know how much he could depend on Ri, but Seamus chose to be positive. He wanted to give something to Ri who had too little in his life.
 It was late for planting, but some crops could still be coaxed into a fall harvest, and Seamus went for fast-growing lettuce, frost-resistant kale and the ever-hardy cabbage. Perhaps not Ri’s favorite foods—Seamus had no idea and Ri wasn’t around to be asked—but they wouldn’t be ruined by late planting.
 Seamus also worked on maintaining that barn, which was in danger of falling down. Ri was amenable to eating eggs, so maybe he’d be willing to keep chickens as his grandfather had. Although Seamus supposed Ri taking off for days at a time could make it difficult to care for the birds properly.
 At the end of the second day without Ri, Seamus had to consider that he was making all these plans in his head when he needed to talk it out. He’d thought Ri would have returned by now. Ri had been all sincerity when he’d told Seamus he’d be back, but did his thoughts change when he was a horse?
 Seamus stared down at his phone for a while. Finally he picked it up, found Pete in his contact list and hit dial.
 He got Pete’s voicemail and sighed. His reluctance to leave a message was outweighed by the questions he had and his concern for Ri.
 “Hi, Pete, it’s Seamus. If you could give me a call, I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”
 He’d barely put down the phone when it rang.
 “Seamus,” said Pete. “Everything okay?”
 “Sure.” Seamus paused. After all, he had called Pete. “Uh, I don’t know quite how to say this. I mean I do but…”
 “Has Ri gone off as horse?”
 “Yes.” He stopped himself from saying, How did you know that? Perhaps it was obvious to a fellow shifter.
 “Horses run.” Pete sounded soothing. “He spent a day in the city. He’s spent a lot of his life as horse. It’s normal. It may take days.”
 “Days,” Seamus said, heart sinking.
 “Otherwise, no new developments?”
 Seamus frowned. “What is there to develop, exactly?”
 “Nothing, I hope. Certainly the visitors were excited to meet a new type of shifter.”
The visitors. Didn’t sound like Pete knew them all that well.
 Pete blew out a breath. “I wouldn’t have wished this on you, Shame.”
 “Wished what?”
 “A shifter boyfriend,” Pete said dryly.
 “Oh, yeah? And why is that, because I already had one who didn’t bother to tell me?”
 “Yep, we’re too secretive.”
 “Don’t take this the wrong way, Pete, but you and Ri are very different people.”
 “I know that. He’s got a lot of baggage.”
 “Therefore people should dump him?”
 “Of course not. I’m just worried about you.”
 “How did you find me?”
 Pete hesitated. “What do you mean?”
 “How did you find me years ago?”
 “Luck.”
 “Be more specific, Pete.”
 “Okay, by scent, and luck and legwork. You left your scent at the scene. I memorized it. I decided to watch you because I was also a student.”
 Same story as before. Seamus supposed he needed to stop asking the same question if the answer was always unsatisfying.
 Pete misunderstood his silence. “Hey. You were cute.”
 “Pete,” Seamus warned.
 “You’re still cute.”
 “You’re still charming. I’m sure you have men falling at your feet.”
 Pete grunted as if irritated by that comment. “Look, about Ri. If he doesn’t make it back in a week—”
 “A week!”
 “Then call me and I’ll go look for him. But I’m sure he’ll have returned by then.”
 “A week,” Seamus repeated with disbelief.
 “I told you, horses like to run and he’ll lose himself in it. Plus he’s been halfferal so he’s more likely to get in his horse’s head and forget all about you.”
 “Feral,” Seamus echoed, disliking the hollow feeling that assailed him at the thought of Ri forgetting him.
 “It’s a shifter term. When one of us stays in our animal half for too long. It’s better to have a balance.”
 “If you say so.”
 “Ask him yourself when he returns. I’ll bet he’s relieved as hell to be acting human, talking to humans again.” His voice dropped. “And whatever else you two get up to.”
 “Thanks for returning my call,” Seamus said sharply. It was his own fault he’d made this call, but that was enough talking and he didn’t want Pete’s innuendo. He was ready to take himself to bed; he had a lot to accomplish tomorrow. No sense staying up when Ri might still be away for days yet.
 “And, Seamus.”
 “Yeah?” he answered warily.
 Pete’s tone descended to smarmy, and Seamus didn’t remember Pete doing smarmy. “Shifters, well, they can be, uh, enthusiastic after a shift. I thought I’d give you fair warning.”
 His skin began to crawl. He wasn’t calling his ex anymore. “Good night, Pete.”
 “All right.” Pete backed off. “Keep in touch, okay?”
 “Bye,” said Seamus, and they rang off.

When Ri came to, well heated from the recent shift, he rose from the damp ground and shook himself, trying to get reacquainted with his body.
 The sun had just risen. He was pretty sure he hadn’t been gone too long—a few days, perhaps—but it was hard to tell.
 He hoped Seamus hadn’t returned to the city. Though if that was the case, Ri could wait. He’d be disappointed, but Seamus would have to come back at some point.
 Nevertheless, the idea of Seamus being here, perhaps being in bed—though he sometimes rose early for chores—sent a shiver of desire racing through Ri. He was a bit embarrassed by his desire, but not enough to avoid Seamus. He left the small copse of trees to approach the farm in the distance.
 As he came to the front door, he remembered Seamus wanting him to knock so he rapped hard twice. At the lack of response, Pete entered. At least it wasn’t locked, and he stalked over to the couch where Seamus lay sleeping through all Ri’s racket.
 He stared down. And recalled that Seamus found that spooky.
 “Hey,” he said.
 Seamus opened his eyes and blinked, seemingly confused by Ri’s presence. Ri should have been embarrassed by his nudity and by his, well, erection. But there was this attraction riding him, and he rather desperately wanted to do something about it.
 Seamus was attracted to him. They’d had sex, of a sort. They—
 Seamus bolted to sitting, the duvet falling off his naked chest. Ri licked his lips and moved his gaze upwards.
 And noted that Seamus looked happy. “Hey. I’d wondered when you’d come back.”
 “Oh.” Ri smiled. “How long was I gone?”
 “You left three days ago.”
 “That’s not bad.” He was pleased he hadn’t been gone longer.
 Seamus swung his legs around to the floor and pushed to standing. “I was starting to worry,” he admitted.
 The idea that this man had worried about him turned Ri on more. He was certain that wasn’t the correct emotional response. He should have been touched, which he was, distantly.
 Seamus started to frown.
 “Come with me.” Ri decided it was better not to talk. He took Seamus’s hand and pulled him towards the bedroom.
 He was beginning to shake, but Seamus didn’t seem to mind as he wrapped a hand around Ri’s dick and said, “What’s up?”
 Ri rolled his eyes at the joke. Seamus stroked up and then down, and Ri felt his eyes might roll back up into his skull. He was so sensitive.
 “None of that, or I’ll come now.” He removed Seamus’s hand and rather gracelessly pushed Seamus on to the bed.
 He grinned up. “Would that be so bad?”
 Through gritted teeth, Ri said, “I want to spend some time with you.”
 He knelt over Seamus then, knees bracketing Seamus’s thighs, and pressed Seamus down on the bed to kiss him.
 He couldn’t do gentle with the kiss, but Seamus welcomed him, meeting his kiss with his own, wrapping his arms around Ri and holding him tight.
 God. He thrust against Seamus once and thought he might be able to come like this, he was so fucking turned on. He tried to slow himself, breaking the kiss to trail his mouth down Seamus’s neck and latch on to that tiny pink nipple.
 “You are something else,” said Seamus with warmth, affection. “What do you want?”
 “You,” Ri breathed before he paid attention to the other nipple and Seamus arched against him.
 “More specifically.”
 “Fuck me.”
 “Really?” Seamus drawled, and Ri stopped what he was doing to look up and see Seamus’s expression. His eyelids were at half-mast; he liked that request.
 “Yes.”
 Seamus trailed a hand down Ri’s side and let it rest on his hip. “What happens if you come?”
 “Fuck me before I come.” Ri’s face heated up. He didn’t talk like this. He thought this was obvious. He’d thought Seamus was more experienced than he was.
 “Of course,” Seamus murmured. He wrapped his other hand around Ri’s nape and brought his head down for a kiss.
 Ri responded. Lips touched and mouths opened, his tongue glided along Seamus’s. It felt so fucking sexy, and when Seamus palmed his ass, he said, “No.”
 He pulled Seamus’s hands away from him, clasped the wrists and pinned Seamus to the bed. “Don’t touch me. I’m too close.”
 Seamus batted eyelashes at him. “That’s okay.”
 “I don’t want it to end.”
 “There’s no ending, babe.”
 The term of endearment caught at him, like a hook into his chest, and Ri didn’t know what to make of it and his reaction. Everything was too much.
 Seamus slid one arm free from Ri’s grasp. “Trust me.”
 He skated a hand along Ri’s side, only to take hold of Ri’s balls.
 “Seamus,” he pleaded. He was trembling.
 “Sometimes, you need to take the edge off.” Seamus stroked that sensitive skin behind Ri’s balls, and on cue his balls tightened up, ready for release. Then Seamus took Ri in hand and pumped him.
 The sound Ri made was unknown to him, a kind of helpless high groan as all the pleasure focused on that hand on his cock, on its slow slide. He gave over to Seamus then, let him take control of his body, of his orgasm, as Seamus knew exactly what to do, how to read him just right.
 Eyes closed, Ri bowed his head as he came, released from his overwhelming need. His spine shivered, he shivered, and he couldn’t stop the almost-sob that erupted from him.
 Seamus cupped the back of his head. “Perfect,” he said, whatever that meant, though Ri couldn’t stop feeling, couldn’t stop trembling, because Seamus kept sliding his hand up and down his sensitive cock until Ri collapsed on top of him, his mind empty.
 When he came back to himself, he forced the words down. What he wanted to say was too much, too soon. But his body was happy, he was happy. Seamus hadn’t removed his hands from his skin. He stroked Ri’s back, making sounds of reassurance. Once Ri got this boneless, helpless feeling under control, he would return the favor.
 He finally lifted his head and looked at Seamus.

Those dark eyes were so expressive. Seamus tried not to smile at the disappointment there. He knew it was a little wrong of him to make Ri come, but he hadn’t been able to resist when he was so responsive. Seamus didn’t intend that to be the end of things. Not at all. He had very specific plans.

Besides, there had been this tension rolling through Ri that had needed to be released. As if Ri wasn’t quite able to enjoy sensation, no matter how focused he was on it.

Now, maybe, they could play, be less serious. Seamus wasn’t terribly wild, but he did like to play from time to time.
 He rolled Ri beneath him. He forked a hand into that gorgeous dark hair, holding Ri still as he came in for the kiss. Ri opened for him, not aggressive like he had been earlier, though Seamus had liked that, but somewhat submissive after coming, pliant. Seamus kissed him thoroughly and deeply, bruising those lips, not coming up for air until Ri completely relaxed beneath him.
 “Hi,” said Seamus. “I missed you.”
 Ri smiled, a shyness there he found appealing, and he had to kiss him again. The tension in Ri was gone and Seamus loved it. His new lover had a tentativeness at times, despite his eagerness, despite his responsiveness, and this Ri was wonderful to touch. Seamus slid to the side and palmed Ri’s chest, going lower to cup Ri’s balls again.
 “I like you touching me.”
 “And I like touching you.”
 “It’s your turn,” Ri pointed out, clearly trying to muster some energy for whatever he thought was needed next.
 “Plenty of time. Besides, I’m not keeping a ledger sheet.” Seamus cradled Ri’s softened dick for a moment.
 “I feel like I’m crashing,” Ri said apologetically. “I’m—”
 Seamus kissed Ri’s mouth. “Don’t you say you’re sorry.”
 Ri smiled. “I want to be fair.”
 “Do you trust me?”
 “Yes.”
 “Turn over. I’ll be right back.”
 After a slight hesitation, Ri did as he was told.
 Seamus shucked his boxers and went to where he kept certain belongings, unwrapped what was perfect for this occasion and grabbed the lube. He needed to handle this right.
 He placed his toys on the bed and Ri glanced back. “What’s that?”
 “Lube.”
 Ri stared at him. His eyes remained dark, doubtful but also curious. Seamus didn’t know if he thought he was just going to be fucked, or what.
 Seamus spread Ri’s legs and kneaded his butt and thighs. “You are so beautiful.”
 Ri laughed.
 “And bashful,” Seamus added.
 “You talk a lot.”
 “During sex, you mean. You don’t like talking during sex?”
 Ri lifted his shoulders in a shrug, and Seamus watched his body ripple. “You are incredibly muscular.”
 After a moment, Ri said, “That’s the horse in me. We tend to be wiry. Apparently.”
 Seamus continued to massage Ri’s thighs, waiting for Ri to stop expecting a painful invasion.
 When Ri let out a long exhale, shuddery but very satisfied, Seamus stopped himself and took out the smaller plug, applying generous lubricant.
 With one hand, he spread Ri’s cheeks. With the other he slid the butt plug in. It had met with mild resistance at entry, and Seamus wondered how Ri had thought they’d just fuck. He was tight.
 After a moment of shock, a sharp intake of breath, Ri lifted his torso off the bed and looked back at him, eyes wide, breathing hard. “What have you done?”
 Seamus crawled up and turned him over, dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Relax.”
 “Christ. I can’t relax. What the fuck is that?”
 “A butt plug.”
 Ri blinked.
 “Sex toy. Made for exactly this. Does it hurt?”
 “Not really.” It was close to a complaint.
 “That’s all right.”
 “All right for you.” Ri’s breaths were erratic.
 Seamus flicked a nipple. “You can sleep.”
 “What?”
 “You want me to fuck you, but you’re crashing. You’re also too tight. This will loosen you up for when you wake.” It was bad of him but Seamus pinched Ri’s nipple and listened to the small moan in response. More quietly he asked, “Aren’t you getting used to it?”
 “No.”
 Ri was adjusting, and Seamus distracted him by pinching the other nipple. Had the satisfaction of watching Ri’s face heat up. It was a small plug. Seamus had thought exhaustion would work harder on Ri, even if he wasn’t playing fair, but Ri seemed to be waking up. His look of what-the-fuck edged with an intensity that turned Seamus on, made Seamus wonder how this was going to play out.
 “I can’t resist.” Seamus leaned over Ri and kissed him. Ri’s mouth remained closed. “Are you mad at me?” he murmured against those lips.
 Ri huffed out a laugh. “Not mad. This makes no sense. I can’t sleep like this.”
 Seamus kissed Ri’s neck. “Why ever not?”
 “It’s turning me on.”
 “Let me kiss you to sleep.” Seamus cradled Ri’s face in his hands.
 “Kissing isn’t going to work that way either.”
 “Give it a try.” Seamus traced the seam of Ri’s lips with his tongue, then pressed at the corner. “Come on.”
 He nipped Ri’s lower lip, kissed it, and Ri sighed, a languorous sound that told Seamus he’d finally adjusted to the plug’s presence. He let Seamus in for the kiss.
 He tried to keep it steady, not build too fast. For one thing, he was getting turned on himself, by Ri’s noises, Ri’s reactions, Ri’s tremors. He maintained the kiss, deeper, withdrawing without ending it, going deep again. Ri let him control it, taking him in, following his lead. Seamus kissed him until Ri would forget all about the anal plug as anything but pleasure. He let his hand drift south and found Ri’s erection.
 Ri jolted, and Seamus tamped down the kiss with two slow slides of his hand. The whimper seemed involuntary, and when Seamus sat up, he continued to firmly pump Ri.
 Ri looked dazed, eyes as wide as he’d ever seen them.
 “Gorgeous,” said Seamus. “And you’re with me. Tell me, how’s that plug?”
 Ri licked his lips, breathed out. “Feels good, you feel good. I didn’t think I’d be back here like this, but you can fuck me now.”
 “I can, can I?”
 Seamus pulled on the anal plug, pushed it back in.
 Ri groaned.
 “You’re not close yet, are you?”
 “No,” said Ri, and Seamus fucked him again. “Maybe. I don’t know. I want you, Seamus.”
 “I want you too, babe.”
 The way Ri’s face softened at that, like he couldn’t quite believe Seamus had said it, made Seamus melt, and he forgot about the anal plug and came in for another long, heart-stopping kiss. This time Ri gave it everything, fighting for control, wrapping his arms around Seamus and holding him close.
 “Okay, now, Seamus. God.”
 Seamus was hard like steel, almost painful. Ri’s body was so lovely to watch, and Ri’s noises and expression made Seamus’s heart turn over. This was going to be more than he’d expected, but he didn’t want to think about that. He just wanted to think about great sex.
 He grazed his hands over Ri’s pecs. “I was worried you wouldn’t come back.”
 Confused, Ri said, “What?”
 “That you’d go away as horse and not come back, and then I’d miss you.” He’d been worried this relationship would follow the pattern of his last four, where the guys called it off or blew him off. He didn’t say that. Ri didn’t need to know about the other men in his bed, not now.
 “I wouldn’t do that.”
 “Good.” Seamus smiled at him.
 “I—I—” Ri breathed unevenly. “You mean something to me.”
 “I’m sure I do. I’m the first man to put an anal plug up your ass.”
 Ri shook his head.
 “Joking, Ri.”
 “Okay,” he muttered, looking to the side.
 Seamus moved to between Ri’s legs. This time, he pushed Ri’s legs open and up, knees apart and falling to the side. He picked up the next one, a size up. Ri was still being bashful and didn’t notice when he lubricated this one.
 “Ready?” Seamus asked.
 Ri nodded.
 He pulled out the first plug and Ri moaned. Right away he slid in the second plug.
 Ri convulsed twice, then held still. “What the fuck are you doing?”
 Seamus leaned over Ri as he trembled. There was a look of betrayal. “Does it hurt?”
 “I want you,” Ri whispered, a beseeching quality to his voice.
 “Oh, honey, I’m just preparing you.”
 “I’m prepared!”
 “Not to brag”—and not that Seamus was that thick—“but I’m bigger than what is inside you.” He reached down and turned the plug, and Ri shivered. “Does it hurt?” he asked. “I can take it out.”
 Ri shook his head, but there were tears at the corners of his eyes. Seamus crawled up him. “Hey. What’s going on?”
 “I don’t know what you’re going to do next.”
 “You don’t like that?”
 “It’s making me fucking crazy. I’m so fucking turned on I’m going to come again without you.”
 “Hush.” Seamus slid a palm down Ri’s chest. “We’ll slow you down.”
 “If I react all wrong, I’ll turn you off!”
 Seamus stared, wondering what had happened in Ri’s sexual past. “Babe, there is no way in hell you’re turning me off.” He brought Ri’s hand to his cock to make his point. “I am dripping.”
 “Oh God. I don’t know how to think.”
 “Touch me.”
 Seamus didn’t think Ri’s eyes could go darker, but they did. He came closer, and cautiously Ri lifted his hands to explore Seamus’s cock, his balls.
 Seamus closed his eyes, taking in the sensation of Ri’s long, slim hands bringing him towards the brink.
 “I am so close because watching you come undone like this makes me want you like nothing else. But I want you to be enjoying this, Ri, not worrying. Believe me when I say I enjoy you in bed, okay? That’s why we’re here together.”
 “Okay.” Ri was concentrating, as if Seamus were speaking a foreign language.
 “Does this plug hurt?”
 “No.”
 “You seem emphatic about that.”
 “I can’t fucking think. If I can’t think…”
 “Don’t think.” Seamus leaned over for another kiss. “Let me in,” he whispered.
 Ri gave it up, completely submissive, his hands dropping away, his body shivering, his throat vibrating with his moans. Seamus kissed and kissed until Ri turned away and whispered brokenly, “I’m too close.”
 “Okay.” Seamus pulled out the plug, lubed himself up and pushed in, no preamble. The plug had done its work, Ri was open to him, and the hot, hard hold of Ri’s body as he seated himself had him groaning. He was close too. “Oh fuck.”
 Ri began a kind of keen. Seamus leaned on one hand and turned Ri’s face towards him. Ri appeared unseeing.
 “Hi, gorgeous.” That faint frown was so adorable.
 Ri just shook his head.
 “Pain?”
 “God, no, stop worrying about that. Fuck me. Come inside me.”
 Seamus retreated, entered again, letting that tight hold on his dick become exquisite. Then he ensured Ri’s legs were on his shoulders because it was almost over for him and he wanted to hit Ri’s sweet spot. He angled for it, and Ri reacted, and then he stopped thinking and moved, knowing this was a beginning and an ending, knowing this was a connection he would not easily let go of.
 When Ri cried out, Seamus couldn’t make himself stop moving, not quite yet. The way Ri’s body seized was irresistible.
 Seamus peaked, a sudden shocking pleasure that seized his body as tightly as Ri, held him there as he emptied into the condom, as his mind emptied with pleasure. He was vaguely aware of making it a point not to collapse, not yet, and it was his turn to shiver as Ri gathered him in and held him close.
 He looked at Ri who was smiling, that smile wide and warm and happy. When they both stopped reacting to the aftershocks, Seamus pulled out, intending to get them cleaned up.
 Ri, in a sudden show of strength, held Seamus to him, arms as strong as clamps. Seamus tended to forget how strong he was. “Don’t go.”
 “Wasn’t going far,” Seamus said into his shoulder. “You’re the one who runs.”
 “Shut up.” Ri clasped Seamus closer. “I don’t run from you.”
 “Okay.”
 “I’m falling asleep.”
 “Okay.”
 “Stay.”
 Seamus let Ri hold him as they both fell in to sleep.
 Forty-five minutes later, though, he was awake. After all, he’d had a full night’s sleep unlike, presumably, Ri. One day Seamus would understand what Ri did as he spent his time as horse. But not yet. Some things had to be learned when the time was right.
 Now that Ri slept, his face calm and open in repose, Seamus could slip out from his grasp. He liked the sometimes-aggressive Ri. They’d have to try that with sex some time. Seamus was all for taking turns.
 First, Ri had some sleeping to do, and Seamus his chores.

Chapter Twelve

As Seamus spent the day painting the barn, he realized he would have a hell of time selling this place, given Ri. Even if he and Seamus weren’t together, Ri needed a home base, and it was beyond Seamus to take that away from him.

And, at this point, he couldn’t give the farm to Ri who didn’t have a birth certificate. Or money to pay taxes and utilities.
 Taking a break, Seamus stared out at his fields. A lot of the farms around here were big, tractor-based. Not something he could tackle—besides the acreage was relatively small. If he went back to what Zachariah had had—chickens, vegetables, living off the land, he might be able to maintain it as a place of residence.
 There were a healthy number of farmers’ markets in the area, though he was going to have to do significant research to make sales happen.
 He needed to talk to Ri. At the thought of the man in his bed, Seamus found himself wearing a wide grin. God knows they had a lot of things to work out, but he was so happy to have met someone. While he could have chosen someone less complicated, well, perhaps that was part of the appeal.
 Once Ri calmed down about the wolves… Seamus frowned at that. He was thinking in a way that was far too patronizing. As if Ri were an idiot for being wary and fearful of creatures who had done him and his brother real harm. He needed to have a longer conversation with Pete, make sure they were safe. Maybe talk to Jonah and get his take on the situation.
 Did Pete control all wolves in the area? Were there wolves who might come back to look for Ri, or were they all dead?
 Seamus needed to know more. He had a tendency to look on the bright side of things, and while that could be useful, it was important not to gloss over serious concerns.
 Ri had them. With good reason.

Ri woke and bolted up to standing. He was nude, in his grandfather’s house and…Seamus. As Ri recalled how they’d had sex, his entire body flushed hot with not-quite-embarrassment. It was pleasure and amazement and something akin to relief. Because what Ri perceived to be his weirdness had been acceptable by Seamus’s standards.

A wave of lightheadedness washed over him; he was starving. He strode out into the kitchen and saw a written note on the table. It listed ingredients in the fridge for sandwiches, and Ri dug in.

Halfway through eating, Seamus banged inside the house. Stopped short. “Hello there.”
 He came over to kiss Ri and palm his naked hip before he went to wash up.
 Ri was rather enjoying the way the morning-afters were comfortable and right, Seamus’s freckled face lighting up upon seeing Ri. If he hadn’t been so hungry, he would have jumped up and, well, jumped Seamus.
 “Do you eat anything besides sandwiches and pizzas?”
 Ri chewed and considered, since this seemed to be a serious question. After he swallowed, he said, “That’s what I grew up on.”
 “I think we’ll have to buy a vegetarian cookbook or two.”
 “They have those?”
 Seamus frowned. “Do you think you’re the only vegetarian in the world?”
 “No.” His grandfather had implied it was rare. While he hadn’t been a complainer, he’d been at a bit of a loss for a variety of food for his grandsons. “Well,” he amended, “we’re not common, are we?”
 “Not uncommon. For example, university cafeterias always provide a vegetarian option.”
 “Really?” That was heartening. Not quite like knowing there were horse shifters out and about in the world, but still. He could be a little less unusual, perhaps.
 “Moosewood, here we come,” Seamus said wryly. At Ri’s baffled expression, he added, “A very famous and decades-old, I might add, vegetarian cookbook. One of my roommates used it.”
 “He was vegetarian?”
 “She. And, no, but she liked to have vegetarian meals on occasion. As do I.” Seamus laughed. “Oh, Ri, Zachariah wouldn’t have been aware of this kind of thing. I’m sure he was a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy. No one’s going to be amazed that you’re vegetarian.”
 Ri smiled around his mouthful.
 “How do you feel about helping me run this farm?”
 Ri choked and wheezed, before he managed to swallow properly.
 Seamus crossed his arms and leaned a hip against the counter, frowning. “Why is that such a strange question?”
 “You’d have to depend on me.”
 “Well, yes.”
 “Seamus.” Ri’s voice turned harsh. “My grandfather died on my watch. While I was out being horse.”
 Seamus’s face softened. “Oh, babe.” He came around and gave Ri another of those hugs, and Ri realized that both times he hadn’t jumped. In fact this time, he wrapped an arm across Seamus’s. “You couldn’t have saved your grandfather. It was sudden and it was over.”
 Ri looked straight ahead. “I should have been here.”
 “Even if you’d been human, you could have been out running errands, doing chores. I know you wouldn’t have been gone for days, but there’s no guarantee someone else would have saved him.”
 “I wish he hadn’t been alone.”
 Seamus squeezed him tighter. “I understand that. But he had you around near the end, when it mattered. You looked after him the last couple years, so much so that he dismissed me.”
 Ri turned. “He really liked you, Seamus.”
 “I know. I know he didn’t want to answer questions about you. I’m fine with all that. I’m saying you did your best, you took care of your grandfather, like he took care of you. Try not to have too many regrets, okay?”
 “It’s hard.”
 Seamus kissed his temple then straightened, ruffling his hair. “Okay, I need to finish this painting before the sun sets. When you’re done eating, why don’t you come out to the barn?”

Not only did Ri come out to the barn—dressed, Seamus noted rather disappointedly—but he helped Seamus paint the last side. As they cleaned up with turpentine, which had Ri gagging, benefit of an excellent shifter sense of smell no doubt, they showered together between kisses and hand jobs.

Just like that Ri looked completely worn out. Seamus frowned. “Is it always like this?”
 “Like what?” Ri collapsed onto the bed.
 “You’re so tired. Is that from the shifting?”
 One corner of Ri’s mouth lifted. “Sex makes me sleepy.”
 “Do we need to space it out better?”
 He laughed. “It’s everything. Going to the city. Meeting other shifters.” His

eyes clouded a bit at that, then cleared as he added, “You.”
 “To be honest, I’m tired too.” The sun was setting, but the days were long in
 the summer and it was after nine.
 “So it’s not too strange?”
 Seamus settled behind Ri on the single bed. They’d need to do something
 about the sleeping accommodations in the house—like buy a double bed. “No.
 Even if I weren’t tired, it wouldn’t be strange.” He nuzzled Ri’s nape, and Ri let
 out a full-body sigh. “I’m just trying to figure out how much the shifting takes
 out of you.”
 Too much, Ri couldn’t help but think, but he didn’t voice his sometimesenvy of humans, who didn’t eat so much and didn’t deal with shifter urges. “Ri?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Have you thought more about the farm? Thing is, I have to go back to work
 in less than two weeks. But I could come out on weekends. Together we could
 work and build something here.” Maybe next year, he could go down to four
 days a week at the lab, but one thing at time. He didn’t want to get ahead of
 himself or overwhelm Ri. They hadn’t even had a relationship conversation yet. Ri was silent.
 “Say you know I’m coming out on the weekend. Can you time your runs
 before or after my visit?”
 Ri huffed a laugh. “Pretty much, yes. Unless something weird happened.” “What constitutes weird?”
 “Hard to say. Shifter visits. Or maybe anyone visiting.”
 “My parents? They’ll come once in a while, but I’ll try to manage them.” “They’re okay. They like you.”
 “Yeah, they like me. They’ll like you once they get to know you.” Ri let out a quiet sigh. “We’ll see.”
 Behind him Seamus kissed his shoulder in reassurance, then pulled Ri closer
 to him. “You will see. But for now, sleep.”

They settled into a wonderful routine then. Routine, Ri thought, besotted with the word. Yes, he’d had a routine with Grandfather near the end, but that had been infused with a terrible sadness. This was different. Seamus wasn’t dependent on Ri, and Ri couldn’t let him down the way he’d let down his grandfather. They just wanted to be together, working on the barn, working on the garden, going through old things in the house that needed to be thrown away.

Seamus had been concerned that Ri would find the last chore painful, but he’d never been one for objects.
 They also had lots of sex. Ri had never had so much sex in his life. And the wonderful thing about it was, he didn’t mess it up or put Seamus off. It just kept getting better.
 Seamus smiled down at him after Ri felt very well fucked. “Of course it keeps getting better.”
 Ri must have said it out loud, in that after-sex haze when his entire body sighed with happiness.
 As Seamus nuzzled his neck, Ri couldn’t help but ask, “Of course?”
 Softly, in his ear, “We learn more about each other’s bodies. And while there is something stimulating about a new partner, the accompanying tension is sometimes too much. At least for some of us.” Seamus slid down beside Ri and turned on his side. He pushed hair off Ri’s forehead. “Especially with you, babe.”
 Ri pulled a face. “I’m surprised you didn’t run away.”
 “You’re the one who runs, not me.” He ran a knuckle over Ri’s cheek. “Speaking of which… Isn’t it time?”
 “I’m developing the theory that more sex blunts my drive to go running.”
 “Oh yeah?” Seamus’s eyes lit up. “So we’ll be diligent, eh? I can keep you with me all the time I’m here.”
 That Seamus wanted to keep him left Ri speechless. How much Seamus sensed, Ri didn’t know, but he kissed Ri’s cheek before padding off to the bathroom.
 Ri closed his eyes. Still happy, even if some of life’s reality had begun to creep back in. They had five more days before Seamus returned to work in the city. Ri thought he could hold off running till then. He would have except the horse in him insisted he should reconnoiter the area. The events of the past weeks were no guarantee that threats wouldn’t reappear. Ri ranging far and wide would give them a heads-up if danger was to return.
 “I have to go in the morning,” he said as Seamus slipped back into bed.
 “All right.” Seamus’s acceptance was immediate, but he did ask, “Can you return sooner? Since I’ll be gone by the end of the weekend?”
 “I can try.”
 “Maybe the sex will call you home?”
 Ri laughed and pulled Seamus closer.
 Maybe it would.
 It wasn’t as difficult the second time, waiting for Ri. In a way, it should have been worse, because they’d moved past any initial awkwardness and into the intense having-sex-all-the-time part of their relationship. Seamus rather desperately wanted Ri. Now. But he was less worried Ri would take off, that this relationship would come to a full stop. This past year he’d begun to think he was doomed to not having a boyfriend after Pete. Not that he and Ri had used the boyfriend word yet.
 They had tentatively talked through how they were going to spend the fall with Seamus working in the city and coming out for the weekends. Ri working around the place when he wasn’t running. Ri had some concerns about being a financial drain on Seamus, but Seamus had stressed that he needed help on this land, or he wouldn’t be able to keep it. He wanted to keep it.
 Not only because of Ri, though that would have been enough. He liked working outside better than in, and he fantasized about this being the way he supported himself full-time in a future where the land was making them money.
 He just hoped he didn’t arrive out here the following weekend to find Ri gone all Saturday and Sunday. They planned to leave each other notes, though that would only go so far.
 His phone rang, and Seamus pulled it out to glance at the number, not wanting the outside world to intrude. Especially not in the guise of Pete’s voice. It had been a mistake to call Pete the other week, as he’d taken that as an invitation to check in regularly. Seamus needed to put a stop to it, so he let the call go to voicemail.
 Half an hour later, his phone rang, and he rolled his eyes. He wasn’t going to feel uneasy about Pete’s calls…yet. But it was becoming a near thing. He checked the number though and didn’t recognize it, so he hit the Talk button. “Hello?”
 The voice was businesslike. “Hi, Seamus. This is Jonah. We met the other week.”
 “Hello.” Seamus’s lack of enthusiasm was not unsubtle.
 “I was hoping to talk to Ri.”
 “He’s not available.”
 “Can you ask him to call me when he is? I’d love to talk to him before heading back to Ontario.” Seamus had assumed Jonah and his boyfriend were already long gone.
 “I’ll pass on your message.”
 Jonah’s tone was sympathetic. “I get it. We’re strangers. But, you know, Ri hasn’t met a lot of shifters outside of some rather violent wolves who don’t count. I know how that kind of isolation feels. I was on my own for a long time.”
 “Fascinating.” Seamus didn’t want this stranger’s confidences.
 “Okay.” Jonah’s tone turned terse. “If you’d pass on this message, I’d appreciate it.”
 “I can do that. Ri will decide himself.”
 “Of course.”
 “Bye.” Seamus hung up, hoping that was the end of it. He paused then, wondering if he’d been hasty. After all, Ri didn’t exactly have any number of people knocking at his door eager to be friends. While they were intensely involved in each other right now, it was important to have a social network.
 Not that they’d met the shifters in the most friendly of ways, barging in on them like that to announce themselves in Seamus’s apartment and freaking Ri the fuck out. It didn’t make Seamus inclined to be their best friend.
 But Jonah had seemed all right. Seamus shrugged to himself. He’d talk to Ri, Ri would decide, and they’d move on from there. However, Ri had been gone less than twenty-four hours, so he wouldn’t be walking in the door real soon, and Seamus had work to do.

Ri ran hard, with a feeling of freedom. In his past there had been moments when the wildness seemed to almost unhinge him, when he wondered if this time he’d stay horse forever and forget his human side. Today he was calm in the knowledge that nothing would be lost, that he was horse, in his territory, and he would return to Seamus and home when he’d finished searching for any strange or dangerous signs.

He recalled the other times, when wolves had shown up, intent on attacking. The suddenness of the scent, the accompanying fear. Even that first occasion, when they’d gone after Zach, Ri had been scared. Zach hadn’t been scared but trusting, because Zach had befriended the wolf who betrayed him. Ri had felt all wrong about it, yet hadn’t acted on that feeling until it was too late.

He wouldn’t ignore his feelings a second time. The fact remained that Pete and Trey made him nervous. Jonah less so. Sure, lynxes were predators, but they didn’t have much of a relationship with horses, at least from Ri’s perspective. And they didn’t have pack. Jonah, like himself, was a singleton.

With something of a jolt, Ri realized what he felt about Jonah went beyond simple trepidation. There was curiosity there. To know someone else who shapeshifted, when he hadn’t had shifter company for over a decade, well, it was appealing.

He slowed to a canter, having nearly reached the outer bounds of what he considered his territory. It wasn’t that he owned it, or anything of the sort, but it was the area around the farm that he monitored.

He trotted along his invisible line, taking in the scents of vegetation and animals. The occasional human, no shifters. He was tempted to shortcut this, get back to Seamus, and he was pleased that he wasn’t so far-gone in his horse’s head that he was losing track of time.

But he also wanted to be diligent, so he made himself pace the entire perimeter, despite the time it took him away from Seamus.
 It was only as the sun was setting that a new scent brought him up short, its presence abrupt and unwelcome. And sickeningly familiar. Adrenaline spiked at the smell of werewolf, and a specific werewolf at that.
 Pete’s scent.
 Ri stood stock-still, blowing air, furious, his tentative peace destroyed. What the fuck was that wolf doing here?

Chapter Thirteen

He stamped his foot, ready to attack, but the scent was old—by some hours—and no one was in sight. So he followed it for a while as the trail dipped in and out of his territory. Ri began to fear it would move towards home, and toyed with the idea of heading straight for Seamus, but then the trail took a sharp right, towards the highway, and he followed it to the site where Pete had shifted.
 Ri suspected he had driven off not far from here. That was it. The end of his run and reconnaissance. Ri needed to go home, find Seamus, discuss what this meant.
 He arrived well past dark and shifted in the barn area. His grandfather had always made a latch there that he or Zach could maneuver open. While it had been years since he’d shifted so close to the house—versus the woods at the back of the property—the latch still worked.
 When he awoke from the shift, bewildered by the smells of paint and new building materials, it took him a moment to realize he was in the barn, a barn being maintained by Seamus. Ri pushed himself to standing and shook out his human body. He smiled for a moment, thinking of how he was spending so much time as human, and how right it felt. He loved his horse, being horse, but the way he sometimes clamped down on his other half, kept the human restrained and tucked away—it had taken a toll.
 He knew shifters could go feral, did go feral, but it was clearly something he’d never wanted despite pretending otherwise.
 His thoughts flitted to Zach. Ri had thought that when Grandfather died he would turn all horse all the time and go searching for his brother—he would have all the time in the world, even if he never found Zach.
 Instead he was trying to build something here. It was a bit like giving up on his twin.
 The pang that never quite eased grew sharper. Zach could have found his way back home, and he hadn’t. Ri understood what it meant—that Zach was likely dead—but he couldn’t quite put away the last of his hope.
 His purpose came back to him then. Zach had been attacked by wolves, who were not to be trusted. Especially when they hovered near the edges of his territory. What the hell had Pete been doing lurking out there?
 Ri stepped out of the barn and strode towards the house. He didn’t relax until he slipped inside and sensed the presence of no one but Seamus who slept soundly on the bed. Ri dropped into a crouch and whispered his lover’s name.

Seamus opened his eyes, aware of a presence in the room and his name having been spoken.
 “Ri?”
 “It’s me.”
 Seamus propped himself up on one elbow and scooted backwards. “What are you doing on the floor? Come here.”
 “You don’t like me looking down on you when you sleep. Creepy, remember?”
 “It’s a little different now. You’re not a stranger, we’re sharing the place. I’ll allow you a few minutes of it very occasionally.” Seamus began to feel impatient at Ri’s reticence. He patted the bed in front of him.
 “Starving,” Ri admitted.
 “Oh, right! I’ve got food.”
 As Ri pushed up to standing, Seamus crawled out of bed and wrapped him in a hug. Ri held him tight for a moment then pushed away. Seamus needed to remember Ri’s metabolism and how that could play havoc with his health. He’d been putting on a bit of weight while they’d been together this past week, going from skinny to slim, and it was gone again.
 “Try this,” said Seamus, and he heated up leftover quinoa and cheese, determined to get some protein into the man.
 Ri looked at the bowl of food rather dubiously. For a vegetarian, Ri was less than adventurous, though Seamus wondered how he wasn’t sick to death of sandwiches.
 “I thought you were starving. It’s all plant and dairy in this dish, I promise. I made it myself.”
 After the first spoonful, Ri nodded then shoveled it down. Took a second helping and attacked it too.
 “Vegetarian cookbook recipe,” Seamus added while Ri continued to chew.
 “Thank you.”
 It was a warm night but not warm enough to stay comfortable naked, so Seamus wrapped a blanket around Ri and kissed his cheek. The way Ri smiled down was adorable except…he noted that Ri pulled in a big breath, as if something was wrong.
 Seamus sat again. “What’s going on?”
 Ri’s eyes widened.
 “See, you’re not the only one with x-ray emotion vision here.”
 Ri rolled his eyes. “That is the last thing I have.”
 “Still, what’s up?”
 Again, that breath in, then, “Pete was out there.”
 Seamus frowned. “You saw him.”
 “Nope. Scented him. Followed his trail.” Ri folded his hands together and turned his dark gaze on Seamus. “What’s he doing hanging around here, Seamus?”
 It was odd. He searched for a reason. “He has this idea he should worry about my safety.”
 “Yeah.” Ri clearly wasn’t impressed. He leaned closer. “I know I’m not the one to go to for social understanding. But, to me, I’ve got to tell you, Pete’s behavior feels wrong. Like he’s obsessed with you.”
 Seamus could feel his face heat up. “He’s mostly left me alone for two years. That’s not obsession.”
 “And now? He drops by here, he comes by your apartment with other shifters, he phones you up, and he’s running around as wolf near your property.”
 Seamus looked outside and said weakly, “It’s a full moon.”
 “Is there something I should know?” Ri asked.
 “No!” The truth was, Seamus didn’t want Pete’s behavior to be wrong or creepy. Pete had been a real boyfriend; that relationship had meant something to Seamus. It was over and it would stay over, but he’d liked Pete a lot. Maybe loved him at one point. Nevertheless, he was deeply uneasy about this new development.
 “Did Pete call while I was gone?” Ri asked.
 “Yes.” Seamus slumped. Then he added, “As did Jonah. The lynx wants you to contact him.”
 “Maybe I will.” Ri looked thoughtful. Something changed in his expression, the worry being displaced by intensity, and his gaze pinned Seamus.
 He shivered a little as Ri stood and pulled Seamus to him. Ri after a shift was a slightly different Ri. Their bodies melded together, and Ri’s long hands came to hold Seamus’s neck, tipping his face up to Ri.
 “I want you,” said Ri.
 “You’ve got me.”

Ri slept deeply. Between the shifting and the sex, and knowing Seamus was safe in his arms, he let go. But when Seamus stirred the next morning, Ri came up from the depths of his sleep and jackknifed to sitting.

“Hey, no worries,” said Seamus, sitting up himself. He landed a kiss on Ri’s cheek.
 There were worries. Ri could tell that Seamus had allowed himself to think that Pete might not be entirely benign, and he wasn’t happy about it. Ri’s first solution, not one he bothered to take seriously, was that they both run. He didn’t like that idea himself. He was growing attached to their plans of setting up a home base here—if they could get rid of the werewolf threat.
 How many of Pete’s pack were out there? It was good that Pete could control them, they hadn’t returned in years after all—if you didn’t count Pete. It was not so good if Pete couldn’t control himself.
 “Ri?” asked Seamus.
 “I need to call Jonah.” He was the only possible ally Ri could think of.
 “All right.” Seamus looked troubled. “I still don’t think Pete would want to hurt us, though I don’t know what he’s doing hanging out over here.”
Hanging out. Sounded so harmless. Ri cupped Seamus’s face, ran a thumb over his stubble and gave him a quick kiss before exiting the bed.
 Seamus punched a key to dial Jonah’s number, since Ri wasn’t up on the use of cell phones, in fact, found it difficult to think this small rectangle was going to work. But Jonah’s sleep-infused voice came through, as voices did on these things.
 “Hello? Seamus?”
 Ri cleared his throat. “It’s Ri.”
 “Ri.” Jonah sounded more alert. “How are you?”
 “I’m fine.” He paused. “I think we need to talk. In person.” The phone just didn’t feel right.
 “Absolutely. So…can we come out to your place? Are you and Seamus okay with that?”
 “Who would come?” Ri didn’t want Pete in on this conversation.
 “Trey and I.” As if reading his mind, Jonah added, “Pete’s not here. In fact…” he seemed to search for the correct words, “…we need to talk to you about Pete.”
 “That’s funny. Because we need to talk to you about Pete too.”
 “He’s disappeared,” Jonah warned. “Listen, hang tight, keep an eye on Seamus, and we’ll see you in two hours.”
Hang tight. Keep an eye on Seamus. As if there was a danger, Ri thought as he hung up.
 “What?” asked Seamus who’d been watching Ri.
 “Something has happened with Pete.”

Seamus observed Ri basically vibrating with nerves over the next two hours as they waited for Jonah and Trey to arrive. Finally, he asked his question. “Do you think they mean us harm?”

“Jonah and Trey? No.” Ri sounded certain about that, until he added, “We have to trust someone sometime if we’re going to live here, right?”
 “What’s the alternative?”
 Ri shook his head.
 “Running?”
 “Of course.”
 “I guess it’s a kind of freedom.”
 “It’s also a kind of prison.” Ri pulled in a deep breath. “I have to go with my instincts. I don’t trust Pete, I never have. But Jonah, there was a kind of delight when he saw me. And not as if I’d be his next meal.”
 Seamus winced.
 “Joke.”
 “I think I’ve lost my sense of humor today. I do not understand what Pete’s doing. He was a decent boyfriend. I mean he didn’t understand why I was ending it, it was hard to push him away, but I always thought that was normal not-letting-go behavior, not…obsessive.”
 “What about your other boyfriends?”
 “Well, my first dumped me.”
 “And got his ribs broken,” Ri put in. His gaze sharpened. “Any of the others get hurt?”
 “No,” said Seamus instantly. “I mean, nothing to do with me.”
 Ri pursed his lips.
 “What are you implying?” Seamus began to feel a bit lightheaded.
 “Your other boyfriends, did anything happen to them?”
 “They weren’t really boyfriends,” Seamus protested. “Hookups, dates…” Jesus, it wasn’t possible, was it? But he admitted, “Two of them got hurt.”
 “Hurt how?” The concern on Ri’s face unsettled Seamus.
 “Uh…” Surely this wasn’t related. Couldn’t be. “One got a concussion, falling down the stairs in his house. He went home for the rest of the semester.” He amended quickly, “We barely had a relationship.”
 Ri’s expression had this “Oh God” look to it that made Seamus’s heart beat faster. Made Seamus’s amendment seem irrelevant.
 “And the other one who got hurt?”
 Seamus swallowed, his throat feeling thick. “Almost drowned. Kind of a weird accident while white-water rafting. Got held down somehow.”
 “Fuck.” The hard shake of Ri’s head made Seamus more alarmed.
 “Are you saying Pete is responsible for this?” he burst out.
 “What happened to the others?”
 “Only two others.” Seamus started walking around Ri, agitated. “One stopped showing up for any dates we arranged, so I gave up on him. The other shoplifted and got charged and maintained his innocence so I believed him until he did it again… I thought I had a string of bad-luck boyfriends. What are you saying, Ri?”
 “Did you know that wolves believe in mates?”
 “You don’t?” Seamus said weakly, his head spinning.
 Ri came up and wrapped Seamus in his arms. “Not in quite that way.” He rocked him gently before adding, “I hear the car. They’re arriving.”
 “I don’t feel in any shape to see anyone right this moment.”
 “Seamus, we have to hear their take on Pete. They might know something.”
 “Maybe we’re jumping to the wrong conclusion. I only kissed the whitewater-rafting guy. This seems crazy.”
 “Pete,” said Ri. “Pete is crazy.”
 Seamus made a mental effort to pull himself together. The truth was he’d never talked over his series of boyfriends and hookups with anyone. His parents would have thought gay men were unlucky or something, and worried about him more. His friends who knew thought, rather ungenerously, that he’d made a string of poor choices. Putting it all together it appeared to be something greater than bad luck.
 By the time Jonah and Trey exited the car, Ri seemed more settled, as if this theory about Pete made his world more stable, not less. They all shook hands, and Seamus asked if they’d like something to drink, then disappeared to the kitchen to calm down.
 Once they were all seated with coffee on the back porch, it was Trey who took control of the conversation. He gazed at Seamus, blue eyes intent. “What do you know of Pete?”
 “Not as much as I should, evidently.”
 “Did you know he was supposed to go in and kill you?”
 Seamus’s world spun again. Just as Pete was looking like the unhealthily obsessive ex-boyfriend, Trey had to make Pete sound worse. Or better. Since he hadn’t been killed. Seamus was finding it hard to think straight.
 “Clearly not,” Trey concluded from his expression. “I’ll tell you what I think has happened over the past seven years.”
 Seamus glanced at Ri who, grim-faced, placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.
 “It’s rather extraordinary,” Trey continued, “that Pete found your scent, don’t you think? I mean that’s the story he tells. They sniffed you out, a day-old scent, then tracked all of Winnipeg and ran into you a year or so later after long and careful detective work.”
 “Uh…” It had sounded extraordinary. But shifters themselves were extraordinary. Seamus found it hard to judge these things. Ri had seemed to accept it.
 “As a wolf I’ll tell you that even if that’s possible, which technically it is, a scent is hard to remember in that way for so long. Without any other identifying features. That story made Jonah and me very suspicious about Pete and his ‘pack’.” Trey turned to Ri. “You killed one of the two men threatening Seamus that evening seven years ago when he was a teenager, correct?”
 Ri nodded.
 “The one who survived would have been furious. They were brothers. He would have taken over, not Pete. He would have had every intention of coming back and killing you, and finding Seamus too. He had seen Seamus, seen his ID. He knew exactly where Seamus O’Connor lived.”
 Seamus paled. He’d forgotten, somehow, that the men had grabbed his ID.
 Jonah took up the story. “We think that brother sent Pete in to find you, since you were about the same age and both at university. Except that fall, the new alpha and five other wolves all died of poison, internal hemorrhaging.”
 Pete had liked to cook, Seamus thought dimly.
 “Six wolves dead,” Trey said, clearly astonished. “And Pete took over the pack. Of one. Himself. He killed his own pack and he’s the only survivor. If you dig in the news back almost seven years, you’ll find this odd report of a bunch of dead wolves that were assumed killed by a farmer’s poisoning them. The men would have tried to shift to survive. Pete, I imagine, dragged them out of the house once they were dead.”
 “There’s only Pete?” Ri zeroed in on the upshot.
 Trey nodded.
 “That explains so much.”
 Jonah agreed. “It explains why they never hunted you again.”
 Seamus tried to make sense of this, with difficulty. “Pete and I didn’t meet until second year.” He didn’t know why this was an important point, but it felt like it.
 “He waited,” Trey acknowledged. “As if his meeting you would then have nothing to do with his pack and their violent history. I’d guess he knew he shouldn’t meet you at all, but he got lonely.”
 “How do you know this?” Seamus demanded.
 “Pete told us some of it, with his half-truths,” Jonah said. “We’re guessing the rest. Did some research, there are some lone wolves up north we contacted. It was always a small pack here in and around Winnipeg, and violent. Everyone stayed away, and Pete would send out occasional missives to imply he was in charge of a few members.”
 Trey added, “I’m not some super alpha. I’m not someone packs have to make an accounting to.”
 Seamus supposed his expression might have suggested he’d thought just that.
 Ri spoke. “What’s happened to Pete now?”
 “He’s gone missing,” said Trey.
 “You think he might come here and harm Seamus.”
 Trey shook his head. “Pete will never harm Seamus. In his head, Seamus is his mate. That’s the problem. You, Ri, are the one in danger. Pete sacrificed a lot for Seamus, before they ever met, and that has built up a rather one-sided loyalty.”
 Ri’s mouth twisted. “Seamus is loyal too, believe it or not. He keeps saying Pete would never hurt him, keeps making excuses for his strange behavior.” He sighed. “What happens to wolves who are rejected by those who they believe are their mates?”
 “Usually nothing,” said Trey. “But Pete is more erratic than most wolves I’ve met, given his history. I would be very, very careful.”
 “He wouldn’t kidnap Seamus, would he?” asked Ri.
 Trey didn’t answer, but his eyes were dark, somber. It was Jonah who said, “He just might.”

Chapter Fourteen

“I have to go to work on Monday,” Seamus said. It wasn’t the most profound thing to say about these profound revelations, but he was having trouble coming up with anything beyond the mundane.

Trey and Jonah looked at each other before Jonah spoke. “I’ll accompany you.”
 “Excuse me?” said Seamus.
 Meanwhile Ri rose and shook his head. “I will accompany Seamus.”
 All at once the situation struck Seamus, inappropriately to be sure, as funny. He turned to Trey. “Aren’t you going to offer as well?”
 “Nope. I’m going to look for Pete.”
 Seamus’s humor died. Despite everything, despite Pete’s apparent idea that Seamus was his mate, he found himself saying, “Please don’t kill him.”
 Trey blinked once, and though his expression was difficult to read, Seamus thought something softened there. “That’s not my plan. I intend to take him to Wolf Town. But, I’ll need some cooperation on Pete’s part for that to work.”
 “We’ll need to find Pete.” Jonah looked over at Trey and clearly considered this a big obstacle.
 Ri, not so much. “Unless he finds Seamus first.” He turned to Trey. “Pete’s been sabotaging every relationship Seamus has attempted before and after.”
 “Oh, fuck,” said Trey, as if this made Pete more dangerous. Seamus supposed it did.
 “So,” Ri concluded, “stick to Seamus, and Pete will come to you.”
 In the end it was Trey who accompanied Seamus. Trey was the most comfortable in the city, and the one most driven to make contact with Pete. Maybe it was a wolf thing, Seamus wasn’t sure.
 Ri stayed in Cornfield with Jonah who apparently—not that Seamus could tell—was chomping at the bit to get out of the city. He’d been raised in the wilderness and was comfortable with few people and wide-open spaces. He would also watch Ri’s back.
 In the city, it was tricky explaining Trey’s presence to Seamus’s boss and colleagues. Trey pulled this super-secret agent shtick with references to CSIS that strangely enough they all bought, even if they regarded Seamus with a worried, curious air.
 And Pete. He seemed to have disappeared into thin air. He didn’t arrive the first week to kidnap Seamus, nor the second, and as they headed into the third week, everyone began to wonder how sustainable this arrangement was. Surely Jonah and Trey wanted to go home.
 But Trey refused to let go of the situation. He wanted Pete, that was plain as day. He considered Pete salvageable—he’d used that word once in conversation—and that eased something within Seamus. Although he was alarmed by the stalker presence Pete had created in his life—and the harm he’d done those other men—Seamus could not quite wish his ex dead. He’d been gentle and loving in bed, and the affection between them had been real. If based on some seriously disturbing events on Pete’s side, including the whole harmingSeamus’s-boyfriends activities he’d indulged in.
 Seamus wanted this over and Pete out of his life.
 Jonah and Ri got on each other’s nerves. Oh, they liked each other well enough, as things went. If anything, Ri was nervous about how handsome he found the man. Not that he wanted to fuck, he only wanted Seamus, but he’d gone from a dry, dry desert to camaraderie with more than one man, including men who liked men. It put Ri on edge.
 So every other evening—it wasn’t as if Ri could hide his edginess and need for solitude from a fellow shifter—Jonah shifted and turned lynx, scoured the area for strangers while Ri held the fort at home. Ri did reconnaissance the other evenings.
 He was washing the dishes when the door opened, and he turned in surprise, expecting Jonah back or Seamus home a day early.
 A very naked Pete walked in, fresh from a shift.
 Ri’s heart began to pound, and he almost dropped the dish before he placed it down. He couldn’t tell if his heart pounding meant his body wanted to run or fight, but he sure as hell wanted to do something. This man had fucked with his lover’s life in a way that was unforgiveable.
 Pete was the larger man and wolves were strong. But wolves tended to underestimate horses in a fight, and Pete had his own moves. He squared up. “What did you do to Jonah?”
 “Avoided him,” Pete said flatly. “You think I’m going to kill him?”
 “I have no fucking idea what you’re going to do.”
 Pete smiled, no humor in it. “Crazed murderers. They can do anything.”
 “I don’t think you’re crazed,” Ri said, hoping it was true. As far as he was concerned that pack had deserved to die. “Just obsessed. There’s a difference.”
 “I’m neither. I’m a wolf with a mate, and I’m here to make a bargain with you. Then I’ll leave.”
 Ri didn’t want to be talking to this man. He wanted Pete gone. He wished Trey would materialize in this house to take Pete away, but it was a Thursday, and Trey was in the city with Seamus.
Focus, Ri. On the man who likes to harm any love interest of Seamus. That would be you.
 He managed to ask, “What kind of bargain is that?”
 “Convince Seamus you don’t want to see him anymore.”
Not going to happen. Ri kept his face blank.
 “And I’ll tell you if Zach lived or died that night he disappeared.”
 It was like a body blow, hearing those words, and Pete found it hard to breathe. He hunched over, trying to protect something so precious, so meaningful—Zach’s fate. Pete was trying to turn that knowledge into a bargaining chip. There was a part of Ri that wanted to say yes, that wanted to know with a desperation he couldn’t describe.
 He met Pete’s gaze, not sure what to expect. Triumph of a kind? Satisfaction? But the wolf looked rather sick. Strangely enough, that expression gave Ri hope. Pete was not enjoying this. Pete was not like those other wolves who’d enjoyed toying with people they planned to harm.
 Ri licked his lips, swallowed. “I want you to understand something. If I did convince Seamus we were through, he would never go back to you.”
 “You can’t know that. Seamus loved me.” Pete’s voice was low, rough. “Besides, I am very patient.”
 Ri wasn’t sure which path to take. He had to keep Pete here, but he didn’t want to unhinge him. Softly he said, “He knows you harmed his other boyfriends, Pete.”
 Pete blinked, going still, looking as if he’d been caught out. “I was careful. I was careful so Seamus wouldn’t hate me for it. No fatal injuries. None. They all recovered. I’ve been a good person since I met Seamus. I’ve not done anything to make him hate me.”
 “You were careful,” Ri agreed, trying not to show his alarm. “But…” He was at a loss for words. He didn’t want to call Pete a stalker. Not at this moment.
 “I want you to understand something.” The intense expression on Pete’s face as he leaned towards Ri did not bode well. “Seamus has made me a good person.”
 Ri opened his mouth and closed it.
 “He did,” Pete insisted.
 “Maybe you did that yourself,” suggested Ri.
 They heard the outside noise at the same time, soft but there, an animal presence. Pete turned to block an attack while Ri felt a sense of relief at the backup.
 Jonah, in lynx form, and God he was beautiful, leapt through the screen door, tearing it open and landing with catlike grace.
 He didn’t attack as Pete expected, of course he didn’t. Instead, he circled around, placing himself in front of Ri. Pete watched him, unsure of his next move, bracing himself for what Jonah did next.
 The lynx walked over, head down, and rubbed his body against Pete, a sign of affection. He did it again, this time with a low purr, and Pete didn’t react beyond looking rather helplessly to Ri for explanation.
 “They’ve been searching for you,” Ri told him.
 “Trey will kill me,” Pete said flatly. It occurred to Ri that Pete’s experience with wolves hadn’t been a heck of a lot better than his own.
 “No he won’t, and neither will Jonah.” Ri was confident of this. Though Jonah was a giant lynx and capable of taking a man down, even a large man like Pete. “He’s killed men before,” Ri added, because Jonah had told him his life story during their time together. “But he does not want to kill you. Look at him.”
 Jonah had seated himself right against Pete’s leg. Pete began to shake.
 “Sit down,” Ri told him, and Pete obeyed. “You should know, they intend to take you to a place called Wolf Town.”
 Pete jerked his head up, incredulous. “They won’t have me, not after what I’ve done.”
 “Trey thinks otherwise.”
 Pete’s next words were soft, almost like he was speaking to himself. “I thought they’d take you to Wolf Town. That’s why I contacted them. To get you away from Seamus.”
 Ri supposed he could be grateful Pete had chosen that strategy rather than do Ri bodily harm. Even if he didn’t find Pete’s thinking to be totally rational. “Pete, c’mon. You’re the one who’s a wolf.”

Epilogue

Seamus had been delayed a day by the early December snowstorm. He’d left a message on the landline and hoped to hell Ri was snug in the house drinking tea and staying warm. Not caught in the blizzard.

Yes, Seamus understood in theory that Ri was smart enough to look after himself. He’d managed it for all the years before they’d met. It nevertheless ate at Seamus’s gut.

He parked at the bottom of the driveway. Not shoveled. That didn’t mean Ri wasn’t safe. It just meant he hadn’t gotten around to clearing the drive yet. It was really too long for shoveling, and they needed to arrange to get it plowed or something.

Seamus pushed his way through to the snow, trudging the quarter mile up the drive to the house.
 Surrounded by undisturbed snow. No sign of Ri. When he came to the front door, it was locked.
 Fuck.
 He opened the house, turned up the heat and feared Ri had been caught unprepared in the snowstorm. He pulled on his boots again. No reason he couldn’t scout out the area. He wasn’t stupid enough to go too far in this cold, but he couldn’t just sit inside the house either.
 He walked out as far as he dared—next year he was buying snowshoes—and yelled Ri’s name. Silence was the only response, his yells muffled by the snow all around him.
 They needed a better system, he decided. This was no good. Not when…
 He stopped, twisted around and listened hard. Swore he heard something and started marching towards the sound.
 The long whinny pierced the air, and Seamus bent over in relief. Not long after, Ri came into sight, black and beautiful against the stark winter landscape. Seamus felt like the relief pouring off him was palpable, and he was incapable of doing anything but stand there, waiting.
 Ri was trotting, given the depth of the snow he couldn’t go faster, and it took a few minutes to reach Seamus.
 He was smiling hard, and as Ri came up to him, Seamus threw his arms around Ri’s neck.
 “Jesus, what are you doing out here like this? It’s fucking freezing.”
 Ri pulled out of Seamus’s embrace, only to blow over him, as if he thought Seamus was in trouble.
 “I am fine. Now that you’re here. But I don’t understand why you’re outside in this weather. Horses freeze to death, you know.” His voice had gone rather high, and his teeth were chattering.
 Ri moved to stand right in front of Seamus like he was supposed to mount him.
 “Oh, no. I can’t do that. I’ll walk. We’ll walk together.” Seamus turned and Ri turned again, blocking him.
 “I’m fine. I was just worried.”
 Ri let out a low whicker, a request, and Seamus sighed.
 He gave up, leaned on Ri, and in a move completely lacking in coordination pulled himself onto Ri’s back, trying to keep his winter boots from kicking Ri.
 Seamus had worried it would feel wrong, riding Ri, but his warmth soothed him, and Ri was so in control of this situation that he just held on as they walked home together.

As Ri woke from the shift, the familiarity of the barn and the smell of Seamus on his skin brought him to coherent thought more quickly than usual.
 Seamus. What was he doing wandering around the countryside calling his name in this cold? They needed to have a little talk about winter safety.
 Speaking of underdressed… Ri was naked, and while he was well heated from the energy of the shift, it wouldn’t last when it was minus thirty Celsius. He grabbed the stashed boots and long coat, and strode to the house.
 He stepped inside and Seamus launched himself at Ri, rather like he’d done earlier when he’d thrown arms around his horse’s neck. Ri barely kept standing as he took all of Seamus’s weight. His lover had this playful side that was slowly coming out. Their beginning had been so serious.
 Ri managed to stagger around with Seamus in his arms until he could plop himself on the couch. Seamus dug hands into his hair and took his mouth for a long, deep hello kiss. Ri gave over to it, to being loved.
 Eventually Seamus tamped down the kiss and they parted. Ri suspected they wore identical grins.
 “Listen, you.” Ri couldn’t help it. A lecture was necessary. He didn’t care if it wasn’t their usual form of foreplay. “You do not go wandering around in these temperatures looking for me.”
 Seamus’s smiling face turned pensive. “Why weren’t you here?”
 He hadn’t intended to admit this, though for the life of him he didn’t see why not. He didn’t have to hold back with Seamus, but he sometimes forgot that when Seamus wasn’t around. “I miss you more when you’re not here and I’m human. So…I waited to shift.”
 “It’s dangerous—”
 “It is not dangerous.” This idea needed to be gotten rid of. “I promise you, I am smart about weather.”
 “I know you’re smart. I just—”
 “Yes, I could freeze to death. If I didn’t have the barn for shelter. And if it gets much colder than this, I would shift.”
 Seamus’s gray eyes glittered with emotion.
 “You have to believe me, rather than endangering yourself.”
 He leaned his forehead against Ri’s. “Okay.”
 “Any news?”
 Seamus glanced over at the answering machine. “Trey left a message. Pete’s adjusting to Wolf Town life.” Trey was good about assuring them Pete wasn’t about to pay them an impromptu visit anytime soon. Seamus had not wanted to see him again. “And Jonah would like to come visit us some time.”
 “Not Trey?”
 Seamus laughed. “I think that’s how Trey communicates that he wants to visit too. Puts it on Jonah.”
 “I also think Jonah likes the idea of another non-wolf shifter.”
 At that, Seamus bit his lip. “They still haven’t heard any news of a second horse shifter.”
 “I figured,” Ri said quietly. Pete had admitted to Trey that he thought Zach had lived the night he disappeared, because otherwise the pack would have bragged about killing him. But that hadn’t been any real information. Zach could have died since the night they were attacked.
 Seamus kissed him in comfort. “In much better news, well maybe”—he squinted—“my parents want us to come for Christmas Day.”
 It puzzled Ri a bit that Seamus’s parents seemed to like him. But he was grateful.
 “They like you because you’re a likeable person,” Seamus added, as if reading Ri’s mind.
 “Christmas?”
 Seamus laughed. “You say it like it’s an alien ritual.”
 “It kinda is. Grandfather wasn’t much for holidays.” Ri realized Seamus was waiting for an answer. His family was important to him. They weren’t perfect. Ri was still somewhat angry that they’d let Seamus down so badly years ago when he’d come out. But they loved Seamus and had come to accept him for who he was. Maybe the same would happen for Ri one day, when he was ready to tell them he was a shifter.
 He nodded. “Sure, let’s go there for Christmas.” He brushed a thumb over Seamus’s lips. “I’m hoping you get some holidays for just us too.”
 “Ri,” Seamus said in a low voice. He hugged tight, face in Ri’s neck, and Ri couldn’t stand it anymore. He lifted them both in one movement.
 Seamus clutched. “Christ, I forget how strong you are sometimes.”
 “Don’t forget.”
 “You are sounding quite commanding.” Seamus mouthed Ri’s neck, and his arousal ratcheted up. He kicked the bedroom door open.
 They had a lifetime to figure out how to spend more of their time together, but right now? Right now, they were going to make love.
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Wolf Town, Book 3
 Iain’s head has called Wolf Town home for six years. His heart, hurt by a childhood spent suppressing his wolf, won’t let him believe he isn’t one misstep away from exile.
 During the first moon run of the year, the electrifying connection his wolf makes with Teo, the pack’s beta and resident doctor, has potential mate written all over it. Yet the only emotion that rises above the tangled scars of his past is excitement over ensuring a permanent place in Wolf Town.
 Teo can’t believe Iain so easily crashed through his rock-solid resolve never to date within the pack. The young wolf’s artless, fumbling explanation for his attraction only serves to remind Teo why he set those rules—his own past in a dysfunctional pack. Guilt that he let Iain so far under his skin forces Teo to do the one thing his heart rails against. Keep it clinical.
 Teo’s apparent rejection not only breaks Iain’s heart, it triggers a deep-seated desperation that pushes him to take a terrible chance for the sake of the pack. And to show Teo their connection is no illusion.
Warning: Contains explicit m/m sex for all the wrong reasons, all the right reasons, and a relationship that starts out on the wrong paw.

Enjoy the following excerpt for Moon Run: After plonking his beer on the side table, Teo turned back just as Iain reached him. He grabbed Iain by the arms—not what he’d been expecting. He thought Teo would stand, get out of the way. He thought he was chasing Teo out of his apartment so he could stop feeling this shitty emotion of regret and hurt. Too easily hurt, that was him. But he’d forgotten—because his wolf instincts were worth shit—that Teo was beta and didn’t stand down from challenges, even stupid ones from the pack idiot.

They glared at each other, Teo’s  what the fuck expression sapping Iain of some of his anger. He pulled his legs under him, even as Teo continued to hold him, not allowing him closer, not pushing him away either. Iain’s knees now leaned against Teo’s strong thigh, and he reacted. Of course he did.

Not how it fucking went, this dance. No. But still, the press against that thigh, the pressure of those large hands on his arms—Iain shuddered in reaction. And when Teo didn’t throw him aside, Iain leaned in and placed his face in the crook between neck and shoulder, while his chest rested against Teo’s side.

Needy. Never enough. It put people off. He should know. He’d done it before. He was always like this, unless they got down to the fucking right away.
 Goddammit. But still he breathed in Teo, soaking up the physical contact…waiting for Teo to gingerly extract himself from this embarrassing display, or for his body to become tense with displeasure at the unexpected embrace.
Just a little longer…

What was going on here? Besides the obvious. A part of Teo wanted to shove Iain away, but the idea of sending him sprawling caused Teo pain. It was the oddest embrace he could remember, his hands on a man’s arms while he leaned against him.

And yet it had been too long. His body was reacting, hard. He was a fool, Teo thought a little grimly, to think he could focus elsewhere. He’d been ignoring his basic nature as if he thought he didn’t require…
 …this.
 Not wanting to leave bruises on Iain’s arms, he slowly relaxed his grip and

tried to work out a course of action, a way to extract himself from this situation. “Iain,” he said in a low voice.
 “Don’t speak.” The words were muffled against his collarbone. “Better that
 way. Just…go.” There was his out—and yet it wasn’t. Iain was waiting to be pushed away, expecting it, and that bothered Teo. He also didn’t understand. Admittedly he hadn’t paid close attention, but he was pretty sure Iain was popular among the guys who liked guys, and not only in a theoretical way.

He slid a hand over Iain’s shoulder and down his back, the thin T-shirt allowing him to feel the musculature as well as the bumps dotting Iain’s spine.
 The motion made Iain breathe in hard, and arousal seemed to thicken in the air.
Don’t lead him on. That was wrong, yes. Teo didn’t do that.
End it now, Teo told himself sternly, except his conscience, if that’s what it was, faltered. Because ending it here and now, well, that felt wrong too.
 His wolf wanted Iain. That desire had been stifled while Teo kept his distance and practiced medicine in the town. But there was no distance between them at this moment.
 Iain mouthed his neck and Teo jerked.
 “Iain.” The word came out more intense, like a command, and Iain raised his face, darkened eyes gazing into Teo’s, and he could imagine his eyes were similarly black with dilation. “I’m your doctor.”
 The pad of Iain’s thumb came to rest on Teo’s lips, rubbed back and forth over his mouth, and Teo hardened further.
 “No.” Iain traced Teo’s lips. “I don’t like doctors. I don’t go to them. I don’t go to you.” That thumb pressed into the corner of Teo’s mouth, stroked just slightly, making Teo want to open his mouth for a kiss.
 Iain placed his palm on the curve of Teo’s jaw, and he felt mesmerized by this attention to his face.
 “You are not my doctor, okay?”
 “Look—”
 Iain’s lips came to rest on Teo’s, not quite a kiss but making it difficult to speak, his thumb connected to the tender skin, his palm a caress on his jawline. “Tell me what you want.”
 Teo’s chest heaved once. He was the beta. He didn’t fuck around. But somehow Iain’s hand slid down Teo’s chest and into his sweats. It wrapped around his dick, and he jerked a second time.
 It had been too long. And Iain was too goddamn appealing. His moral weakness should have appalled Teo, except his wolf insisted this felt right, and Teo generally listened to his wolf, who had never led him astray, even at the worst of times.
 Iain kept his mouth on Teo, this not-quite-kiss. “Tell me.”
 Tell him what? Teo had lost track of the conversation.
 And it was too late. This was a type of intimacy anyway. Iain was not his patient, not yet at least, and there weren’t actual fucking rules about betas and sex. Those were all in Teo’s head. The rules to make life right and avoid past mistakes.
 Teo’s head emptied out, what with Iain stroking him, making his body thrum with pleasure, a thumb gliding over the slit before the stroking resumed.
 “Christ.” His voice sounded hoarse, and Iain grinned.
 “Allow me.” Iain slid down Teo’s body, entirely pleasurable, and brought Teo’s sweats and boxers with him. Then, hands on Teo’s hips, Iain licked the glans, setting off a series of jolts through Teo’s body.
 Iain’s tongue swirled around the head of his cock, and Teo groaned. There was expertise here he could appreciate. Iain moved his tongue down the underside of Teo’s dick, approaching his balls.
 Teo slammed his hands on the couch. “Jesus.”
 Both balls were pulled gently into Iain’s mouth, even while he kept his grip on Teo’s hips, a massaging movement with his palms. As Iain took Teo in his mouth again, Teo brought his hands to Iain’s shoulders, let the feel of them, the tendons, the bones beneath skin, become familiar terrain, a kind of knowledge of touch, even as Iain rose and fell, establishing a rhythm.

No one survives unchanged.
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 When the Carwin Tribe Pack lost Rabbit, a little bit of Lynx died along with his Brother. Their feelings went far beyond the Pack bond. The ensuing years have never erased his sorrow, only dulled the edges.
 Kidnapped during a desperate mission to save Carwin, Lynx awakens to a completely foreign civilization where slaves and masters exist in a unique symbiotic relationship. And to a face he never expected to see again—Rabbit. Yet Lynx’s shock and joy are tempered by the changes in his lover.
 The Pack’s strength lies in love, sex and a brotherhood forged from a lifetime of living and fighting side by side. Rabbit’s seeming acceptance of his lot as a slave makes Lynx wonder if he’s lost his soul mate forever…and if he can trust Rabbit with knowledge of his plan to escape.
 As Lynx learns to navigate the complex hierarchies of Queen City, he begins to realize all is not as it seems. He finds he can’t simply take Rabbit and run, leaving an entire city to a grisly fate. Even if it costs him the one bond closest to his heart—the love he and Rabbit still share.
Warning: This book contains Lynx-napping, futuristic farming, eavesdropping (minus the eaves), daring escapes, bloody battles, and Pack sex.

Enjoy the following excerpt for Convergence: They moved cautiously toward the ruined building east of the nest, with Lynx in the lead and Kitten in the rear. All three of them wriggled through a swaying curtain of ivy into a tiny open space fashioned partly from the ancient walls and partly from the weeds, trees and vines crowding all around.

“Be careful,” Fox whispered, scanning the landscape with narrowed eyes. “It’s too quiet around here.”
 Lynx peered out through the tangle of greenery. Nothing stirred in the dusty heat outside, not even a rat. Not even a bug scuttling through the dirt, for that matter. He frowned. “Do you smell them?”
 “No. Well, yes, but it’s residual.” Fox ran the hand not gripping his knife handle over the back of his neck. His dark skin gleamed with sweat in the heat. “I just don’t like the feel of the place, that’s all.”
 “I’ll be careful. Don’t worry.” Lynx turned to Kitten. “Do you hear anything?”
 Kitten shook his head. “No one’s around other than us, but Fox is right. It’s way too quiet. I don’t think they’re very far off. We need to hurry.”
 Leaning as far through the ivy curtain as he dared, Lynx studied the ruins in every direction he could see. Heat-shimmer rose from the ground, breaking the line of the horizon into strange, wavering shapes. Nothing moved. Even the breeze from earlier had died, leaving the air thick, damp and dead.
 The whole world felt tense. Breathless. Lynx didn’t like it any more than his Brothers did.
 He flexed his fingers around his knife handle. “I’m going to make this fast. Stay alert. I’ll scream if I’m caught. If you hear that, don’t wait. Get out. Understand?”
 After a moment, Fox nodded. Kitten wrinkled his nose but eventually nodded as well. Lynx clapped each of them on the shoulder, then ducked under the tangle of vegetation hiding the wide crack in the northern wall.
 He ignored the dread that coiled in the pit of his stomach when he left his Brothers behind.
 A minor wilderness of briars, young trees and tall grasses lay between Fox and Kitten’s hiding place and the nomads’ nest. It was easy enough to cross the space and slip through the gap in the eastern side of the old building without much chance of being spotted by anyone who happened to be watching.
 The cavernous room beyond the opening wasn’t in much better shape than the space where he, Fox and Kitten had spent the previous night. Shade-dwelling weeds sprouted through a thick layer of dirt and splinters Lynx figured had once been a sturdy wooden floor. In the southwest corner, an oak tree sprouted straight up through a hole in the ceiling. Vines spilled through the opening and spread out to cover the walls and creep across the floor.
 Glimpses of a tremendous window showed through the vegetation on the southern wall. A window Lynx and his Brothers hadn’t spotted while watching the nomads earlier, because it looked like brick from the outside. Lynx had never seen anything quite like it. He resisted the urge to go take a closer look. There wasn’t time for anything but his mission. Get in, look for signs of the nest, get out. He couldn’t allow himself to become distracted by one of Char’s little mysteries, no matter how interesting.
 Jogging past the window, he scanned the western end of the south wall for the place where the nomads had entered. He found it after a few seconds, a narrow rectangular entry with a rusted metal door hanging crooked from one hinge. A trail of trampled grasses and footprints in the dirt led from the door to a spot on the northern side of the room where the ivy hung in a curtain too thick to be natural.
 That had to be it.
 Heart racing, Lynx crossed to the place where the tracks vanished behind the vines. He stood to one side, his knife in a battle-ready grip, held his breath and listened. Somewhere in the humid green dimness, an insect or small animal scuttled through the weeds. Beyond the veil of ivy, nothing moved.
 Lynx let out his breath in a slow, silent stream. He took a moment to calm and center his mind, then crouched and peered through the straggling ends of the vines. He saw nothing but blackness. With a swift glance over his shoulder, he stood and slipped through the hanging greenery, his back to the wall and his knife ready in his hand.
 At first, the darkness remained unrelieved, but he could feel the empty space around him. A large space, too large for a single, simple room. He waited. After a moment, his eyes caught a vague pale gold light flickering somewhere far off. It wasn’t much, but once his vision adjusted, the light grew strong enough for him to pick out a hallway that ran straight away from the wall for about ten or twelve paces then dove down a set of steep steps. The light—as well as the sense of a vast, open area—came from somewhere at the bottom.
 Lynx stood there, chewing his bottom lip and thinking hard. The Great Mother Herself couldn’t talk him into going down those steps. The hallway led only in that direction, so the nomad gang had to have gone that way, and Lynx didn’t particularly want to fight them alone. But he needed to know whether a nest or a simple camp lay at the bottom of the stairs. The sooner, the better. He wanted to get back to his Brothers and get out of this place. Their time was short. He could feel it.
 Moving with a silence born of a lifetime’s skill, Lynx eased a few paces down the hall toward the top of the stairs. As he drew closer, the faint light picked out words carved into the wall at the point where it began to slope down into the ground.
 Words. Writing, at the top of what Lynx felt more surely with every passing second was the nest.
 Excitement raced through Lynx’s blood, making his heart pound. Great Mother, the nomads can write.
 He shook off the thought as soon as it struck him. The edges of the words looked dull and rounded, as if they’d been there for a long time. As if they’d been etched into the ancient wall by someone from the old world.
 Lynx stared, wishing with all his heart Rabbit was still alive. He’d been one of the handful of Pack Brothers who could read. Lynx himself knew a few individual letters, thanks to Rabbit’s relentless attempts to teach him, but that was all. He’d never learned to tell one word from another.
 He crouched and gazed down the steps as far as he could see. Nothing moved. He turned to peer over his shoulder. The muted, dappled sunlight from the room behind him remained undisturbed. As far as he could tell, nothing human stirred anywhere nearby except himself. He saw nothing, heard nothing.
 Why, then, did the skin at his nape prickle and his shoulders grow tense? He didn’t understand it, but now wasn’t the time to start questioning his instincts. With one final, longing look at the letters on the wall—the first one was a “Q”, he felt certain—he hurried toward the tumble of ivy between himself and the exit.
 He peered through a gap in the greenery. The room beyond lay empty, but something seemed wrong. The air felt brittle, as if some sound had disturbed it just seconds before and he’d missed it.
 His knife at the ready and all his senses on alert, he slipped past the vines and into the tremendous room, keeping his back to the wall. Something stirred at the base of the tree. Lynx stilled. Focused. A second later he found it and cursed himself for an idiot. A nomad crouched in the weeds at the tree’s roots, staring out the window, one hand planted on the ground and the other curled around the handle of a long metal knife.
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